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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

            Life After Easter

         

         Easter is literally just behind us – so what comes next for each of us? If we wish to follow Jesus through ministry, betrayal, death and resurrection, we cannot expect to live in the same way as we did before.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Brian Radcliffe ends his studies in Mark’s Gospel with a challenge: ‘The next chapter belongs to us.’ The ending of Mark is blunt and mysterious and does not give us the details we’d like about what Jesus’ followers did next. The first disciples had to work it out – and so do we.

         Thankfully, we have three things the early believers did not have in those first days after Easter. We have the gift of the Holy Spirit in our lives – the power of God to sustain us and enlighten us. We have brothers and sisters in our churches to support and encourage us. We have the written Word of God to guide us – not just the Old Testament but also the New: the powerful and life-changing reflections on the resurrection of Jesus that have been set down for us by other faithful followers as stories, letters and revelations.

         I love the way our writers have opened up for us the life and light of God shining through these readings. 1 Chronicles is presented as sermons for life, not history; Deuteronomy as ‘our Lord’s favourite book’, delighting in the Law; Acts as a journey of faithful witness; John as setting out the choice of life or death that we make when we respond to Christ; and Galatians as setting the bar high for our life together.

         We also start our new series, Light for My Path, in this issue. We concluded the basic Bible-reading series, Bible Unpacked, in the last quarter, and this next series will introduce us to the way in which the Bible has impacted the lives of some of our note writers and SU staff. It is a privilege to listen in on how God has used his Word in their lives, and we are grateful for their willingness to share with us.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘… the Lord … took me out of the bog I was in and set my feet on a rock, putting a new song in my mouth.’ (pages 66 to 69; cf Ps 40:1–3)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / sharptoyou
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            The Writers

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

            BRIAN RADCLIFFE is a retired English and Drama teacher, and formerly a minister of a Baptist church in the north of England. He also enjoys a parallel career as a freelance writer (writing secondary assembly scripts/drama skills as cross-curricular teaching tools).
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            HOWARD PESKETT was Vice Principal at Trinity College, Bristol, UK, where he taught mission and religion. He served with Overseas Missionary Fellowship in Singapore for 20 years until he retired in 2006.
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            JONNY LIBBY is the Lay Pastor at Plymouth Methodist Central Hall. This role includes being the Methodist Chaplain at the University of Plymouth.
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            VIVIEN WHITFIELD is retired, but is still serving as a minister in her local church. Her past includes mission service in Peru with Latin Link, Deaf ministry, and tutoring Extension Studies theological students with St Johns College, Nottingham, UK.
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            TANYA FERDINANDUSZ is both a freelance writer and freelance editor, and has been writing Bible reading notes, articles and devotionals for over 25 years. She is a Bible Study leader and the author of Marriage Matters, a book for Christian couples.
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            PETER S C POTHAN is a Bible teacher and theologian who was called by God to teach for over 50 years in India and abroad. He has written 51 self-study theological courses plus some booklets and magazine articles. Now retired, Peter still teaches Distance Learning students.

             

            
               [image: ]

            

            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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            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

            PATIENCE PAYS OFF

         

         Despite serious health issues in his retirement years, Roger Purdom has become a Faith Guide and continues to introduce young people to Jesus. He shares some of his story, and talks about the importance of building relationships and why we all have a vital role to play in building the church of today and tomorrow.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Roger has had a long association with Scripture Union; he went on his first SU camp in Arthog near Barmouth in 1964. Later he became an SU team leader, helping on different holidays until 1981.

         For many years, he was a teacher at a school in Croydon, and ran SU holiday clubs at the church where he was an elder.

         Then he moved to East Sussex to take up the headship of a Christian boarding school. He began his final job in 1995 as pastor of an independent church in Littlehampton. Roger recalls, ‘We launched summer holiday clubs at church, using SU resources, and I did those until I retired. Each year we had sixty to seventy children attending.’

         The break that got Roger into schools

         When Roger first moved to Littlehampton, he wanted to do Christian assemblies in schools, but initially there was quite a bit of resistance. The break came when one school heard that he was trained as an OFSTED inspector. ‘In those days, spirituality was one of the aspects that OFSTED inspected. The school asked if I’d come and do Christian assemblies to help them pass their forthcoming inspection.

         ‘Word got around; soon I was going into ten primary schools. Those doors have never closed, not even during COVID! Instead they asked me to do assemblies on Zoom. That suited me too because by then I’d developed some quite serious health issues.’ Even so, Roger has managed to do over one hundred assemblies in the past two years.

