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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.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            [image: ]

         



Scripture Union, Trinity House, Opal Court, Opal Drive, Fox Milne, Milton Keynes MK15 0DF, UK Tel: 01908 856000 Email: info@scriptureunion.org.uk Website: www.scriptureunion.org.uk

         Design by The Smithy Creative

Printed by Thomson Press, India

      

   


   
      1
         
            Editorial

            A Year for Wisdom

         

         For a new year full of challenges we cannot yet see, let us ask God for the gift of wise and discerning hearts, so that we can live well and discern between right and wrong.

         
            [image: ]

         

         We begin the year with readings in Proverbs, a book of wisdom. Solomon, as a new king, begged the Lord for wisdom over and above any gift of wealth or power (1 Kings 3). Living in 2024, we can do no better than follow his example in asking for God’s help to discern our times and seeking that same divine spiritual gift. To have wisdom is to have the mind of Christ as we make choices; and to see with his eyes and hear with his ears as we encounter others.

         I am so grateful each quarter to our writers, who pray, study and prepare our notes with such diligence and faith. Each brings his or her wisdom and experience to the reading of the Word of God. In this quarter, I am reminded that it is easy to substitute other, easier, things for the ‘one thing necessary’ – the pursuit of God. Whether we explore the stories of the kings of Israel and Judah, the mission of the church in Acts, the way of faithfulness described in Ephesians or the challenges facing the disciples in the final days of Jesus’ earthly life, we are faced with the same choice. Will I, today, be wise with my time, my devotion and my life? Lord, give me wisdom to serve and follow you.

         We also come to the end of our Bible Unpacked series with David Smith’s overview of apocalyptic writing. This series was intended to help us to see the different kinds of literature that make up our Bible. Our contributors, drawn from different specialisations, have given us a feast for which we are grateful. In the next issue we will begin a new series – watch this space!

         Every blessing as you embark on the adventure of 2024. May the reading of God’s Word be your wisdom and strength.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Angela Grigson

Senior Content Manager

         ON THE COVER: ‘… hope is renewed that the ultimate triumph belongs to Israel’s God and his Messiah’ (pages 66 to 69)

         Image credit: iStock / borchee
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            The Writers

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            ROBERT PARKINSON is minister of Didsbury Baptist Church, Manchester and an associate tutor for Northern Baptist College. He is a keen student of the Bible with special interest in the Old Testament.
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            DANIEL MCGINNIS is the Principal of St Hild College and leads the Sheffield Centre. He is also the Founder of the Leeds School of Theology. He loves the book of Acts, and has a passion for seeing today’s church inspired by the earliest church. He also enjoys teaching theology, particularly New Testament studies and hermeneutics.
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            ALISON LO is retiring in her home city, Hong Kong after being abroad for more than two decades. She has been an Old Testament faculty lecturer at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, London School of Theology, Singapore Baptist Theological Seminary and Bethel Seminary (MN).
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            DAVID HORSFALL is the Director of Leeds School of Theology. He is also an associate lecturer at St Hild College and CYM. He is currently studying for a PhD in theology at Durham University with a focus on New Testament studies.

             

            
               [image: ]

            

            BRIAN RADCLIFFE is a retired English and Drama teacher, formerly minister of a Baptist church in the north of England. Also enjoys a parallel career as freelance writer (secondary assembly scripts/drama skills as cross-curricula teaching tools).
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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: Choice of the Century.
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            SALLY NELSON is the Dean of Baptist Formation at St Hild College, Yorkshire, UK, 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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            SU ARTICLE

            CHANGED BY FAITH

         

         Through your support, SU trained church pastors Lox and Ruth Busisa as Faith Guides so they could support young people without church backgrounds to explore the Bible and encounter and respond to Jesus. Being part of their group changed the life of teenager Ali in ways she never would have dreamed.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Lox and Ruth lead LifePoint Church Pembrokeshire, located on a deprived estate in Haverfordwest. During the pandemic, SU helped them to connect with young people in the community through setting up regular sports ministry in the local park. On Sundays, they would have a short vibrant service, Church in the Park, open to all. ‘That’s when we first met Sammi and two of her children, Ali and Ethan,’ says Lox. ‘We got to know them and that autumn when we started a Friday group to connect with local teenagers Ali was among the ten young people who joined.’

