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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

            Walking With, Watching Over

         

         Taking time to go for a walk is one of life’s great stress-busters. The space and peace may help us to solve a problem or see things differently – especially if we can walk and talk with a companion or keep silence together.
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         It is summer in the northern hemisphere during this quarter. The more relaxed schedule in the warm weather means (for those who are able) that there may be time to go for a walk – perhaps on the beach or in the woods.

         ‘Walking with’ is a form of Christian discipline. In my own denomination we understand our relationships within the church as ‘walking with’ one another – in other words, we follow Jesus together through the variety of life’s experiences. We’re also committed to ‘watching over’ one another: caring for one another’s wellbeing. ‘Watching over’ may mean challenging as well as being supportive, since we are called by a holy God to a way of life that speaks of him.

         Our notes in this issue often bring these two ideas of walking and watching to mind. For example, walking with a friend aptly describes the disciples’ experience of being with Jesus. Another example is walking under God’s law, law given to bless us and not to limit us. If we have ever walked in dangerous places, we will have learned that guidelines are usually there to help us.

         Perhaps you will identify with walking with your shoes off. It is a different, unmediated encounter with the physical world. Our God is holy, and we should tread respectfully when we encounter him.

         How is your walk today? Perhaps you are moving through spacious places; or perhaps life has delivered a curve ball and you are limping in pain. Either way, our dearest companion walks with and watches over us, never abandoning us. Even if he moves on ahead, it is to show us the way. His Word is a trustworthy light unto our feet.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘… hold fast to that lamp and keep it close beside me so that … God might guide and lead me safely along his path of life’ (pages 72 to 75)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / Svetliy

      

   


   
      
         
            The Writers
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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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            STUART WEIR is passionate about Jesus Christ and sport. He spends his life helping people to make the connection. In his seventies he still plays walking football regularly. He has worked at four football World Cups and Paris 2024 will be his fifth accredited Olympic involvement. Married to Lynne for 50 years, he has two children and three grandchildren.
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            FIONA BARNARD loves being with people from all over the world as an ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) tutor, the University of St Andrews’ chaplain and Friends International staff worker. She lives in Scotland.
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            ANDREW HERON worked as a government translator before training for Christian ministry. He subsequently worked in missionary service in France for almost 25 years, then latterly in pastoral ministry in Northern Ireland.
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            KATHARINE MCPHAIL and husband Stuart have two grown-up children. Katharine and Stuart feel called to serve in church ministry together. They were both at Hill Cliffe Baptist Church for 10 years until Katharine felt called to train for Baptist ministry. She is currently at Hoole Baptist Church in Chester on placement.
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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.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            SU ARTICLE

            SPORT SPEAKS OF GOD

         

         Sport has huge appeal among young people and provides unique opportunities to connect with them, build relationships and share Jesus. Thanks to your support, we are able to help more churches than ever before to use this amazing medium for mission!
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         Scripture Union Sports Mission Team Leader Mark Oliver and his team – Sarah Bowey, Ruth Anderson and Holly Phipps – want every church in England and Wales to be able to make the most of the mission opportunities that sport can offer, whether that’s just throwing a frisbee round the local park or running a sports-themed camp.

         Mark says, ‘We all have a responsibility to tell the next generation about Jesus. As we engage with children and young people, it’s important that we do so in a way that is accessible to them. With more children and young people playing sport every Sunday than attending church, we know that sport speaks a language that they understand.’

         A broad appeal to young people

         Not every young person would consider themselves to be ‘sporty’ and Mark is keen to point out that in the context of mission, ‘… we’re not just talking about competitive, conventional or organised sports such as football, netball or tennis. We include simple and fun physical games and activities too, things that appeal to most young people and require no previous experience to play.

         ‘Mission Through Sport brings the community together and helps young people from a variety of backgrounds to develop skills and confidence that are useful both on and off the pitch. It builds relationships and so provides a way in to sharing the good news about Jesus.’

         Flexibility suits a range of church settings

         Mission Through Sport can also be readily adapted to most contexts.

         Mark says, ‘We’ve trained our Mission Enablers so that they can help Faith Guides run sports mission easily and effectively, whether they’re from a big church with access to a playing field or a small rural church with more limited local facilities, or anything in between.’

         The team is also developing new off-the-shelf resources for churches to use. These are based on the Revealing Jesus mission framework. ‘So, whether a church is connecting with young people for the first time, or helping them to explore faith, respond or grow spiritually, these Mission Through Sport resources will help,’ explains Mark. ‘For example, we’ve created a series of “Half Time” talks with videos and accompanying games which Faith Guides can use to share something from the Bible, linked to a games session. We’re also developing an additional set of videos that the young people can access in their own time, which help them explore that week’s theme in more depth.

