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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

            Landscape of Faith

         

         We can visit the landscape of faith through the Bible, preaching and worship. But if we only visit, we are not yet disciples. We must also witness to the difference Jesus makes.
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         I live in North Yorkshire – it is a very rural county, with a wide, open landscape. It is littered with the ruins of magnificent medieval abbeys, the homes of thriving monastic communities which were destroyed by Henry VIII during the Dissolution. The king took the abbeys’ wealth, the lead was removed from the roofs so that they collapsed, and the monks were relocated.

         I recently visited Fountains Abbey, a Cistercian ruin in beautiful grounds. The original building was enormous and changed the whole landscape. Today, the empty ruin still dominates the valley and people flock to experience this mysterious yet empty place.

         I am reminded of the Easter story; how, strangely, our faith rests in part on an emptiness: a tomb in which a body was laid, and then disappeared. Many people have investigated the stories of the empty tomb and the resurrection appearances and have concluded that here is a mystery that cannot be explained away. This empty tomb has changed the landscape of human life for ever.

         At the time of writing we cannot visit the supposed site of Jesus’ tomb because there is war in Israel. But we do not need to do so. The empty tomb has changed our world, and the way we now live, faithfully after Christ, is all the evidence the world needs that something cosmic happened on Easter Day. We are the witnesses to the emptiness that is fullness of life. As we read our notes this quarter, about both the stories of the land of Israel and the greatest story of Jesus, let us seek him everywhere and then tell everyone what we have found. Nothing can be the same: the landscape has changed, for all eternity. Christ is risen! Hallelujah.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘Find the big J’ (pages 38 to 41)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / Krofoto
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            The Writers
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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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            DAN CHRISTIAN is Director of Vocations/DDO in the Diocese of Sheffield. He has a doctorate in Old Testament theology from Wycliffe Hall and has spent ten years in parish ministry. Alongside his role at the diocese, he teaches biblical Hebrew at St Hild College.
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            JOHN HARRIS is Senior Biblical Consultant for Bible Society Australia. In active retirement he continues his involvement in the translation of the Bible into indigenous Australian and Pacific languages. John is married to Judith and they have three children and six grandchildren.
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            EMMANUEL OLADIPO started as a schools’ worker in Nigeria, then went on to serve as the Africa Regional Secretary of SU and then as International Secretary. Emmanuel is now retired and lives in Leicester with his wife, Ruth, with whom he has four grown-up sons. He is currently Africa Coordinator of John Stott’s Langham Preaching.
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            ANNABEL ROBINSON has recently retired from the University of Regina where she taught Greek and Latin. She is now working for SU Canada. She loves music, languages and travel. She is married to Reid, with children and grandchildren living in Calgary, Canada and Oslo, Norway.
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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 freelance church-facing teaching. 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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            JONNY LIBBY is the Lay Pastor at Plymouth Methodist Central Hall. Jonny is married to Denise and they have three children.
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            PAUL OAKLEY has taught theology in Nigeria, in Sheffield with Church Army and the diocese’s School of Ministry, and recently with St Barnabas Theological Centre. He has also been in leadership in local churches, including as a vicar in three different parishes. His interests include cricket, football and eating curries.
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            SALLY NELSON is a Baptist minister and has been the commissioning editor for Encounter with God since 2015.
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            SU ARTICLE

            MUSTARD SEED MISSION

         

         Dave Newton explains how he came to be National Director of Scripture Union England and Wales, why he thinks we all have a part to play in mission, and that we shouldn’t be surprised if God multiplies our missional efforts into something beyond our dreams.
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         I was 4 when I decided to follow Jesus, and immediately went to tell my brother he should follow Jesus too. I felt a bit deflated when I discovered that he already did!

         That early experience of wanting to share Jesus really set the direction for my life. I went on to help on beach missions, become a youth worker and be ordained. Eventually I was appointed National Mission Director of Youth for Christ and then Director of Training for Elim UK and Principal of Regents Theological College.

         Becoming National Director for Scripture Union was, I think, prompted by another key event. I had been speaking at a large church to a youth group of around three hundred when I made a disturbing discovery.

         Time for the church to take mission seriously

         Three hundred young people in a church youth group seemed really impressive, until I discovered that over eighteen thousand young people lived in the area, most of whom weren’t hearing about Jesus. That’s when it dawned on me that, as the church, we must take seriously the priority to share the good news of Jesus with all children and young people, including those who would never set foot in a church building.

         We live in turbulent times, and young people are thirsting for a strong foundation on which to build their lives, a sense of value and identity and hope for the future. Jesus offers all these. But how does the next generation get to hear his message of hope if they come 5from a non‑Christian family, have no connection with a church and have so few opportunities to hear about him at school, on TV or in other places in what has become an increasingly secular society?