         ‘The kids know I’m going to tell them a Bible story and pray, but I usually get a positive reaction and a listening ear from them.

         ‘I hope to get back into schools eventually, but for now the doors are still open and I’m still doing Zoom.’

         Sharing his testimony

         ‘One head at a C of E school asked if I could do some sessions on the Trinity and prayer. Afterwards, he said, “The kids loved it, so now can you do some sessions on characters in the Bible whose faith was tested but God brought them through?” So I did Ruth, Esther, Mary, Peter and others.

         ‘Then he asked, “Can you talk about how your faith has been tested and how God has brought you through?” I did three sessions: one on when I was a teenager and first came to faith, one on my teaching years and one on my church pastor years.

         ‘These talks were also publicised in emails to parents, and when my wife went into a local shop an assistant said, “Oh, the kids love Roger and his assemblies!”’
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         Camp always oversubscribed!

         In 2003, Roger started a summer camp for local children. ‘We took them to the beach – it was a first for many of them, even though they lived so close by,’ Roger recalls. ‘We played games; they got soaking wet and filthy dirty and had an incredible time!

         ‘Eventually we had to move. We relocated about ten miles inland to Lodge Hill, an activity centre. During the day, the kids would do all sorts of adventurous stuff which they loved – abseiling, mountain biking, climbing. In the morning and evening we’d have Bible stories, worship and a talk.

         ‘Out of the 60 children already booked on to this year’s camp, about 90 per cent won’t have heard a Bible story other than ones we might have shared at an assembly. Parents know it’s Christian, but every year we are oversubscribed.’

         The domino effect

         Roger recognises the enormous value of building relationships. ‘If you want to draw children into a relationship with God, you have to first build a relationship with them. And by connecting with them in different situations – school, camp, church – you get to know not just the kids but the parents and teachers too.

         ‘It’s vital to build genuine friendships across the community, seeking to serve that community. It’s not just about what you want – what will they value? One time the churches in Littlehampton did a meal for head teachers at the end of each academic year to thank them for what they do with the children and young people in our area, and for allowing us to partner them on that journey.

         ‘While we serve, we are so often blessed. One church in our Littlehampton group was in a little village called Lyminster. When its new curate started a family service, it had a great response and attracted families from much further afield because they knew us from camps and assemblies.

         ‘It’s like a domino effect: all those different contact points are interlinked.’

         The value of church volunteers

         It takes time and patience to build those genuine community-wide relationships. ‘That’s why I feel ordinary church members of all ages have a vital part to play,’ Roger says. ‘If the relationship only resides with the church leader or youth worker, it can falter if those people move on, which they often do. Not all church leaders have the skills or experience to work with young people either.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Becoming a Faith Guide through SU really helps those church volunteers who are taking that role, as Roger has found. ‘It recognises that this is a long-term process, and provides training, encouragement and access to resources.’ There is also the opportunity to network with and learn from other Faith Guides.

         Roger plans to keep sharing the good news of Jesus with children and young people for as long as God enables him to do so. ‘We mustn’t give up on the next generation. What kids are being exposed to via their phones, computers and TV is frightening. And the world is changing so fast that we can’t keep up with the trends.

         ‘More than ever, young people need to hear that God is there for them, that he loves them and that he will never, ever change – he’s the same today and for ever.’

         Please pray for Roger and all Faith Guides as they commit their time and skills to helping children and young people to learn more about God. If you would like to know more about becoming a Faith Guide, visit su.org.uk/faithguides.

         
            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

            Mark 11–16

            THE WEEK THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

         

         The first readers of (or listeners to) Mark’s Gospel didn’t have the luxury of four Gospels to compare with each other. For the largely Gentile audience, probably living in Rome, this was the first organised account of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. It reads like a series of video shorts, actions taking priority over words, deeds over teaching. Based on the experience of Peter, there’s a first-hand vividness to the Gospel. It’s frank and honest, particularly in relation to the highs and lows of Peter’s role, but with Jesus central to every episode.

         Chapters 11 to 16 of Mark encompass the final phase of the account. In the earlier chapters we have seen Jesus’ early Galilean ministry and the enigmatic excursions into northern Palestine. The disciples have been called and trained. Everything then hinges on Peter’s confession in chapter 8, the recognition that Jesus is the promised Messiah. From this point on, the direction of the action turns south towards Jerusalem, with the departure from Galilee. The men and women from the north approach the capital.