         ‘For those Faith Guides who want to go a step further and specialise in Mission Through Sport, we’re developing an accredited training course so they can construct their own programmes that are specifically tailored to the needs of the young people they work with.

         ‘Mission Through Sport is amazingly flexible – we really love showing churches how to make it a success in their particular circumstances!’

         A missional game-changer

         Having piloted lots of ‘estate-based’ sports programmes in the past few years, SU’s Sports Mission Team is leading the way in supporting churches in low-income neighbourhoods to step out and reach the local children and young people.

         Mark’s passion is rooted in Isaiah 61 where we are instructed to ‘proclaim good news to the poor’. He says, ‘In such communities where I’ve worked, alongside the economic challenges, I’ve witnessed a poverty of hope. What greater hope is there than knowing Jesus? But a much higher proportion of churches in low-income communities have closed their doors than in affluent areas. We can use sports, games and fitness activities to make connections with children and young people and introduce them to Jesus. It can literally be a missional game-changer!

         ‘It is such a privilege to work alongside churches and congregation members living and working on those estates. They are so willing to roll up their sleeves and get out into their communities and share God’s love in practical ways.’

         More intensive help

         Getting Mission Through Sport programmes off the ground in these areas is not always plain sailing and the churches involved often appreciate the extra practical help they can get from Mark and his team.
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         Holly Phipps is one of SU’s two Sports Mission Pioneers and is based in Sheffield. She’s been working with All Nations, a church founded on the Fir Vale estate in September 2022. In Easter 2023, Holly and Mark partnered with a team of church volunteers and Christians in Sport to run a three-day sports camp to connect with local young people. Over 30 came. They included Josh*, who arrived on the first day to see his friends who were at the event. Sadly, his attitude was disrespectful and his actions disruptive.

         Mark says, ‘My instinct was to send Josh home, but I felt that God had other plans. I decided to invite him back the next day on the condition that he got his parents to complete a consent form and that he changed his attitude. To my surprise, he returned.’

         ‘I think I need Jesus to change me’

         However, Josh’s conduct was even more challenging on day two. ‘He was resistant to everything we were doing to the point that his behaviour was spoiling things for everyone else,’ recalls Mark. ‘I spent time talking with him and could see that he had potential, but I didn’t know how to get through to him.’

         Nevertheless, Josh returned on the final day of the sports camp as Mark was preparing to share the good news of Jesus. ‘It was one of the toughest groups I’ve ever had to face, but as I began speaking, the group went really quiet.

         ‘At the end, I asked them to get into pairs and a member of the team went to speak with each pair. I found myself talking to Josh. He’d been really affected by the message I’d shared and what he said next was amazing: “I think I need Jesus to change me.” And he meant it.

         ‘Hearing that after the challenges of the previous days made it all worthwhile. Josh didn’t become a Christian that day, but he did encounter hope and love on a sports field and now attends weekly sports sessions delivered by our team and the local church. God’s love had started to dismantle the seemingly impenetrable wall of resistance that Josh had built around himself.

         ‘Sport really can reach the hearts that other kinds of mission might not reach. My prayer is that many more churches will come to realise its value in sharing Jesus with a generation that doesn’t yet know him.’

         Please pray for Mark and the Scripture Union Sport team as they seek to help children and young people to learn more about Jesus. If you are interested in learning more about Mission Through Sport, visit su.org.uk/sport

         
            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.

         

         
            * Name changed to protect identity

         

      

   


   
      
         
            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 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.

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

            John 1–6

            INFORMED CHOICE

         

         Health-care professionals provide patients with information about diagnosis, prognosis and treatment options, so that patients can make informed choices. John gives his readers the information they need to make an informed choice about Jesus: ‘these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah’.1

         These early chapters of John diagnose the human condition and offer a prognosis and treatment plan! The diagnosis is grim: we stand ‘condemned’ because we have chosen ‘darkness’ and ‘evil’ (3:18–20). The prognosis, however, is promising because of Jesus, the giver of both ‘light’ and ‘eternal life’ (1:4,5,9; 3:15,16). He alone is the remedy for our sin-sickness. John’s Gospel announces the availability of this treatment and emphasises the necessity of availing ourselves of it. As repeated emphasis on the verb ‘believe’ suggests (eg 1:12; 2:11; 3:16,36), informed consent is expressed by affirming our trust in Jesus.

