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Section 1 Theology




What is theology?



Theology is the study of the nature of God and religious beliefs. In Christianity, one of the best ways of doing this is through studying the Bible. The first section of this book is about the Bible and what it tells us about God, the world and human beings. Theology is important because it helps people understand how a religion is put into practice. The stories in this part of the book show how God created the world, how human beings continually spoiled it, and God’s plan to bring them back into a good relationship with him.




[image: ]


Starter


No one can really know God. Do you agree?
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The Bible


The Bible is made up of many different books and is divided into two sections: Old Testament and New Testament. ‘Testament’ means covenant or agreement. The Old Testament is about the old covenant that God had with human beings, which he drew up with Moses, when he gave him the Law. The New Testament is about the new covenant, which was introduced by Jesus.


The first part of the Bible deals with God’s creation of the world. It explains how the Jewish nation came into being through Abraham. It recounts the story of how Moses brought the Israelites out of Egypt, how God gave Moses the Ten Commandments and how they settled in Canaan, later called Israel.
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The next part records the achievements and failures of Israel’s kings and commanders, such as David, their time in exile and their return to Israel. It also contains prophetic passages by prophets like Isaiah about the coming of a Messiah, whom Christians believe is Jesus.


The New Testament opens with the life and teaching of Jesus. It charts the beginning of Christianity and includes letters from early Christian leaders, which teach much of what now makes up the guidelines for Christian living. They are examples of how God continued to communicate with and work through his people and how theology developed as people tried to live Christian lives.


The Bible finishes with the book of Revelation – a unique book full of prophecies and visions – written by a man called John.





Topic 1 God’s relationship with the world


In Topic 1 we look at the way God reveals himself to human beings and builds a relationship with them and the world. The topic includes both Old and New Testament stories; they all show that God is as active now as he was at the beginning, when he created everything. Christians believe Jesus is God’s son and that he reveals the nature of God in his life and teaching. The stories explain how God wants people to behave towards him and towards each other. As you work through the chapters in this topic, think about how and why God gets involved with human beings.
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Activity


In groups, discuss these questions. Which are the most important issues?


Come back to your answers at the end of your study of Topic 1 and compare what you think then with what you think now.
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1.1 God the creator



The opening story in the Bible introduces one of the most important things about God. He is the creator of all things. The story appears in Genesis, a word that means origin or beginning. The events of the creation story are presented in the structure of a week – not in chronological order as we might expect if we were to write such an account today, but in a topical order. First is the creation of the regions: land, sea and sky. Second is the creation of what will dominate each region: the stars in the sky, the fish in the sea and the animals and human beings on the land. Lastly, when God has finished, he establishes himself as Lord of his creation. The seventh day is the triumphant finale when he ‘rested’. The language of the story is poetic, expressing order and meaning with all things having their place and part to play.


This account is very different from other creation stories that were circulating in the Ancient Near East at the same time and Genesis 1 was probably written to counter them. Most people at that time believed that the world was ruled by malevolent chaos gods (beings who acted in evil and unpredictable ways), who placed no value on human life at all. The writer wanted to establish that the God of Israel was completely different. It was he alone who created the universe and human beings had a purpose and a destiny within it. He wanted to show that people were valued by God and that the whole of creation had a common connection to the creator. The position of the story at the very beginning of the Bible places God’s divine plan for the world and for human beings right at the heart of the Bible story.
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Genesis 1.1–2.4
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Starter


Who made the world?
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1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.
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Day 1


3 And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. 4 God saw that the light was good … 5 God called the light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’.
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Day 2


6 And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water …’. 7 And it was so. 8 God called the vault ‘sky’.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Day 3


9 And God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place and let dry ground appear.’ And it was so. 10 God called the dry ground ‘land’, and the gathered waters he called ‘seas’. And God saw that it was good. 11 Then God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation …’ And it was so.
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Day 4


14 And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from the night …’ 15 And it was so. … 18 And God saw that it was good.
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Day 5


20 And God said, ‘Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth …’ 21 So God created the great creatures of the sea and every living thing with which the water teems … and every winged bird … And God saw that it was good. 22 God blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number …’
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Day 6


24 And God said, ‘Let the land produce living creatures …’ And it was so. … And God saw that it was good. 26 Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’ 27 So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. 28 God blessed them and said to them ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it … 29 I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food …’ 31 God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.
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Day 7


2 God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. 3 Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy….
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Activity


Make a collage or a storyboard to show what God created on each day. Use pictures or drawings to illustrate it.
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What do you know?