         Chapters 1 to 10 of the Gospel have been selective, covering three years of Jesus’ ministry. They read like the edited highlights of an eventful time. By contrast, chapters 11 to 16 give a day by day, often hour by hour, account of a single week. Miracles are few. Instead, it’s a time of controversies, some initiated by Jesus, others the work of the religious and legal authorities, threatened by the powerful presence of Jesus in a city already overcrowded by the influx of pilgrims for the Passover festival. The climax is devastating, an abyss of injustice, torture and death quietly transformed in a garden early one morning. Just as Jesus said it would be.

         Brian Radcliffe
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               MONDAY 1 APRIL

               Mark 16:9–20

               Seeing is Believing

            

            Lord, Easter is amazing. How do you follow that? Draw me into your mission, please.

            Yesterday’s reading felt somehow unfinished, lacking a denouement to the Jesus story. Three frightened women fled – but who knows where? Mark’s early audiences knew that it didn’t end like that. Today’s passage is missing from some manuscripts, but it is important as a transition to the era that includes us. If it reads like a brief summary of Luke/Acts, then that’s because it unifies the experience of the early church.

            Mary Magdalene is the one who eventually takes the surprising news to Jesus’ followers. Do they greet it with overwhelming joy? Not a chance (see v 11): ‘Please, Mary, we know you mean well but…’. A report by two disciples of an encounter on a country road fares no better (v 13). It takes a manifestation to the whole inner group, accompanied by a rebuke from Jesus, to convince the remaining eleven (v 14). Turning the situation round, Jesus then commissions them to take this same gloriously unlikely message to the whole world of cynical and doubting humanity. Now, however, signs and wonders will accompany the gospel that they, and we, are to take (vs 17,18). If people then don’t believe, be it on their own heads (v 16).

            Is this the end (v 19)? Well, not exactly, for the story never ends. We’ve read the next events in Acts and followed the legends of the saints down through the centuries. Now, in 2024, this is our truth: Jesus, who was raised to life and ascended into heaven, is still seated at the right hand of God. His story of salvation is the same. His Spirit inspires us and our audiences with words, healings and wonders. The next chapter belongs to us.

            How does your next chapter begin? Read again Jesus’ commission (vs 15–18) as if addressed to you (as it actually is!) and look forward to the day ahead.

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 1–3; Psalm 37
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            INTRODUCTION

            Deuteronomy 1:1 – 16:17

            MOSES’ CALL TO LOVE THE LORD ALONE

         

         We begin our post-Easter journey with one of our Lord’s favourite books – Deuteronomy. If I have one hour, I read chapters 1–11 out loud (or listen to David Suchet, for example, reading them in the NIVUK audio version). If time is lacking, I begin by reading Psalm 19:7–11 and Matthew 5:17–20, which remind me of Jewish delight in the Law – its piercing quality like the Middle Eastern sun. This is why there is a mezuzah on the doorpost of every pious Jewish home, which residents brush with their fingers every time they leave and enter.

         I imagine myself gathered with ancient listeners and many modern readers to hear Moses’ last will and testament, as a description of my inheritance; everything our beloved leader wants us to remember, cherish and embody. Chapters 1–4 set the scene, with many reminders from the Torah’s earlier books; chapters 5–11 set out the basic framework of the covenant, including the first passage which every Jewish child learns. Then we plunge into the first part of the detailed legislation which will govern the shape, texture and ethos of Jewish community life – because a nation is in the process of formation; history is being made.

         I prepare for a turbulent ride these three weeks. The book has a sermonic quality and all the biggest words in the Old Testament are here – the Lord, awesome in love, majesty, judgement, fire, anger and mercy. The people of God, corrupt, stiff-necked, grumbling, listening, promising, forgetting, obeying, hoping, fearing. Moses the prophet, teacher, intercessor, mediator, man of sorrows. And chilling words – destroy, wipe out, no pity, conquer. I implore the help of the Holy Spirit as I read, eager to make my way to ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’.1

         Howard Peskett

         FOR FURTHER READING

C Wright, Deuteronomy, Hendrickson, 1996

J Sacks, Covenant and Conversation, Maggid Books, 2017

H Painter, God of Violence Yesterday, God of Love Today?, BRF, 2019

https://bibleproject.com/explore/video/deuteronomy

         
            1 Eg Exod 3:8; Deut 27:3
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               TUESDAY 2 APRIL

               Deuteronomy 1:1–18

               A Liminal Place

            

            I sit quietly and breathe deeply for a few moments. Am I a grateful person? Am I quick to judge or to complain? Am I passionate about justice?

