
   [image: Cover: Encounter with God July to September by Sally Nelson, Alison Lo, Paul Oakley, Julie Woods, Peter Morden, Isaac O'Brien, Ray Porter, Terry Clutterham and Vinod Victor]


   
      
         
1
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Editorial: Living Stones

                  	The Writers

                  	SU Article: Cascading Faith

                  	Using this Guide

                  	 

                  	Matthew 12–14; Psalm 45 Paul Oakley

                  	Isaiah 40–55; Psalms 46,47,48,49 Alison Lo

                  	1 Corinthians 1–8; Psalms 50,51,52 Peter Morden

                  	Genesis 12–25; Psalms 53,54,55 Julie Woods

                  	Light for My Path: Bible Reading and Me Ray Porter

                  	1 Corinthians 9–13; Psalms 56,57 Ray Porter

                  	 

                  	 

                  	This edition of Encounter with God copyright © Scripture Union 2025

        ISSN 1350-5130. All rights reserved.

        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopyi ng, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of Scripture Union.

                  	
        
                     
                     
                        [image: ]

                     



                  	
Scripture Union is a member of the worldwide Scripture Union international community.

        Website: https://scriptureunion.global

         

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            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

            Living Stones

         

         The best witness for our God is not an impressive building or a beautiful work of art, but a life of faith that is given to his service.
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         On 16 September, some parts of the church remember St Ninian. ‘Who?’ you might be asking, as Ninian is one of the more shadowy Celtic saints. Little robust information can be found about his life; however, he is mentioned by the Venerable Bede in Ecclesiastical History of the English People1 and Bede is thought to have been a careful historian. Ninian was probably a Briton who studied in Rome, and he is remembered for his good works and miracles. He is thought to be buried in Whithorn, Scotland, where he built the first recorded Scottish church.

         I have visited St Ninian’s cave twice. This cave was his retreat and looks out onto the sea. It has been a place of pilgrimage for centuries since. The cave today is full of smooth, local stones that people have taken from the beach and inscribed with names and dates of significance – some look as if they have been there for many years. It is a place of peace, shelter and remembrance, taking you out of the wind, rain and some of the noise of the crashing sea. I was reminded of places in Scripture that were set apart for worship, remembrance and gathering, many of which survive to this day.

         In the end, I didn’t leave a stone. Friends, we have a God who is already present for our every need. Places of remembrance are important to us, but God does not need them: he desires rather to have our hearts and our minds for his own. In our readings this quarter, we hear of the faithful ones of Scripture, those who tell the story of God. Our prayer at Scripture Union is that, as we encounter God in the readings and notes, we become living stones of worship and service. Let us write our faith in our workplaces, homes and communities! Amen.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘[Ninian’s Cave] is a place of peace, shelter and remembrance’ (page 1)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / Relsieg Media
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            The Writers
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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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            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, Minnesota.
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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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            JULIE WOODS is an Old Testament lecturer who concentrates on the Majority World, though she also teaches in the UK. This includes an ongoing commitment with the Guildford diocese. Her research interests centre mainly around the prophets and also animals.
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            RAY PORTER is a retired member of OMF International. Until 2013, he was Director of World Mission Studies at Oak Hill Theological College. He is an Anglican minister and lives in St Neots, Cambridgeshire.
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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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            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.
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            SU ARTICLE

            CASCADING FAITH

         

         When a Samaritan woman met Jesus, it changed not just her life but the lives of all in her community too. SU’s National Director Dave Newton explores what her story teaches us in regard to revealing Jesus to children and young people today.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘… but whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life’ (John 4:14).

         In the burning midday heat, a Samaritan woman heads to the well of Jacob to fill a jar with fresh water. As she approaches, she is surprised to see Jesus (as there is longstanding animosity between Jews and Samaritans) – but she does not turn back.

         As the story of the woman at the well in John 4 unfolds, I think it highlights some important lessons for us as we seek to share Jesus with the next generation.

         We need to go to where young people are

         Most Jews going to Galilee would have gone round and not through Samaria. But Jesus chose to venture into this unfamiliar and perhaps uncomfortable territory so that the woman at the well could be the first non-Jew to hear that he was the long‑foretold Messiah.

         Some 95 per cent of children and young people today do not go to church, so we need to follow Jesus’ example and go to them instead – even if sometimes that means going beyond our own comfort zone. We also need to know what to do once we get there!

         So, Scripture Union offers resources and support to churches, helping them to reach and share the good news with young people in language they will understand.5

         Young people are thirsting for purpose

         Jesus knows that the Samaritan woman is spiritually thirsty, that her life is unsatisfying. By asking her for water he makes that vital first connection and, given that he is a Jew, this intrigues her. She starts asking questions, and gradually Jesus reveals that he is the Messiah.

         Children and young people have access to endless entertainment – online gaming, music, video streaming – but the gratification is fleeting. As our Faith Guides have witnessed, many are thirsting for a sense of purpose and identity that can only be found in God and are really open to exploring faith and responding to Jesus.

