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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

            Place of Power

         

         Power is often experienced in this world negatively, but we have been shown the true nature of power in our Lord Jesus. All earthly power will one day be measured against his standard.
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         We begin our readings this issue in Holy Week, walking with Jesus to the cross, and beyond. Each time we celebrate the resurrection we are confronted with a visible demonstration of a power that we cannot fully understand, yet one that surrounds and upholds us every day of our lives. Without the sustaining power of God our world would cease to exist, but we don’t often think about it as we get up, eat breakfast and go about our work.

         I like Mike Archer's reminder to us of this power: that Jesus did not rise from the dead but was raised (see Matthew 28:6, NRSV). The apostle Peter affirms this in the book of Acts: ‘God raised him from the dead’ (Acts 2:24). The power that raised Jesus from the dead is, incredibly, the same power that we can be filled with today,1 the Holy Spirit, and this gives us authority over evil, sin and injustice. Kar Yong Lim challenges us on Pentecost Sunday to allow this power to change our hearts.

         We are confronted with an ungodly desire for power in many aspects of modern life. Nations fight, politicians argue, kingdoms fall, neighbours and families become conflicted, all for the love of distorted power. We should not confuse this oppressive power, which diminishes others, with the power of God: a power of life and love that raises up the broken and transforms the world. Can we become brokers of this power, allowing ourselves to be filled with the power of Word and Spirit, and to lean on God when tempted, so that we recognise and refuse power that disregards other people? Let us pray for our leaders, and for those who are oppressed and burdened, and let us look forward to God’s kingdom, his perfect power and glory, for ever, amen.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Manager

         ON THE COVER: ‘When God ... promised that his descendants would be “as numerous as the stars in the sky”, I can identify with being ... one of those stars.’ (Pages 62 to 65)

         Image credit: iStock / Walaiporn Sangkeaw
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            The Writers
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            MIKE ARCHER is married to Sarah, and they have two adult children, Mims and Sam. Ordained in 1994, Mike is passionate about the renewal of the local church.
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            FERGUS MACDONALD is a former General Secretary of the United Bible Societies. His major interests are leadership development and facilitating Scripture engagement by individuals, small groups and churches.
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            GARETH HIGGS is a Methodist minister, currently serving as a lecturer in Applied Theology at Moorlands Bible College, Dorset, specialising in Leadership and Mission. Prior to this, Gareth served for 20 years in Methodist Circuit appointments in a variety of contexts. He is married to Laura and they have three children.
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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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            KAR YONG LIM teaches New Testament studies at Seminari Theoloji Malaysiaand Biblical Graduate School of Theology, Singapore. He is also an Anglican priest in the Diocese of West Malaysia.
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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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            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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            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 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.

             

         

      

   


   
      
         
4
            SU ARTICLE

            SPORT REVEALS JESUS

         

         How did casual football sessions on ‘Holy Ground’ on a Gateshead estate lead to Jesus being revealed to a group of young Syrian refugees? Faith Guide Barry Watkin and Mark Oliver of SU’s Mission Through Sport team reveal all!

         
            
[image: ]Barry Watkin

            

         

         In 2017, a group of families fleeing war‑torn Syria found refuge on an estate in the Gateshead village of Rowlands Gill. They were grateful at last to be safe, but amid unfamiliar culture and surroundings and unable to speak any English, they were very isolated.

         Their plight did not escape the notice of some locals from Strathmore Road Methodist Church. Keen to befriend and help the newcomers to settle in, they met up with them. Despite the language barrier, they soon discovered a shared love for tea and coffee, and that sign language can communicate enough to establish friendships!

         Connecting on ‘Holy Ground’

         Through these encounters, the church members discovered that the Syrian children were struggling to settle in and had sadly experienced some racism.

         Further questions also revealed that the children absolutely loved football.

         So some of the church members started up weekly casual football on a patch of grass in the middle of the estate. They were supported by other local Christians including Mark Oliver, who now leads SU’s Mission Through Sport team. Mark recalls, ‘That scruffy bit of open space became “Holy Ground”, a place where we used sport to connect with children from across the neighbourhood, including the Syrian lads. It created the opportunity to build a relationship with them and reveal God’s love. It also helped the Syrian boys to integrate – back then, football was the only language we all shared!’5

         Playing games, exploring faith

         Six years later, in 2023, Barry Watkin joined Strathmore Road Methodist Church as Youth and Community Outreach Pioneer.

         By then the young Syrians were teenagers fluent in Geordie! Barry and Mark felt it was time to start exploring faith with them.

         Barry, also a Faith Guide, says, ‘We decided to set up an SU Rooted group, and invite the lads down to the church after football to learn more about Jesus. Because they love sport, we tried out a sporty version of Rooted with them. For example, we explored “identity”; we looked at why different football teams have the names they do and then looked at our own identity and who God says we are. And then we’d do some multi-skills games in such a way as to embed the learning from the week’s topic into the activity.

