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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

            For Such a Time

         

         If there is one word to sum up the notes in this quarter (and it’s always dangerous to try!), I would say that it is ‘challenging’. We can't read these notes without asking ourselves what God is asking us to do in our own contexts.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I love the book of Esther. It is one of the few Bible books that focuses on the story of a woman! Some fun facts about this book are that it does not mention God, and it also contains the longest verse in the (English) Bible (see Esther 8:9). But more important than all these fascinating facts is that it is a book full of courageous people. The first such character is Vashti – the queen who is brave enough to say ‘no’ to the hugely powerful King Xerxes, who wants to exploit her beauty. We might easily pass over Vashti as just a ‘big part’ of the first two chapters, but she shows huge courage and loses her crown for it.

         We probably are more familiar with Esther and Mordecai as people of courage. Neither compromises their commitment for the sake of an easier life. I love Esther 4:14, where Mordecai encourages Esther to speak for the Jews in spite of the danger to herself: ‘And who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this?’

         This book makes me ask myself: in what situation(s) am I placed right now, and am I here ‘for such a time as this’? Esther was in that place at that time. She did not fail to ask difficult questions, to maintain her integrity and to fight for justice at great personal risk. Our places may not be so influential, but it is where God has put us. What is the Holy Spirit saying to us through the Word, faithfully presented each day through our authors, men and women of prayer and study? What injustice should we be naming, as disciples of Jesus? To follow him, the one who gave his life for us, means daily being transformed into courageous people, whose very being shouts for justice, peace and love. Thank you to all our writers for opening the Word to us and giving us that challenge.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Manager

         ON THE COVER: ‘I found among poor believers a faith that put me to shame; a hope in ... God … [and] a spirit of generosity which reduced me to tears.’ (Pages 70 to 73)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / Piti Tangchawalit
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            The Writers
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            PETER MORDEN is Principal of Bristol Baptist College, UK. He has pastored churches in Solihull and Leeds, and has authored a number of books on discipleship and church history. He is married to Cheryl and they make their home in Bristol.
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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.
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            DAVID SMITH is an honorary lecturer at the University of Aberdeen, and is active in teaching and writing. His latest book is entitled God or Mammon: The Critical Issue Facing World Christianity.
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            ROBERT PARKINSON is a retired Baptist minister in Kelbrook, Lancashire. A lifelong student of the Hebrew Bible, he is married to Dawn and both are lovers of the outdoors. With parents, children and grandchildren, they have plenty to keep them busy in retirement.
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            CSILLA SAYSELL formerly lectured on the Old Testament at Carey Baptist College, Auckland, New Zealand. She now does 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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            DAVE HORSFALL is the Director of Leeds School of Theology and Academic and Formation Tutor at St Hild Theological College. He is currently studying for a PhD in theology at Durham University with a focus on New Testament studies.
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            DELROY HALL is a seasoned psychotherapist and former bishop, with over three decades of experience in ministry, pastoral care, psychotherapy and theological reflection. Passionate about justice, healing, and renewal, Delroy writes, teaches and speaks with a prophetic voice, challenging Christians to live faithfully in today’s world.
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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 Editor at Scripture Union and the content manager of Encounter with God.
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            SU ARTICLE

            A NEW HUNGER FOR GOD

         

         Children and young people are experiencing a spiritual awakening, the like of which we’ve not witnessed in decades. Some are even turning up on church doorsteps in search of God – and we need to be ready to reveal Jesus to them!
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         At a Newcastle church, two ministers were chatting after a midweek service when a young man in his late teens walked in, carrying a Bible. He looked around, walked to the front of the church, sat down and began reading.

         One minister went over to the young man, sat down with him and asked if he could help. The young man said he had had a dream and, on waking, felt a strong urge to go to church and read his Bible. So, he had dug out his copy from school and here he was. The minister then spent the next hour talking and praying with this lad. Now the two of them meet regularly for coffee and the minister is starting to disciple the young man.

         Dom Conidi, SU’s Central Region Team Leader, says, ‘There are similar stories of children and young people turning up at churches, large and small, urban, suburban and rural, right across the country. Be ready because it could happen at your church too.’

         Supernatural encounters

         Dom observes, ‘Some people have suggested that this is about young people being driven to seek hope and meaning in a world characterised by global instability, online engagement and mental health challenges. But that doesn’t account for widespread reports of them having supernatural encounters, such as dreams, or why there are five-year-olds asking their parents if they can go to church!’

         Wales: As instructed by a dream, a teenage girl contacted a friend she had not seen in over a year and asked to go to church with her. They went – and later, on a church residential weekend, the girl decided to follow Jesus. Since then, she and her friend have been working through SU’s So, What Next? book together.5

         South Region: After two primary school girls without church backgrounds had revelations of Jesus and his love in their dreams, they decided to start a prayer club at their school.