1  Describe in detail what God created on the third day.



2  What were the sun, moon and stars for?



3  Describe what God did on the sixth day.
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What do you understand?





4  What do you learn about God from the way he created human beings?



5  What does God’s provision for animals and humans tell us about his relationship with the world?
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What do you think?





6  What does it mean when it says ‘God rested?’ What might that imply for the way human beings should live?
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Understanding the story of the creation


In the beginning


The Bible assumes that God exists. Everything else has a beginning but God has always existed. He is the creator of the universe. In the beginning nothing had any shape or substance but God’s spirit was hovering over this chaos in a protective way, like a bird hovering over its young.


God said …


All God has to do is speak and it happens. For example, he called for light and there was light. The way he gave names to the things he created shows his authority over them. He named the day, the night, the sky, the land and the sea.


Light


Light is a symbol for life and truth in the Bible. Darkness is a symbol of sin and evil. Light is more powerful than darkness. In the New Testament, Jesus called himself the ‘light of the world.’


The days


Each day is a unit of time. Some people believe it is an actual day of 24 hours, but most agree that it represents an unspecified period of time and could be millions of years.


Sea creatures


In Old Testament days, the great sea monsters were seen as powerful forces that controlled the world and the people in it. By stating that they were created by God, the writer of Genesis was showing that the Jewish God was more powerful than any other force in the universe. Similarly, the sun and the moon were seen as deities with terrible power. In Genesis they are presented as part of God’s planned creation and under his control. They were not to be feared but enjoyed.


God


God is all-powerful. He designed the world and made it out of nothing. He made it so that it would generate itself – he commanded all living things to increase and multiply. He is also a God of order. He made everything in order and he was pleased with each bit he created. The fact that he was pleased with everything shows that it was all good and fit for purpose when he made it. The world could sustain life because it had light and heat from the sun and nutrition from the soil. The universe is beautiful and modern science is constantly discovering new and amazing things about it. He declared that all creation was good and he made human beings to be like him and to carry out his work in the world. On the seventh or ‘Sabbath’ day, God ‘rested’. He blessed that day and it became the Jewish day of rest to this day.
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Essay practice


‘God reveals his nature in human beings.’ Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer. Show that you have considered more than one point of view.
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Humans


We know God values human beings because the story says he made them in his own image. To be in the image of God means to be like him in character. For example, human beings have a passion for justice, and they are capable of mercy and love. They are creative and can think and make decisions. God has similar characteristics: he placed humans in a good world and provided them with food and work – looking after his world. They are to have children and bring the world under control; they are to be responsible rulers of God’s creation and take care of the animals and birds, to make sure the environment is healthy, and they are to care for each other. God provided grain and fruit for food but interestingly there is no mention of meat. Perhaps humans were supposed to be vegetarians …
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justice – treating others fairly
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Discuss


Do you have to choose between believing in God and accepting science?
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What do you understand?





1  Explain what the story of the creation teaches about God.



2  Explain the significance of the words ‘In the beginning’.



3  Explain why God was pleased with what he saw.



4  Explain what the story of the creation teaches about God’s relationship with the world.
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Essay practice


‘No one can answer the question, “Who made the world?” ‘ Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer. Show that you have considered more than one point of view.
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What do you think?