         ‘It’s like we’re living in a revival!’ says Southampton-based Faith Guide Carolyn, who has seen the two after-school clubs she set up in 2021 grow to 45 children and young people. ‘The children begged us for Bibles, so the church donated some. Now they are reading them at home between sessions and asking lots of questions. They talk to their families about faith too – one mum told me, “We’re not church people but my daughter keeps on about this Jesus!”’

         In Newcastle, Faith Guide Joel Barwick reports that one lad on a residential holiday had a vision of a glowing cross with angel wings, and heard a voice say, ‘Jesus is here with you always; never forget he is coming – be prepared.’ The boy later said, ‘I wasn't really the believing type. But now I know that God's real. And I feel like before the residential my brain was backwards, but now it's the right way round.’ What a great description of how God transforms us!

         Faith Guides Tabz and Hettie say children in Southport have prayed for healing and have been healed. In Wales, Faith Guides Ruth and Lox say of their youth group, ‘We have worship, Bible study and prayer, which our young people love – they are amazed they can speak to God and he hears!’

         God is powerfully at work in the lives of children and young people.6

         Young people know Jesus is too good not to share!

         When Jesus tells the Samaritan woman he is the Messiah, it immediately changes her priorities. She leaves her water jar at the well as she hurries back to her community to tell them to ‘Come and see!’ They follow her to Jesus and they too hear and accept his message.

         Frequently, we find that young people who respond to Jesus don’t just seek to quench their own spiritual thirst. They’re eager to share his message of hope with others too. Scripture Union supports and trains them to do this confidently.

         Some young Christians learn by volunteering on SU holidays and events. Lottie had no church background, but her mum took her to the local SU beach mission (Sutton-on-Sea) from a young age. Through that community, she found faith and later became a young leader. Lottie loves helping those children without church backgrounds to explore faith. ‘I know that they can feel they are “different” from the other children. It’s so rewarding when they ask questions and genuinely want to know more. And it’s so gratifying to know that I’m the one they trust to tell them about Jesus.’

         Many are thirsting for a sense of purpose and identity that can only be found in God.

         It was through Amplify Young Evangelists Academy, set up by Scripture Union and Christian youth partner organsiations, that Lydia learned how to share her faith. Now she is a young leader on Amplify, supporting more recent intakes of students. At her university in York, she also regularly goes out with her church to share Jesus on campus.

         She says, ‘I realised our purpose is not just to be in a relationship with God but to tell others they can be too. The good news is too good to keep to ourselves!’

         Young people are open to faith

         Eleanor is a young leader on SU’s Escape Holiday, having come to faith there a 7few years ago. She has also helped to shape our Young Leaders Development Programme, which gives young Christians the confidence to reveal Jesus to those around them. At university, Eleanor joins others from the Christian Union to share tea, biscuits and Jesus outside nightclubs on a Friday evening.

         She says, ‘People are so much more open to faith than I ever expected. They’re missing out on that hope of Jesus. They’re seeing all the brokenness of the world but they’re not seeing how it’s all going to be restored.

         ‘If every single Christian stepped out and shared their faith, we could make a massive impact on those 12 million young people who don’t know the gospel.’

         Please pray with us

         Praise God for all the children and young people he is drawing to himself from beyond the church walls, and for the churches and Faith Guides that are revealing Jesus to them.

         Give thanks for the vision and enthusiasm that God has given to all our young leaders. Pray that they will continue to grow in faith and confidence as they reveal Jesus to those around them, and for that to have a positive impact on the wider society.

         Pray for God to continue to raise up many more young leaders and consider if you can give and support this vital work.

         And finally, let’s pray for our nation – may it once again turn to God and may its people find their true purpose.

         Play your part

         Discover more about Scripture Union’s mission and see how you can get involved – practically or through your gifts and prayers – at 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 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 quotations marked The Message 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 12–14

            TALES OF THE UNEXPECTED

         

         My first step in preparing these notes was to read the four chapters in one sitting, trying to adopt the mindset of someone coming to them for the first time. As I did this, I became increasingly aware of how surprising Jesus’ words and actions must have been to those who first encountered him. Hence my title for these notes and the lens through which I have looked at each passage.

         Commentaries tell us that three key themes in Matthew’s Gospel are, first, ‘Who Jesus is’ (ie Christology), second, ‘Living in the kingdom of heaven’ and third, ‘Jesus and the Jewish Law’. All these are present in our readings, but with surprising twists in how each one is portrayed. Frequently, Jesus is not the kind of Messiah expected by his Jewish contemporaries, nor does he conform to our expectations: for example, his apparent harshness towards his mother and brothers in chapter 12 makes us uncomfortable. His words about the kingdom, especially in the parables in chapter 13, leave us with some untidy, troubling questions rather than tying up everything neatly. After 20 centuries of Christian history, we may be unsurprised by Jesus’ attitude towards the Law, but there are challenging, and perhaps surprising, questions raised when we consider our own cherished traditions and what might be our Lord’s view of some of them.