         Scripture Union fills this space. Its mission is to reveal Jesus to children and young people, to give all of them the opportunity to hear that message of hope, especially the 95 per cent not in a church. So when I was asked if I would like to become its National Director, I really felt it was God’s calling and was delighted to accept!

         Continuing a rich heritage

         In some ways, Scripture Union hasn’t changed much since its earliest days when its founder Josiah Spiers shared Jesus with children at weekly gatherings in someone’s home, and through stories and games on the beach while he was on holiday at Llandudno.

         Now, as then, our mission is for every child and young person to have their own vibrant, personal faith in Jesus, to discover the difference he can make to their lives.

         However, Christianity has become less obviously visible in wider society and children and young people have less grounding in it. They may not even know the basic tenets of the faith, and they certainly aren’t familiar with church jargon. The good news is the same, but we’ve had to change how we share it.

         So Scripture Union has developed creative, relevant ways and practical support to help churches of every denomination to connect with today’s children and young people beyond the church walls, and help them explore, respond and grow in faith.

         I’m really heartened by how many churches are partnering with us to actively engage in mission to ‘the 95’. But I’d really value your prayers for more churches to catch the vision and really focus on helping those children and young people who simply don’t know about Jesus to find their purpose through him.

         A calling for all

         One point I’d really like to make is that I don’t believe sharing the good news of 6Jesus with children and young people to be the preserve of professional children, youth or family workers.

         You don’t need to be a trained theologian or know the latest youth trends to let God’s light and love shine through you. Young people who have found faith on SU holidays and missions talk about encountering God’s love and acceptance through our volunteer leaders who show what it looks like to live a life with Christ.

         God is love, and for a young person to discover that from someone who already follows Jesus is truly powerful and life‑changing!

         
            [image: ]

         

         Out of love and gratitude for our own salvation, let’s allow ourselves to be spurred on to share Jesus with every child and young person around us. But his water of life can only overflow to others if we keep filling our own spiritual well – through reading scripture; through prayer. After all, the Bible is the best missional text there is – the Word (scripture) reveals the Word (Jesus and God’s message of hope)!

         Transforming power

         We should never underestimate what God can do through each one of us. In the Gospels, Jesus multiplies a few loaves and fishes to feed thousands. He talks about a little yeast raising a whole batch of dough, 7a mustard seed turning into a tree. God takes whatever gifts we offer him and multiplies the impact.

         You don’t need to be a trained theologian or know the latest youth trends to let God’s light and love shine through you.

         Consider the early church, which consisted of a small group of individuals, most from uneducated backgrounds. They didn’t have some grand design to build a big movement. They were simply passionate about other people having the opportunity to hear that same message of hope that had transformed their own lives. God blessed their endeavours many times over and, through them, millions of others have come to follow Jesus. Is there any reason that cannot happen again today? God hasn’t changed – maybe he is just waiting for us!

         In the parable of the mustard seed, Jesus remarked how the tiny seed would grow into a tree so large that birds could perch in its branches. If we reveal Jesus, if we plant a seed of faith in a child or young person and nurture it in the good soil of scripture and prayer, that young life will be transformed.

         Now imagine thousands, even millions of young people developing a vibrant faith in Jesus which they live out daily and consider the significant impact that would have on wider society. It would start to develop those hallmarks of the kingdom of heaven: hope and integrity, care and compassion, justice and peace.

         Is that your desire? It’s certainly mine! Is it just an impossible dream? No, because it’s a pattern we’ve seen before, as the early church grew. And, with faith and prayer, and with God, anything is possible!

         Get involved

         To find out more about Scripture Union’s mission to Reveal Jesus to children and young people, and to see how you can be a part of that – be that in payer or through finances or practical involvement – head to 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 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 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 8–10

            HEALINGS AND HOSTILITIES

         

         In the middle of Jesus’ ministry, a great crowd of people is following him wherever he goes. He has just finished a long teaching session in Galilee (chs 5–7), which has provoked amazement (7:28) among them. Astonished by his authority and his vision for life in the kingdom of God, they are keen to hear more. The Jewish leaders, however, especially the Pharisees, found Jesus’ authority threatening. He didn’t fit their idea of a Messiah, so the opposition to Jesus started to grow. That is the situation at the beginning of chapter 8.