         ‘We had lots of fun and, over pizza, some great conversations about faith. In fact, when we stopped football sessions for winter, the Rooted group continued.

         ‘The Syrians, who are Muslim, know we’re Christians and our beliefs. We’re respectful of one another’s views. We love hearing what their faith means to them too, and barriers are really coming down.’

         New experiences foster new openness

         The Rooted group got to have a few new sporting experiences too! That summer, Mark and Barry took them out to a nearby river. Led by Revealing Jesus Pioneer Ian Kent, who is also a water sports instructor, the group got to build rafts and paddle kayaks. Barry recalls, ‘The lads loved being in a different environment and doing something new and exciting, and they started to relax and open up a bit more.’

         In the autumn half term, Barry and Mark arranged for the Rooted group to go on an SU Faith Guide weekend residential to Seahouses on the beautiful Northumberland coast. Barry says, ‘The Syrian lads had never even been away from their families overnight before, let alone to the coast. But because we already knew their families well and they trusted us, they were happy to let their children come on the break.’6
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         Mark says, ‘On the residential, we looked at what we know about Jesus, what Jesus did, what Jesus said and how we can respond to him. SU staff Ian Kent, Geoff Brown and Sarah Bowey came and joined us. They shared amazing testimonies, the lads asked some great questions and we had some really honest dialogue about the similarities and differences between Christianity and Islam.

         ‘And of course there was lots of sport involved! They’d never done crazy golf, so they had a go at that and they loved it! Then Mark asked if they’d ever played football on a beach and one lad said, “You mean like Brazilian football? No!” so we did that too. We went to Bamburgh – it was low tide, and with the light of the setting sun on the wet sand and the castle it was amazing! Later, we sat round a firepit and shared a bit about our faith journeys with the sound of the sea in the background. Before heading home the next day, we managed to fit in another game of football and ate fish and chips together. The lads said it had been the best weekend of their lives!’

         Revealing Jesus, remaining respectful

         How do Mark and Barry reveal Jesus while remaining respectful of the boys’ being Muslim?

         Mark observes, ‘Muslims recognise Jesus as a prophet, and we’re respectfully sharing why we see him as God’s Son and the ultimate role model – how he included the marginalised, spoke out against injustice, valued women. We’re helping the lads get a sense of the worth they have in God’s sight and to develop integrity, self-esteem and a strong positive identity.7

         ‘We’ll also be developing their leadership skills by helping them run football sessions for younger kids on that “Holy Ground”.

         ‘So far, it’s not been appropriate to give the lads the opportunity to “respond” directly to the invitation to follow Jesus. But we are working towards it and trusting God's timing because he knows and loves these young men. He has called us to do this and we know that his word doesn’t return to him empty.’

         SU Mission Through Sport resources

         There’s a Mission Through Sport section on the SU website (www.su.org.uk/sport) where you can get help and advice from our Sports team about connecting with children and young people and helping them to explore the Bible, respond to Jesus and grow in faith. You can also access sports-themed resources for these different stages of faith journeys including:

         Holy Ground (Connect): Adopt a space where you can connect with children and young people in your community through casual sport and active games.

         Sporty Rooted (Explore/Respond): Themed sessions with a sporty slant to help young people explore how Jesus relates to issues they care about and identify with.

         Half Time (Explore/Respond): A journey through Mark's Gospel using 36 practical sessions that encourage Bible exploration combined with games and questions that unpack this impactful series of videos (great for using in a school setting!).

         Scan this QR code for more on Mission Through Sport.

         
            [image: ]

         

         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 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.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            INTRODUCTION

            Matthew 24–28

            THE END TO THE BEGINNING

         

         Our passages cover an amazing breadth of teaching, falling into three clear sections. The first section runs through Matthew 24 and 25. Here Jesus addresses two questions the disciples ask him in 24:3: when will the Temple be destroyed and how does that relate to the final end? The language used, filled with metaphors and biblical allusions, makes it hard to be sure whether Jesus is addressing the first or the second question (sometimes he is addressing both). There is also debate about where prophetic language is describing real events in a metaphorical way to stress their significance (such as we might speak about a ‘political earthquake’). Even conservative scholars like the writers of the two commentaries on Matthew I’ve used (France and Morris) sometimes differ sharply about these matters. Again, is the vision of the sheep and the goats a description of how the day of judgement will be? Or is Jesus, as with the parable of the rich man and Lazarus,1 using that as a backdrop for a parable teaching us about discipleship in the present? Above all else, this first section challenges us to live faithfully, even in difficult times, knowing that the Lord intends to return.