5  Why are the commands God gives to human beings important?



6  Do you think that human beings have failed significantly to carry out God’s instructions? Give reasons to support your answer.
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Theology in action – science and faith


One of the problems facing Christians today is the way science and faith are often presented in opposition to each other. The rational scientific world is all there is, it is argued. The spiritual world has no place in rational thought because it cannot be observed or tested in a scientific way. On the other hand, as Shakespeare said in his play Hamlet, ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ It is important to understand the limits of science. For example, science cannot deal with purpose or meaning. A moderate Christian view would say that we should not read the Bible as scientific fact. The writer of Genesis expresses the sense of wonder, order and purpose of the universe. Most Christians would say that the Genesis account complements the scientific insight into how matter has evolved from the beginning. The story is timeless and can speak to anyone, no matter where they live or how little education they have received.
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Activity


Much research has been done on how the world came into being. Some scientists are Christians and some are atheists. Choose one of the following scientists and research their work:





•  Russell Stannard and John Polkinghorne who are Christians



•  Stephen Hawking and Richard Dawkins who are atheists
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1.2 God and Moses


This chapter is about how God rescued the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. It is one of the most significant events in the Bible. God chose Moses to bring the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. In order that he would be able to do this, he was rescued as a baby and brought up in the Egyptian court where he acquired the skills he would need.
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Starter


Who was Moses?
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Long before the time of Moses, God chose the Israelites to be his people and made a covenant with a man called Abraham, the founder of the Jewish race.
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covenant – an agreement between two people or groups, in this case between God and his people
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God promised that Abraham would be the father of a great nation and through him all the nations of the world would be blessed. His great grandson was Joseph, of ‘amazing technicolour dreamcoat’ fame, who was sold into slavery in Egypt, and through a bizarre sequence of events eventually became the Pharaoh’s right-hand man.


Famine brought Joseph’s father, Jacob, and his family to Egypt and they settled in Goshen, a fertile plain in the Nile estuary. The years passed and the Egyptians forgot why the Israelites were there and resented their prosperity. The Pharaoh of the time, Ramases II, enslaved them and made them work in his labour camps. He also took steps to ensure that they did not grow in number and become a threat, ordering that all baby boys were to be killed at birth.
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Discuss


What would it be like to be born a slave? Was Moses right to be so angry about the treatment of one of his people?
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Into this world Moses was born. His mother hid him in a basket in the bulrushes by the River Nile. He was found by the Pharaoh’s daughter and brought up as an Egyptian prince. He always knew, however, that he was an Israelite and he was disturbed by the harsh treatment his people received. One day he witnessed one of them being beaten by a slave driver and was so outraged that he killed the Egyptian. Unfortunately, he was seen and had to leave Egypt. He settled in Midian, married the daughter of a priest called Jethro and looked after his sheep. It is at this point that God involved him directly in his rescue plan for his people. Moses emerges as the hero of all three stories in this chapter because he obeyed God and showed great faith and courage in the face of overwhelming odds. He was such a key person in God’s plan of salvation that he appeared with Jesus at the Transfiguration (see Chapter 1.4, page 29).
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Activity





1  Divide your page into six boxes – three on the left and three on the right. Label the left-hand boxes: The call of Moses; The Passover; Crossing the sea.



2  In each left-hand box write down two questions that you have about each story.



3  Use the three right-hand boxes for your research as you work through the stories.
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1.2a The call of Moses: Exodus 3.1–17
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Starter


How do you think God talks to people?
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Read Exodus 3.1–17.
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Activity


Write the conversation between God and Moses in play form.
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What do you know?





1  Outline what happened when Moses saw the burning bush.



2  Describe what God promised Moses at the burning bush.



3  Describe how God called Moses to help the Israelites.
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What do you understand?





4  What is this story about?



5  What does the story say about God?
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What do you think?





6  Why did God care what happened to the Israelites?
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Understanding the story of the burning bush


The burning bush
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The covenant promise


God was faithful in keeping his covenant with Israel and he outlined what he wanted Moses to do. God showed himself to be a compassionate but all-powerful being, an opponent of injustice and oppression, and a God who intervenes in the world. The promise made to Abraham is reiterated to Moses. God described the land as ‘flowing with milk and honey’. The milk would come from sheep and goats, and the honey from bees. Together they would meet the needs of a nomadic nation such as the Israelites.