         Central Region: A teenage girl prayed to every god she could think of with no response until she had an incredible revelation of the love of Jesus. She found a local church and began to read the Bible.

         North Region: A teenage girl asked her neighbour if she could go to his church with him (with her parents’ permission). Two weeks later, she went on the church’s youth residential. Now she says she is a Christian and is ‘the happiest I have ever been’. She is working through SU’s So, What Next? book at home.

         Online: A teenage girl, who had been exploring dark spirituality online, saw a vivid vision of Jesus in a dream. She turned up at a local church on a Wednesday afternoon, found the church leader and, through conversation, began a journey of faith.

         God is stirring young hearts

         For years, we have all been praying that the youngest generation might come to know God’s love. Yet their church attendance has declined over the decades and the UK has become steadily more secular.

         Now our prayers are being answered.

         Recent research confirms a big surge of interest in spirituality and a new openness to faith among those aged 18–25. They have driven up sales of Bibles by 87 per cent over the last five years;1 they are more spiritual than older people and becoming more so;2 35 per cent believe in a God or higher power and 37 per cent are open to learning more about the Bible.36

         No comparable research has so far been done among under 18s, but these stories of ‘turner-uppers’ indicate that God is at work in this younger age group too.

         At an SU seminar for churches on how to prepare for these ‘turner-uppers’, 70 per cent of attendees reported having already had young people turn up at their church. Most of these young people had persuaded their parents or a churchgoing friend or neighbour to bring them. However, over 25 per cent of primary-school-age children had come alone.

         ‘Be ready because it could happen at your church too.’

         Dom observes, ‘Churches need to be ready to welcome “turner-uppers”, with appropriate safeguarding in place, and to reveal Jesus to them through a relational journey of discipleship. SU has developed resources and offers support to help churches navigate this largely unfamiliar territory.’

         Just the tip of the iceberg

         Richard Shaw, SU’s Director of Mission, believes that the children and young people turning up at church are just the tip of the iceberg.
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         ‘It takes great initiative, courage and the right opportunity for a child or young person without church connections to seek out a church and find a way to get there. For each one who turns up at church, there will be many others who don’t get that far. They are receptive to hearing about faith but have no idea where or how to find out more.

         ‘Do they know that the church can help them find answers? And if so, would they feel comfortable just coming to a service? (One child once actually asked a Faith Guide if they were allowed to come to church!)7

         ‘That’s why it’s so important that churches go to where children and young people without church connections are and reveal Jesus to them too.’

         Reaching the 99 lost sheep

         Richard relates a story to illustrate the recent shift in attitude towards faith amongst young people.

         ‘I heard of a lad in his mid-teens whose new girlfriend invited him to church. He told all his classmates that he’d been, which was surprising enough. More surprising still was that his friends then went in search of his girlfriend to ask her about church! I wouldn’t have expected that even a year ago. It shows how fast things have changed.

         ‘It’s like the parable of the lost sheep, but in reverse. The “turner-upper” is the one sheep that has found their way into the fold, but there are 99 sheep who are still lost – and they are more open to hearing about faith than has been the case for generations.

         ‘We can’t afford to miss this opportunity, unprecedented in recent years, to reveal Jesus to children and young people who are spiritually hungry.’

         Scripture Union can help you to reveal Jesus to today’s spiritually hungry children and young people, whether they are turning up at your church or you’re going out to find the sheep that are still lost!

         
	Prepare for the “turner-uppers” – visit su.org.uk/revivalready

            	Go out into your local community to reveal Jesus to the rest – su.org.uk/revealingjesus

         

See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in the wasteland. 

         Isaiah 43:19

         A shorter version of this story first appeared in Connecting You, SU’s free quarterly supporter magazine, in summer 2025. 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.

         
            1 spckpublishing.co.uk/blog (March 2025) 2 Belief in Britain, 2025 – thedevilsgospels.com/#report 3 The Quiet Revival, Bible Society, 2025 – biblesociety.org.uk/research/quiet-revival
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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

            Luke 7–9

            THE DIFFERENCE JESUS MAKES

         

         The wonderful title for our Scripture Union notes, Encounter with God, could serve as a title for this series on Luke 7–9. For in these rich chapters we see a whole succession of people encountering God through Jesus. These include a Roman centurion, a grieving mother, a sinful woman, a demon-possessed boy, even a dead girl brought back to life. These and many more come face to face with him. He engages with small groups and large crowds too. He meets them on the road and in homes, on mountain tops and in valleys. The range of people could hardly be wider. There are women and men, Gentiles and Jews, the committed and the curious, respectable religious leaders and scandalous outsiders. All human life is here.