         The second section follows the passion narrative from the anointing at Bethany through to the burial for which that anointing prepares. We leave behind the prophetic, allusive speech of the first section and move into a faster-paced, detailed narrative, full of action. We’ll spend time making sure that we stop to ponder even the most familiar stories.

         The final section begins the witness of the church to the resurrection. We thus end with the extraordinary hope that Jesus has been raised and that, therefore, everything has changed. We finish not with a full stop but with a springboard: the disciples are sent to carry and embody the message, a sending that has not ceased from that day to this.

         Mike Archer

         FOR FURTHER READING

         RT France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT, Eerdmans, 2007

         Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, PNTC, Eerdmans, 1992

         
            1 Luke 16:19–31
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            WEDNESDAY 1 APRIL

            Matthew 27:11–26

            A Pilate Episode

         

         Pray for those holding office within government.1 Ask for them to be given integrity, vision and the practical wisdom to enact what they’ve promised.

         In answering Pilate (v 11), Jesus uses the same phrase as he’d used to Caiaphas: ‘You have said so’.2 The phrase is both a yes and a no. Jesus accepts the titles but refuses to allow Pilate to define what they mean. His self-understanding is not described by the political and military terms that make sense to Pilate. He cannot deny the charge, but he refuses to engage with Pilate’s questioning any further. He simply will not bargain for the life he has just wrestled to lay down in Gethsemane. It’s the Father’s purpose that holds him there, not Pilate’s authority and guards.

         Astonished by Jesus, Pilate is nettled at being forced to play the power brokers’ games when he perceives that their motivation stinks (vs 18,19). Seeking to sidestep their manoeuvring, Pilate tries to appeal over their heads to the crowd, asking whether they would like him to release Jesus to them, as was the custom at the feast (v 15). But, while Jesus’ supporters are leaderless, scattered in fear, Barabbas’ supporters are there to shout for him. Backed by the chief priests and the elders, the crowd shouts down anyone not asking for Barabbas. It’s not that they want him rather than Jesus, it’s that they want Barabbas rather than anyone.

         Although Pilate wants to thwart the power brokers, thinking that Jesus is innocent, he clearly doesn’t want to provoke a riot. Pilgrims in Jerusalem overwhelmingly outnumbered the soldiers, so in widespread disorder Pilate can only lose. Making his disapproval of the verdict plain, Pilate ostentatiously washes his hands in front of them all but, as the only one who can legally order execution, Pilate cannot be innocent of Jesus’ blood. Frustrated, he releases Barabbas, orders that Jesus should be be flogged and hands him over to be crucified.

         Pilate gives in to pressure, releasing a terrorist and condemning an innocent man. Are you being urged by others to avoid doing the right thing?

         
            1 Cf 1 Tim 2:1,2 2 Matt 26:64

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Joshua 1–3; Psalm 37
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            THURSDAY 2 APRIL

            Matthew 27:27–44

            He Simply Endures

         

         Read 2 Corinthians 5:21. Thank Jesus for this incredible exchange, and for the brokenness, sinfulness and fear that he, on the cross, has taken away from you.

         The soldiers’ professional savagery leaves Jesus’ back torn to shreds. Aiming to shred his dignity as well, they force a crown made of thorns onto his head. A royal robe and staff complete the brutalised figure before whom they bow in mock homage. Perhaps, however, it’s not as diverting as usual because Jesus doesn’t cry out or plead for mercy. Their abuse builds in a crescendo in verse 30 with spitting and repeated blows to the head, driving the thorns ever deeper, before ending abruptly almost as if they lose interest. Then it’s all business. A passer‑by is dragooned into carrying the cross, shortening the journey and lessening any chance of rescue or disorder. At Golgotha, Jesus is swiftly nailed to the cross. The spoils are divided and charges displayed.

         Everyone else is shouting at Jesus. The rebels (v 44) are incensed because he could rescue them but will not. Others (vs 39,40) are disillusioned, maybe followers angry at being fooled, bewilderedly shaking their heads that a life filled with wonders is ending like this. His promise to destroy and rebuild the Temple in three days looks ridiculous, but even now they’d love him to prove his claims. Another group are just delighted (v 41). Revelling in the success of their plotting, all the factions of the Sanhedrin are there to crow over his humiliation.

         Saying nothing, Jesus simply endures. As he drinks the cup that the heartbroken Father told him could not, must not, pass from him, he endures. It’s not that he cannot save himself: the bitter irony is that he must not, will not. The bystanders scorn him for failing but he is succeeding, breath by breath. Trusting that God’s rescue will come beyond the death that he must die, Jesus endures.

         It’s tempting to look away, but we need to contemplate his suffering if we’re not to treat grace lightly. How might you express your response to the cross?

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