         John’s prologue spells out the fundamental choice that sets sin-sick people on the road to recovering life: ‘to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God’ (1:12). Varying images present this basic choice: come-and-see invitations, which must be accepted or rejected (1:35–51); welcoming the one to whom the signs point, as opposed to remaining stuck at the signpost (2:11,23,24); being born from above or clinging to familiar things below (3:5–12); being satisfied with temporary thirst-quenchers versus drinking the ‘living water’ (4:10–15); settling for physical healing as opposed to pursuing wholeness (5:14); craving bread that fills the stomach or feeding on the living bread that satisfies the soul (6:26–58). All these choices have eternal implications: ‘while we are free to choose our actions, we are not free to choose the consequences of those actions’.2 Jesus and John urge us to make not just life-giving but eternal-life-giving choices.

         Tanya Ferdinandusz

         
            1 John 20:31 2 Stephen Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Simon & Schuster, 2004, p90

         

      

   


   
      
         
            MONDAY 1 JULY

            John 6:1–15

            Factor in Jesus

         

         What presses heavily on your heart today? Will you ‘Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know your concerns’?1

         The ‘great crowd’ approaching Jesus would need food – lots of it (v 5). Demand far exceeded supply. The immensity of this pressing need, combined with the inadequacy of available resources, overwhelmed the disciples.

         Philip was problem-focused. He concentrated on how to feed this multitude and his calculations were probably spot on: ‘more than half a year’s wages to buy enough bread for each one to have a bite!’ (v 7). Andrew seems more solution-focused. Yet, having assessed the available resources – ‘five small barley loaves and two small fish’ – he despaired: ‘how far will they go among so many?’ (v 9). Philip was daunted by the huge demand; Andrew was sceptical about the meagre supply.

         Jesus devised a little ‘test’ (v 6), presumably to see if his disciples had learned to focus on the who rather than the where or how. Yet, despite having watched their Master perform many wonders, both Philip and Andrew failed to factor Jesus into the equation. In contrast to the disciples, who focused on what seemed an insurmountable problem, Jesus looked up to his Father with thanksgiving and trust (v 11). Giving thanks is far more than an expression of gratitude for gifts; it is also recognition of the greatness of the Giver of all good gifts. Giving thanks was followed by giving out (distributing) the bread and trusting God to meet the great need. Philip only thought in terms of ‘a bite’ (v 7) – a little snack to stave off those hunger pangs! – but Jesus provided not just ‘enough’ but abundantly (vs 12,13)! As Paul reminds the Philippians, God meets all our needs not out of but ‘according to’ – that is, in proportion to – his great ‘riches’.2

         Problems may seem insurmountable. Our strength may fail. But God reminds us, ‘My grace is enough; it’s all you need. My strength comes into its own in your weakness.’3

         
            1 Phil 4:6, The Message 2 Phil 4:19 3 2 Cor 12:9, The Message

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: 2 Chronicles 33,34; Psalms 75,76

      

   


   
      
         
            TUESDAY 2 JULY

            John 6:16–24

            Under His Feet

         

         ‘We have an anchor that keeps the soul / steadfast and sure while the billows roll; / fastened to the Rock which cannot move, / grounded firm and deep in the Saviour’s love!’1

         Rowing across the Sea of Galilee, with darkness falling, winds howling and waves rising high (vs 17,18), must have been terrifying for the disciples. In the midst of the storm, what a spectacularly frightening sight it must have been to see Jesus walking towards them on the water!

         Most people, knowing the unpredictability of the sea, have a healthy fear of it. For the ancient Jews, it was more than this, because the sea symbolised the forces of chaos which could not be controlled or contained by human beings. Anyone able to command the sea was seen as exercising divine power. Some Old Testament figures received God’s power to part the waters,2 but no one had ever walked on water as Jesus did: ‘[God] alone … treads on the waves of the sea’.3 By declaring, ‘It is I’ (v 20), Jesus associated himself with that divine ‘I am’ who appeared to Moses in the burning bush4 – an identification made more explicit in his ‘I am the bread of life’ discourse that takes up the rest of chapter 6. In the presence of the divine, human beings rightly tremble, so Jesus reassured his frightened disciples: ‘don’t be afraid’ (v 20). Although not specifically termed a ‘sign’ in John’s Gospel, walking on the water points to Jesus’ power and authority: ‘God placed all things under his feet’.5

         Jesus has promised to be with us always but, in the absence of a visible, tangible presence, the storms of life that rise up against us in our faith journey can be confusing and frightening. It is reassuring to remember that when it feels as if we are in over our heads, the Lord who trod the waves underfoot has not lost control.

         Create a tangible reminder of God’s powerful presence – perhaps a line from a song or scripture verse as your screensaver – that can serve as encouragement in turbulent times.

         
            1 PJ Owens, 1829–1907, ‘Will your anchor hold’ 2 Exod 14:21; Josh 3:14–17; 2 Kings 2:8,14 3 Job 9:8 4 Exod 3:14 5 Eph 1:22

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: 2 Chronicles 35,36; Luke 1:39–80
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