         This year, we have grown in our garden a small quantity of fruit and salad. This home-grown produce is far more flavoursome than the processed and pre‑packed stuff from a supermarket. There is a danger that we get used to a Jesus who is ‘pre-packed’ by our traditional images, ‘processed’ by what we have heard from others, and so we miss the surprising flavour of the real Jesus. Let’s open our minds and hearts to encounter the ‘unexpected’ Lord in these familiar passages.

         Paul Oakley

         FOR FURTHER READING

RT France, Matthew, Tyndale NT Commentary, IVP, 1985

Paula Gooder, The Parables, Canterbury Press, 2020

Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1, SPCK, 2004
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            TUESDAY 1 JULY

            Matthew 12:38–50

            ‘Ouch! That Hurt!’

         

         Lord Jesus, my Prophet, Priest and King, when you are calling me not to conform to the norms of my society, give me ears to hear and courage to obey.

         The temperature of the conflict with the Pharisees is rising, and here Jesus turns up the heat. Earlier in the chapter, he claimed to be ‘Lord of the Sabbath’ (v 8) and to be greater than the Temple (v 6). He now claims to be greater than Jonah and Solomon (vs 41,42). His accusers, already described in verse 34 as a ‘brood of vipers’, he now sees as members of a ‘wicked and adulterous generation’ (v 39) and they are the subject of the brief parable of the exorcism (vs 43–45). There had been several recent attempts to bring political and spiritual renewal to the Jewish people but, without the presence of the Messiah and the Spirit of God, they had been left in a worse state than before.1 We can apply this parable more widely, to ourselves and our contemporaries.

         The offence given to the Pharisees is surely less sharp than the hurt felt by Jesus’ brothers, and especially by Mary, on hearing his response to their arrival (v 48). We hear Jesus’ words and exclaim, ‘Ouch!’ If we are honest, we are horrified by this apparent lack of respect and affection, especially in the light of the commandment to ‘Honour your father and your mother’.2 Mark tells us that Jesus’ family doubted his sanity,3 and this may shed some light on the relationship.

         Whenever Jesus seems to contradict our assumptions and priorities, we should not be too ready to explain his words away but should take his challenge seriously. Do we sometimes use our obligations to our families as an excuse for neglecting obedience to Jesus? Notice too the amazing status given to his disciples (vs 49,50). What effect do these words have on you, as a follower of Jesus today?

         How important is the shed blood of Jesus in your life?

         
            1 For more detail, see Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1, SPCK, 2004, p153,154 2 Exod 20:12 3 Mark 3:21

         

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

            Matthew 13:1–17

            Parables – But Why?

         

         Lord, open my mind to your truth, my heart to your love and my will to follow you.

         In Matthew, five blocks of Jesus’ teaching1 are interwoven with the narrative of his life. Most of chapter 13 consists of one of these teaching discourses, a collection of parables. We will look at the parable of the sower tomorrow; today we will consider parables in general and, in particular, what Jesus says about their purpose. When I first encountered parables in the Gospels, I was told that they were ‘earthly stories with a heavenly meaning’ and that Jesus used them to make his profound teaching simpler and easier to understand. There are two difficulties with this view: first, the more we study parables, the more complex some of them seem to be. Second, Jesus’ explanation of why he speaks to the people in parables (vs 10–17) seems to be not in order to help his hearers understand but to make it more difficult for them to do so!

         In chapter 11, we met the question of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. Jesus’ opening words of explanation (13:10–12) present us again with the same mystery. The following verses, including the reference to Isaiah 6:9,10, develop this theme: God’s word is only comprehensible to those such as the disciples (vs 16,17) who are prepared to respond in repentance and faith. Paula Gooder points out that the two categories of hearers, insiders and outsiders, are not set in stone.2 In a later incident,3 the disciples are rebuked by Jesus because of their slowness to understand. In contrast, there are numerous occasions in the Gospels where surprising faith is shown by outsiders.

         It seems that for some people, in some circumstances, their understanding is blinded by their reluctance to become disciples, while for others, such as the Ethiopian in Acts 8:30–35, their discipleship is hindered by a lack of understanding.4

         In your life at present, which is more developed – your understanding or your discipleship?

         
            1 Chs 5–7,10,13,18,23–25 2 Paula Gooder, The Parables, Canterbury Press, 2020, p9; see Mark 4–8 3 Matt 16:8,9 4 Acts 8:30–35

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: 2 Chronicles 35,36; Luke 1:39–80
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            THURSDAY 3 JULY

            Matthew 13:18–23

            Extravagant Sowing

         

         Holy Spirit, as I receive the message of the scriptures today, cause your fruit to ripen in my life.

         Some scholars insist that parables are very different from allegories. An allegory is a fictional story in which almost every person, object and event represents something in the real world. For example, John Bunyan’s book Pilgrim’s Progress is a lengthy allegory. According to these scholars, a parable has only one point with a deeper meaning; all the other elements are included to make the story more vivid and memorable. They advise us not to try to find meaning in every detail of a parable, but to focus on just the main point. This is true of many parables, but certainly not all of them: Jesus’ explanation to his disciples of the parable of the sower treats it as an allegory! The seed, the various soils, the birds, the sun’s heat, the thorns and the crop each represent something in reality.
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