         Two things tie this diverse set of encounters together. The first is the life-changing transformation that takes place. Jesus turns people’s lives upside down, calling them to the amazing adventure which is following him. He brings healing and wholeness, forgiveness and freedom, challenge and change. True, a number choose not to respond. The demands are great, for the way of discipleship is also the way of the cross. It is simply too much for some. Yet, for those who trust him, Jesus offers salvation in all its fullness.1 It is a glorious invitation.

         Second, as readers we sense we are both invited and challenged. Luke is recording history, but he is also writing for a response – from us. When Jesus asks the disciples, ‘Who do you say I am?’ (9:20) we intuitively sense the question is for us as well. The call to commitment is as fresh and insistent now as it was when it was first given, the possibility of transformation just as real. My prayer is that we will each encounter Jesus afresh through these chapters and experience anew the transformative difference he makes, not just in the pages of Scripture but in our own lives today.

         Peter Morden

         FOR FURTHER READING

         Nicholas Perrin, Luke, TNTC, IVP, 2022

         
            1 John 10:10
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            WEDNESDAY 1 JULY

            Luke 7:18–35

            Little Faith

         

         Charles Spurgeon said: ‘It is not the strength of your faith that saves you, but the strength of him upon whom you rely.’1 Praise God for this wonderful truth.

         John the Baptist was, as Jesus makes clear, ‘more than a prophet’ (v 26). He had a unique ministry, preparing the way for the Messiah (v 27). What is more, it was a highly effective ministry, one that was both faithful and fruitful (v 29). Yet now he is languishing in prison2 and – surely in part due to his hugely challenging circumstances – asks a question to which he should have known the answer (v 19). Even the most mature saint can doubt under extreme pressure. Jesus responds to these struggles as those who have followed the narrative of chapter 7 up to this point might expect. He reminds John of his power and love as shown through incontrovertible healings and wonderful gospel proclamation (v 22). Here is solid evidence that Jesus is the Messiah: there is no one else to come, because no one else is needed. Notice that the way Jesus deals with John is both tender and strong. There is no condemnation, but there is appropriate challenge. Here is true love.

         It is not surprising that our faith can falter when we go through trials. The issue may be persecution (the particular problem John was dealing with), or it may be isolation, illness, bereavement, workplace bullying and much else besides. Maybe you’re under pressure at the moment and the challenge to your faith is intense. First, be encouraged that Jesus does not condemn. One of John Bunyan’s best-known characters in The Pilgrim’s Progress is called ‘Little-faith’.3 He has many fears and anxieties, yet God graciously sees him through them all. He will see you through as well. Second, hear the gracious yet firm challenge to renew your faith in him. Look to him in prayer now and resolve to trust him through all that lies ahead.

         Thank God for the trustworthiness of Jesus, for yourself and others. As you renew your faith, also pray for those known to you who are wrestling with questions and doubts.

         
            1 Charles H Spurgeon, The Spurgeon Series 1859 & 1860: Unabridged Sermons in Modern Language, New Leaf Publishing Group, 2012 2 Luke 3:20 3 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, 1678

         

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

            Luke 7:36–50

            Worship and Witness

         

         ‘Oh to grace how great a debtor / daily I’m constrained to be.’1 Praise God for his grace, and resolve to live in the light of it today.

         Forgiveness is at the heart of the gospel and here we see this precious truth powerfully set forth. Who was this woman? We sometimes assume she had sinned sexually and some commentators believe she was a prostitute, but the text does not say this. The word for sinner, hamartolos (v 39, cf v 37) is one Luke regularly uses to cover, as the saying goes, a ‘multitude of sins’. What is clear is that her sinful life is known to Simon the Pharisee and he recoils from her. Jesus’ response is the polar opposite. He receives her heartfelt worship, which points us forward to the cross, for here surely is an anointing for burial.2 Our own ‘multitude of sins’ are covered by the cross. Come and pour out your worship to him today.

         Who is the cross for? Only for the respectable and religious? It certainly is for them if they will receive its message in repentance and faith. Yet it is noteworthy that Simon, the epitome of religious respectability, is the outsider here even at his own table. By contrast, this unnamed ‘sinful’ woman comes to Jesus and, against all odds, becomes an insider, receiving his grace and becoming part of the unfolding gospel story. In our readings we have already seen Jesus engaging with a colourful cast of characters, beginning with the Roman centurion, an official of the occupying power (vs 1–10). Now this woman joins the company of those from all backgrounds who are being transformed by Jesus’ love. So a further application suggests itself. As we follow Jesus, are we engaging with those who are different to us, perhaps those we might naturally recoil from? We are called to reflect his love for the least, the last and the lost. How will you do this today?

         God is building a kingdom in which all are welcome. Pray for someone you do not naturally connect with, that you may somehow embody Jesus’ love to them today.

         
            1 Robert Robinson, 1735–90, ‘Come, thou Fount of every blessing’ 2 Cf Matt 26:12

         

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