         Matthew’s Gospel portrays Jesus as the King of the kingdom of heaven. Chapters 8–10 focus on the immensity and range of the King’s power. Nine healing miracles described in chapters 8 and 9 involve some very different people, including a Gentile, a child, women, demoniacs and several people with physical disabilities. Among them are the ‘poor in spirit’, ‘those who mourn’, ‘the meek’ etc – and Jesus blesses them all. Thus these miracles act as visual aids to the beatitudes.1 A tenth miracle is the calming of the storm. All the miracles are signs announcing the coming kingdom of God. All of them point to Jesus’ identity as the long-expected Jewish Messiah. All illustrate and emphasise the need for faith in him.

         Chapter 9 includes the calling of Matthew himself. When the Pharisees question Jesus’ eating ‘with tax collectors and sinners’, Jesus is recorded as saying, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but those who are ill’.2 Thus, Matthew presents his own calling and conversion, and that of other sinners, as yet another healing. Chapter 10 records the sending of the twelve on their first mission and Jesus’ teaching in preparation for that. Just as Jesus is facing growing opposition, so his disciples will face opposition as they preach the gospel. Jesus presents them both with challenges and assurances, developing the theme of 5:9–12.

         Michael Quicke

         FOR FURTHER READING

RT France, Matthew, Tyndale NT Commentary, IVP, 2015

         
            1 Matt 5:3–10 2 Matt 9:11,12
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            TUESDAY 1 APRIL

            Matthew 10:5–15

            Rules of the Road

         

         ‘Lord, speak to me that I may speak … feed me, Lord, that I may feed.’1

         After his command to pray, Jesus sends the twelve disciples out with a host of detailed practical instructions. The details were evidently specific to that original mission, but they reveal some principles still applicable to all Christian mission today. The command to go only to the ‘lost sheep of Israel’ (v 6), for example, was clearly applicable to this mission only and was later superseded by Jesus’ command to go to all nations.2

         The message here, in verse 7, is not the full gospel message. It is that of John the Baptist and Jesus himself, for Jesus has not yet died, risen and ascended. Yet it is still a great blessing – available, free of charge, to all who will receive it (v 8). What an even greater blessing it is that the good news of full salvation through faith in Jesus Christ is ours!

         Missionary disciples are to be motivated by gratitude for what they have themselves received from God. They are not to proclaim the gospel for money, nor should they burden their lives with worries about having enough stuff. Their direct, active witness to Christ is to be matched by the consistent example of their lives, even if that might mean a degree of discomfort or hardship. However, they should expect their needs to be supplied by those to whom they are offering the best possible gift. They are worth such proper support (v 10). When they encounter people unwilling to welcome them or listen to the good news they are bringing (and the implication is that that will happen), then they are simply to leave such people behind and move on (v 14). Their assurance that the day of judgement is coming (v 15) should be sufficient to prevent them from staying to complain, protest or argue.

         Consider all that you have freely received from the Lord and give thanks. Pray about how the Lord might use you in his service over the coming day(s).

         
            1 Frances Ridley Havergal, 1836–79 2 Matt 28:19

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 1–3; Psalm 37
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            WEDNESDAY 2 APRIL

            Matthew 10:16–23

            Persecution and Power

         

         Lord, may we be shrewd as snakes and innocent as doves in all we think, say and do.

         Jesus specifically prepares his disciples for the persecution they will undoubtedly face in the course of their missionary ministry. Verse 16 introduces the principles which should enable them to remain faithful witnesses to Christ throughout such difficult times. First, they must know that it is Christ who sends them. Second, they must know that they go as sheep to fellow sheep who are lost (v 6).1 They will minister as equals, not as superiors or inferiors. Third, they must be both shrewd and innocent, a combination of characteristics which is well illustrated by the eminently practical advice in the following verses. They are not to encourage persecution by their own foolishness, naivety or sin; indeed, whenever possible, they are to flee from it (v 23).

         Fourth, they are to stand firm to the end (v 22). Christians must persevere in following Christ along the path of suffering, which is the only route to ultimate glory. That means they are always to be on guard (v 17), fully aware of the reality of the spiritual warfare in which they are engaged. They are to be fully aware that Christians will not be universally popular, that persecution may arise even from within their own families (v 21) and that persecution may bring with it new opportunities for witness to Christ (v 18), opportunities that were previously unimaginable. In such unnerving situations, they are not to worry about what to say. Indeed, they have no need to worry, for the Holy Spirit will speak for them (v 20). When we experience the presence of our powerful enemy, what a comfort and strength it is to know that ‘the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world’.2

         Pray for persecuted Christians everywhere and for anyone you know who is suffering. Pray for shrewdness and innocence, that they may stand firm in their witness to Christ.

         
            1 See also Matt 9:36 2 1 John 4:4

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 4,5; Romans 10
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