            For Jewish people, Moses is, above all, Moshe Rabbeinu, Moses our Teacher. Deuteronomy contains his last words (the book ends with the account of his death). We would certainly pay special attention to a loved person’s words if we knew that they would be their last. Am I myself in a liminal place too? ‘Liminal’ means on the boundary; on a threshold; in a transitional state between X and Y. Am I facing a change, a future with many unknowns, the dissolution of old certainties? I will make my pilgrimage through this book into a review-and-revision session.

            To know which way to go, I need to know where I am starting. Place names (v 1), chronological data and a description of ‘the land’ (vs 7,8) feature in today’s reading; together with a tantalising reminder that an eleven days’ journey has somehow taken forty years (vs 2,3). These are fascinating details for another sort of study.

            Today’s reading focuses on legacy, on delegation of leadership. What picture of Moses’ community do I glimpse behind his brief description in verse 12? What are the particular qualities that Moses looks for in his ‘judges’ or ‘leaders’ (vs 15–18)? I think with special care about what lies behind the words ‘judge righteously’ (v 16, ASV): ‘Do not show partiality … Do not be afraid of anyone … Bring me any case too hard for you’ (v 17, NIV). I notice, too, that small and great, brother and alien are to be treated fairly. I think about my own society, the judgers and the judged. We cannot have a decent society without justice; but the justice must also be ‘righteous’ – this word is prominent in Genesis and in Deuteronomy, the bookends of the Torah.

            How can I make things more just for everybody, where I live or work? Do I speak up when things are not done properly? I pray for courage, for wisdom.

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 4,5; Romans 10
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               WEDNESDAY 3 APRIL

               Deuteronomy 1:19–46

               Dithering

            

            Am I a decisive person or do I dither, vacillate, procrastinate? Does this question itself make me dither? What would my most faithful friend say? What might God say?

            Moses reflects on events set out more fully in Numbers 13 and 14. I do not go to that passage unless I have to. Instead, I focus on the verbs (the action words) through which this section unfolds. Phase 1: ‘Go up’ (v 21) – What incentives are given? Phase 2: ‘[We are] unwilling to go up’ (v 26); how outrageous is the Israelites’ grumbling here? Phase 3: Who feels the force of God’s anger (v 37)? Phase 4: ‘We will go up’ (v 41); I note the word ‘arrogance’ (v 43). Phase 5: What happens to the Israelites? And how does God respond? What vivid language in this passage makes me catch my breath? God as a warrior? As a father carrying his child? ‘… the Lord … solemnly swore’ (v 34). ‘… the Lord … paid no attention’ (v 45).

            The Old Testament speaks vigorously of God’s form (eyes, mouth, face, arms, hands), God’s feelings (loves, laughs, repents, is angry, glad) and God’s actions (sees, hears, speaks, rests, smells, swears) in language that is almost embarrassingly direct at times. This so-called anthropomorphic language is used so that we might understand that God is the personal living God. He is not just a vast pile of abstractions or concepts, protected by limitless definitions. He is contrasted with idols who hear nothing, see nothing, do nothing, are nothing.

            I conclude my meditation on this passage by returning to verse 31. If I have a cross-referencing Bible it may direct me to Exodus 19:4, Isaiah 46:3 and Hosea 11:3. I steady my wobbling, juddering self with renewed joy in God’s steadfast, carrying love.

            Some people are steady in their discipleship; others are mercurial. Which are more prone to dithering? Where am I among these people? I pray for stability, for steadiness.

            BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 6,7; Romans 11
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               THURSDAY 4 APRIL

               Deuteronomy 2

               Momentous Decisions

            

            Sensitise my heart, Lord, that I may know when critical moments come and that I may be ready to follow your directions precisely and fully.

            The Israelites have been wandering in the wilderness ‘long enough’ (v 3). Now it is time to turn north. I note the words, ‘Do not’ and ‘Do not harass’ (see vs 9,19) – and, later, the Israelites are to contend with Sihon king of Heshbon (v 24). There are more details about these events in Numbers 20 and 21; a map may help with place names, not all of which are certain.
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