The land in question was populated by seven tribes but God had promised Abraham that his descendants would conquer their enemies and inhabit their land.


Moses’ call





•  Moses showed a proper respect for God by removing his shoes and hiding his face.



•  He was a very reluctant hero in this story. He kept coming up with reasons why he was not the best person for the job because he didn’t want to go back to Egypt and face everything he had left, especially for a task that did not seem likely to be successful.



•  He felt inadequate and asked what was so special about him that he should go to the Pharaoh. God’s answer required Moses to have faith that he would indeed bring the Israelites out of Egypt to worship on this mountain.



•  Moses needed God’s authority to lead the Israelites, which is when God revealed his name: ‘I AM has sent you’. God’s name in Hebrew is Yahweh, which literally means ‘being’. His name is a statement that God exists exactly as he existed at the beginning of the world, at the time of Israel’s patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Moses had to have faith to believe that God would be with him too.
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What do you understand?





1  Explain what this story teaches about the character of God.



2  Explain the part God’s covenant with Abraham plays in God’s plans.



3  Explain why Moses was so reluctant to do what God asked.



4  Explain what the story teaches about the character of Moses.
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What do you think?





5  Why might God have chosen a bush that was on fire but not actually burning to communicate with Moses?



6  Why did God choose Moses?
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Essay practice


‘These days we assume all events must have a rational explanation.’ Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer. Show that you have considered more than one point of view.
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1.2b The Passover: Exodus 12.1–13
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1 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in Egypt, 2 ‘This month is to be for you the first month, the first month of your year. 3 Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month each man is to take a lamb for his family, one for each household. 4 If any household is too small for a whole lamb, they must share one with their nearest neighbour, having taken into account the number of people there are. You are to determine the amount of lamb needed in accordance with what each person will eat. 5 The animals you choose must be year-old males without defect, and you may take them from the sheep or the goats. 6 Take care of them until the fourteenth day of the month, when all the people of the community of Israel must slaughter them at twilight. 7 Then they are to take some of the blood and put it on the sides and tops of the doorframes of the houses where they eat the lambs. 8 That same night they are to eat the meat roasted over the fire, along with bitter herbs, and bread made without yeast. 9 Do not eat the meat raw or cooked in water, but roast it over the fire – with the head, legs and internal organs. 10 Do not leave any of it till morning; if some is left till morning, you must burn it. 11 This is how you are to eat it: with your cloak tucked into your belt, your sandals on your feet and your staff in your hand. Eat it in haste; it is the Lord’s Passover.


12 ‘On that same night I will pass through Egypt and strike down every firstborn of both people and animals, and I will bring judgement on all the gods of Egypt. I am the Lord. 13 The blood will be a sign for you on the houses where you are, and when I see the blood, I will pass over you. No destructive plague will touch you when I strike Egypt.’


Exodus 12.1–13
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What do you know?





1  In words or pictures, describe the preparations each family must make for the Passover. Or, imagine you are the member of one such family and write an account of the evening of the Passover.



2  What was going to happen later that night?
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Starter


Do you think people usually get what they deserve for doing wrong?
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What do you understand?





3  Why is the event called ‘the Passover’?



4  Why must the bread be unleavened (without yeast) and any uneaten lamb burnt?
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Discuss


Does God still rescue people caught in bad situations?
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What do you think?





5  What kind of things might make you or your family leave your country for good?
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Understanding the story of the Passover


The Passover


God’s action in these events was as much a rescue mission as a judgement on Egypt for exploiting and oppressing the Israelites. The Passover became a pivotal point in Israel’s history because it marked the beginning of their life as a nation under God’s protection and guidance.


Jews all over the world celebrate the Passover every year and remember how God rescued them from slavery. They re-enact the meal and tell each other the story of the Passover through the symbols of what they eat. The original Passover would have been very different however because everyone was frightened and insecure, not knowing what was going to happen or whether they would be recaptured by the Egyptians and treated even more harshly. They did not know what it would be like living in the desert or even whether they would survive. They would have had to trust that when Moses told them God would protect and lead them, that he was telling the truth. They were about to experience God’s saving action in their lives in a very dramatic way.


