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Getting the Most Out of


Couples of the Old Testament




Some people say that when couples have been married a long time, they start to look like each other. There may be truth in it. Married couples take on each other’s mannerisms, tastes and favorite phrases. They may even take on each other’s facial expressions. Or perhaps we see them together so often that when we see one, we automatically see the other.


One college student told us she did not want to get married because she feared she would lose her own identity. We tried to assure her that she would still be herself; yet we knew that in another way she would never again be only herself. When a man and woman marry, they become part of one another’s lives, for good or harm. Marriage enriches and complicates, restricts and frees couples’ lives in ways that could never happen if they were single.


Our young friend’s fear is common today. The drive for individual fulfillment puts pressure on even the strongest marriages. In times of conflict, couples get little help from the world around them. The pressures to divide can be stronger than the pressures to stay together. A young single man told us that he gets very nervous when he sees how many of his friends are already divorced. A young married woman pointed out the same phenomenon among her friends, and she said it made her enormously sad.


No wonder some people have decided marriage isn’t necessary. They put it on hold indefinitely or skip marriage entirely. Society debates even the legal definition of marriage.


If only we could go back to the simplicity of Bible times! Back then family ties were close. Marriage vows were sacred. Men and women lived under the lordship of God himself. They even heard from God directly—no wondering about the choice of a marriage partner; just ask the Lord. Married life was easier then.


Or was it? Look at some of the couples in Scripture, and you will find marriages as complex and full of difficulty as any we can find today.


In the pages of the Old Testament there are couples who live with chronic disappointment and couples who overcome all obstacles to be together. There are in-laws who can’t stand each other and in-laws who can’t bear to be apart. There’s a husband who thinks he is marrying one woman and actually marries another. There’s a wife who risks death if she walks in on her husband unannounced. There’s a husband who takes back his wife when she becomes a prostitute. There are arranged marriages, fiercely loving marriages, enduring marriages, an instant marriage, a coerced marriage and even a couple who had the perfect marriage—and blew it!


In these strange but timeless stories (and some of them are very strange to our culture!) we have much to learn about marriage, God and ourselves. These were flawed women and men who had a great God and who loved each other, and all of us can find commonality in that. After all, like the people of the Bible, most of us marry and most of us are glad we did. Like the people of the Bible, we are happier if we live out our marriage vows—and all the rest of life—under the guidance and love of God.


The principles we learn from these biblical couples ultimately apply to all of us, married or single. While this LifeGuide study is a natural fit for a couples Bible study, it is useful for any Bible study group or for individuals in personal study.


Each session begins with questions for group discussion and personal reflection. At the close of each session is a “Now or Later” section, which provides ideas for further study and application. Each “Now or Later” section includes an activity for couples.


May the Lord help you find connection with these couples from history and use their lives to touch your own life, no matter what your marital status or situation.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Adam and Eve


Ideal Companions


Genesis 2:15—3:13







With the possible exception of Noah’s ark, the story of Adam and Eve has been the subject of more cartoons and comedy routines than any other story in the Bible. The tree, the forbidden fruit (always an apple), the serpent, the fig leaves—all the stereotypical images pop into our minds when we think “Adam and Eve.”


The jokes amuse us; but if we want to learn from God through the lives of the first couple, we must disregard parodies and take a thoughtful look at the Scripture. We need to enter the story before the Fall. Adam and Eve show us God’s original, ideal plan for human marriage. They also demonstrate how sin has distorted relationships between all men and women.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. What advantages and disadvantages would there be to being the first man and woman on the face of the earth?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. How have you seen God’s love operating in and through your marriage? (If you are single, what do you think makes an ideal marriage?)






We are about to enter the Genesis story shortly after God created the heavens and the earth and made the first man. Chapter two tells us that God planted a lush garden “in the east, in Eden” (v. 8). Read Genesis 2:15-25.




1. Throughout this passage, how does God show his love and care for the first humans through his provision of meaningful work?











guidance?











companionship?
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