         A life-changing adventure in Kenya

         Ali, then a shy girl in her early teens, had been going to a church youth group previously, but it had disbanded. At Church in the Park, she heard how Lox and Ruth had founded their own charity in Kenya where Lox was from, and how they planned to take a group of teens from Haverfordwest to help work on projects there. ‘Someone said that I should come too,’ recalls Ali. ‘But I’d never even left Pembrokeshire, I was terrified of flying and I had no idea how I would raise the £1,500 needed!’

         Raising funds at a time when COVID restrictions really limited opportunities was indeed a challenge, but Ali rose to the occasion. ‘I managed to get to £1,000,’ she says, ‘but two weeks before the deadline, I was still £500 short of my target. I prayed and the whole church prayed with and for me. 5

         ‘A few days later someone made an anonymous donation to my bank of £500. I could go to Kenya and I was just so excited!

         ‘Out in Kenya, our team helped build part of a disabled toilet and put filters into a water tank to give the village clean water. We distributed sports equipment to local people, and just helped out in the community however we could. It was amazing to see what Ruth and Lox do there, and to see God’s help in that. And the worship at the churches was amazing!

         ‘I knew about Christianity before, but it was only after going to Kenya and seeing and experiencing faith in action that I wanted to make a commitment and be baptised.’
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         Many more prayers answered!

         Ali continued to experience God’s presence on her return as she sat school exams. ‘I get really stressed in exams but the church said they’d pray for me. In the exams I would pray for God’s help, and the answers would just come to me. I passed all my exams, which I really didn’t expect!’

         Ali also used to get bullied at school, which had robbed her of her self-confidence. Ali, together with Lox, Ruth and the rest of the church, prayed that she would get a Christian friend. ‘Soon after,’ says Ali, ‘a girl called Tanatswa joined our year group in school. She was from Zimbabwe, and our teacher asked me to introduce her to other people and look after her. The first thing Tanatswa asked me was, “Are there any churches in Haverfordwest?” She was a Christian! So I brought her along to church, and she’s been a really good friend to me.’

         Tanatswa’s welcome friendship was one of the many answers to prayer that God has given Ali.

         Fearfully and wonderfully made

         Tanatswa and Ali both go to Lox and Ruth’s Rooted youth group on a Wednesday evening. SU would term it as a Grow Community, meaning that most of the young people believe in Jesus but don’t come from a church background as such. Ruth leads the group and says, ‘The group are really open to exploring faith and ask lots of great questions. We have worship, Bible study and prayer, which our young people love – they are amazed they can speak to God and he hears! We use the SU Rooted journals to spark discussion and discover more about God and faith.’
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         Recently, Lox spoke to the group on Psalm 139. He says, ‘I explained how the Bible says we are “fearfully and wonderfully made”. At school, it’s all about popularity – how many views you get on TikTok, how many likes you get on Instagram. But it’s dependent on getting your clothes, make-up, hair, and so on right, in line with the latest trends which can change overnight. That constant need to compete and live up to some sort of unrealistic expectation messes them up.

         ‘He doesn’t look at their make-up, their hair, how they dress, their social media ratings. He sees through all those layers and loves them anyway, with a love that doesn’t change.’

         ‘But I told them how God thinks they’re awesome as they are. He doesn’t look at their make-up, their hair, how they dress, their social media ratings. He sees through all those layers and loves them anyway, with a love that doesn’t change. ‘You could sense their relief. To know that God loves them, whatever their popularity rating, is something very unique and precious for them to be aware of and to hold on to, especially in these times of so much change.’

         ‘Knowing God has changed me’

         Ali agrees wholeheartedly. ‘I used to wear lots of make-up and try and be who other people wanted me to be, rather than being myself.

         ‘But knowing God has changed me. I’m learning to accept and to value the person he made me to be. My mum says I’ve blossomed. I’ve certainly grown in confidence. Even last year I would never have thought I could stand at the front of church and give a talk to lots of people – but now I can and I have! And I’ve helped run church events for over 60 children.’

         When she turns 17, Ali hopes to go as a young leader on SLAM, a short sports-based residential on the Gower which is organised by SU Mission Enabler Jack Newbould. Faith Guides bring groups of young people on it, and Ali was one of the teenagers that Lox and Ruth brought when it started in 2021.

         Ali knows that God has a plan for her future, and it’s a future that she’s excited about! ‘I used to dream of going to America and having my own YouTube channel and a big following, but God has given me a real change of heart. Now more than anything I want to study health, social care and sociology, and become a mental health nurse.’

         Please pray that God continues to guide and bless Ali, that she will grow in faith and knowledge of him, and in turn help inspire other young people to discover the God who loves them and accepts them – just as they are.

         
            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.
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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 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

            Proverbs 1–9

            IN SEARCH OF WISDOM

         

         The book of Proverbs is often thought of as a compendium of short, sharp and largely unconnected sayings conveying traditional wisdom and common sense. However, chapters 1–9 and 31 are different, containing lengthier, sustained arguments on wisdom-related themes. The first nine chapters function as an introduction to the book, helping to orient the reader to the material that follows.

         Chapter 1 begins, ‘The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel’. This may refer to the whole book or just to chapters 1–9. Either way, the proverbs are associated in some way with Solomon. This may mean he wrote them, but it is just as likely that they were collected through many years of Israelite history, then presented in honour of King Solomon, whose name had already become associated with the genre.

         Much of Proverbs 1–9 takes the form of an address written from a parent to a young man setting out in life with a lot to learn. The address, ‘my son’, occurs 15 times. On such occasions, those of us who are not young Israelite males are invited to use our imagination, to put ourselves in the sandals of the addressee and extrapolate warning and advice for our own circumstances. These chapters are bookended with ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge/wisdom’ (see 1:7; 9:10) and they contain some of the most loved sayings of the Bible. Wisdom is sometimes personified, most obviously in chapter 8, where Wisdom is presented as a woman of high standing. I try to use the capitalised ‘Wisdom’ whenever I think the personal form is in view. I hope that, as we read these chapters, we shall rediscover a vital resource for our own growth in wisdom and understanding.

         Robert Parkinson

         FOR FURTHER READING

Ellen F Davis, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs, Westminster John Knox Press, 2000

Michael V Fox, Proverbs 1–9, Yale University Press, 2000

Ernest C Lucas, Proverbs, Eerdmans, 2015
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               MONDAY 1 JANUARY

               Proverbs 1:1–19

               The Fear of the Lord

            

            Lord, help me in the coming year to lean not on my own understanding but in all my ways to submit to you, that you might make my ways straight.1

            The idea of fearing God is distinctly out of fashion for many today, but I want to say something in favour of it! Proverbs, after all, is unequivocal. ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge’ (v 7).2 Now, let me acknowledge that there is a kind of fear of God that has nothing to do with a God of love and that no Christian would want to own. I mean the cringing fear that would turn us away from God in terror and dread. This is not the fear recommended by the book of Proverbs. On the contrary, the kind of fear Proverbs has in mind would draw us towards God in reverent appreciation and awe-filled gratitude.

            At its most basic, the fear of God may involve the recognition that we live our lives before a living God who will call us to account. This provides a dampener for certain courses of action and an incentive for others. Still, perhaps we need a better English word for fear when we use it in relation to God. ‘Reverence’, ‘awe’, ‘respect’, ‘wonder’ or ‘amazement’ are suitable candidates.

            Whatever word we choose, we should recognise that God is Creator and we are his creatures. Such a recognition is basic to wise living. For when we are aware of our own creatureliness, we begin to see ourselves as fellow creatures with all of God’s creation. We begin to realise that we are dependent on God and on God’s world for our very existence. We begin to live more respectfully not only towards God but also towards all other creatures, both human and non-human. Such a mindset should keep us from the foolish, violent acts by which the wicked make a trap for themselves (vs 7b,10–19).

            Go for a New Year’s Day walk and reflect on whether you see yourself as a fellow creature to all the other creatures of God’s world.

            
               1 See Prov 3:5,6  2 Cf Prov 9:10

            

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 1,2; Acts 1
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               TUESDAY 2 JANUARY

               Proverbs 1:20–33

               To Listen is to Live

            

            ‘Speak, Lord, in the stillness / while I wait on thee; / hushed my heart to listen / in expectancy.’1

            Years ago, the BBC published a magazine called The Listener. In the days when the BBC was entirely a radio broadcaster it referred at its most basic level to the listeners of radio. However, it also promoted a kind of approach, a posture, of listening and it appealed to an audience who thought of themselves as open to learning new things. Well, you may remember the publication and you may or may not have liked it, but that is beside the point. I am interested in the idea of a truly listening audience and in the posture of listening as one to which we might aspire.

            Listening seems to be at the very heart of the wisdom that Proverbs is seeking to inculcate. ‘Out in the open wisdom calls aloud, she raises her voice in the public square; at noisy street corners she cries out’ (vs 20,21, footnote). Here, Wisdom is personified as a woman of high standing. The question is, will anyone listen? Will anyone notice her voice, give her the time of day and pay attention to her?

            We might reply that this is all too easy for the imagined audience of a personified Wisdom, but wisdom does not really cry out in the street. Her doing so here is just a literary device to help us think about the wise and the foolish. Yet, I think a little more is intended. The passage suggests that true wisdom is not esoteric. It is not reserved for a special group with a secret code or special knowledge. It can be found in ordinary, everyday, public places and is available to all, at the price of opening our ears and paying attention: ‘whoever listens to me’, says Wisdom, ‘will live’ (v 33).

            Is there someone you are not really listening to? Take some time to listen deeply to them; it might advance your relationship and spread a little wisdom in the process.

            
               1 Emily May Crawford, 1864–1927, ‘Speak, Lord, in the stillness’

            

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 3,4; Acts 2
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               WEDNESDAY 3 JANUARY

               Proverbs 2

               Hidden Treasure

            

            ‘Your face, Lord, I will seek. Do not hide your face from me’.1

            Wisdom, says Proverbs, is like silver, or hidden treasure (v 4). For me, this has at least two connotations. First, wisdom is extremely valuable. Essential for making beneficial choices or knowing what to do in perplexing situations, it is a treasure of inestimable worth. Second, hidden treasure does not give up its rewards unless we search for it diligently. We all know that mining can be an extremely perilous and difficult enterprise in our own day. It was even more so in ancient times. Just imagine trying to dig without any of the tools and technologies of the modern world! Wisdom, then, like silver or hidden treasure, is of great value and is worthy of our very best efforts to attain it.

            Perhaps this would be true for any kind of wisdom. However, the wisdom of the book of Proverbs is a certain kind of wisdom. Though it may encompass common sense, scientific knowledge and emotional intelligence, it also has a moral quality. It involves ‘what is right and just and fair’ (v 9). This wisdom comes from God (v 6), from seeking God and following in God’s ways. Thus, the greatest scientist in the world, were he or she to lack kindness or compassion, though possessing all the knowledge it were possible to know, still would not possess the wisdom of Proverbs. For the wisdom taught by Proverbs issues in a ‘good life’, made known by ‘deeds done in … humility’.2 According to James, this ‘wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere’.3 This may look to all the world like foolishness, but it is ‘wiser than human wisdom’4 and is worth seeking with every fibre of our being.

            Take a few minutes to reflect on your most treasured possessions. What are they? Do they have any connection to the wisdom that comes from God?

            
               1 Ps 27:8,9  2 James 3:13  3 James 3:17  4 1 Cor 1:25

            

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 5,6; Acts 3
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               THURSDAY 4 JANUARY

               Proverbs 3:1–18

               The Paths of Peace

            

            Lord, help me to leave behind my foolish ways and walk in the way of insight.1

            The governing image of the book of Proverbs is that of walking or travelling along a path, a way or a road. Life is like a journey, says Proverbs, and the character, quality and destination of your life is determined by the decisions and behaviours you adopt. Such decisions and behaviours are seen as paths, ways or roads. Wisdom is a way, a direction of life, a following along the right path, a journeying, a walking with God.

            Still, this leaves me with a question. Does Proverbs 1–9 hold out any hope for people like me when I have missed the wise path and acted foolishly? I am thinking of one specific occasion when I grievously offended a friend. When I became aware of my error, I hated myself for it. I felt like a fool. For months I lost self-confidence. I just wanted to crawl into a hole and give up. I believed in the forgiveness of God, but I could not forgive myself and the book of Proverbs did not greatly help. It seemed to confirm that I was indeed an unwise fool!

            Then I came anew to verses 5 and 6 of this chapter: ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.’ God could straighten out my paths and put me back on his way. Slowly but surely, I found the strength to go on. I had gained a little humility. No longer wise in my own eyes, I began to trust the Lord again. I discovered that there is a wisdom in being kind to oneself, in making room for one’s own failings. For, wisdom’s ‘ways are pleasant ways, and all her paths are peace’ (v 17).

            Do you need to forgive yourself? Could you talk to someone about it? Whatever you do, be kind to yourself as you journey towards well-being.

            
               1 See Prov 9:6

            

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 7,8; Psalms 1,2
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