The theme of the covenant is developed in the story of the Passover. The Israelites were God’s chosen people. He had promised Abraham that he would bless his descendants and give them the cities of their enemies. He had heard their cry for help and, through Moses set about rescuing them.
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Activity


Find out about how the Passover is celebrated today.
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The significance of the Passover





1  The new year was to begin in the spring and not, as previously, in the autumn. It was also a spring festival of new life.



2  A year-old male lamb without defect was to be selected. This wasn’t any old sheep; this was a valuable male, which did not have anything wrong with it and would, if left, have sired healthy offspring. Only the best would do. There is a connection here for Christians between the sacrifice of the Passover lamb and the sacrifice of Jesus. Jesus is often referred to as the ‘Passover lamb’. In Christian tradition, Jesus died to save people from the slavery of sin and death, just as God saved the Israelites from slavery and death at the hands of the Egyptians. The killing of the lamb and the way its blood protected the Israelites, looked forward to the fulfilment of God’s plan of salvation for all humanity through Jesus’ death.



3  Some of the blood from the lamb had to be smeared on the lintels and doorposts of the house. Blood is a symbol for life and played an important part in sacrifices. It is blood that reminds people of God’s covenant with them. The death of the lamb by the shedding of its blood can be seen as the substitution for the death of the Israelites. When God passed through the land of Egypt, he would see the blood and pass over. The Israelites would escape the judgement of God on Egypt because of the blood. In Christian tradition the blood of Jesus does the same thing – it saves all people from the judgement of God.



4  The lamb was to be roasted over a fire. This was the method used by shepherds in the desert. The roasting by fire, the eating of the lamb whole and the burning of any leftovers showed the Israelites’ commitment to escape and their faith in God. This was a holy event.



5  They were to eat the lamb with bitter herbs. Later the bitter herbs would remind them of their misery as slaves. On this night, they were a symbol of freedom.



6  The bread was to be unleavened. This means bread made without yeast. The suddenness of the escape meant there was no time for bread to rise before baking. Also, if they were to travel, the bread would keep much longer without yeast in it.



7  The people were to be ready to travel as they ate their meal. This meal would not be a relaxed affair; it would be eaten quickly as they waited anxiously for God’s anger to fall upon Egypt and the time for their escape.
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What do you understand?





1  Explain the importance of the blood on the doorposts and lintels.



2  Explain what was special about the lamb.



3  Why did they have to burn any leftover bits of the roast lamb?



4  How is God’s action in this story a sign of his covenant with his people?



5  Explain what this story teaches about God?
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What do you think?





6  For Christians, what is the link between the Passover and the death of Jesus?



7  Why do you think the Jews continue to celebrate the Passover every year?
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Essay practice


‘The Passover has no relevance today.’ Do you agree? Give reasons for your answer. Show that you have considered more than one point of view.
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1.2c Crossing the sea: Exodus 14.10–31
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Starter


What is freedom?
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Extract from Moses’ diary


Arrived at Pi-Hahiroth – camped here by the sea. Egyptian army very close behind. Will they never give up? Some of the people have started spreading discontent and now there is a huge lobby to go back to Egypt. Honestly, I despair of them with their slave mentality. They’re complaining that I have brought them out here deliberately so that they can die – as if there aren’t enough coffins in Egypt! ‘Didn’t you hear us when we specifically told you to leave us alone?’ they said. ‘Didn’t you know that we only wanted to stay and serve the Egyptians?’ But no – I had to bring them here, to this place of death. Well, obviously – silly me!


Had a word with them and reminded them that God was with them and not to be afraid. I told them he would rescue them and after today they’d never see an Egyptian again. But I have to confess to being afraid myself when I see the soldiers. Talk about being between a rock and a hard place – or, in our case, a watery place!


[image: ]







[image: ]


Extract from God’s diary


Had to give Moses a bit of a shove this evening. There he was, anxiously chewing his nails, standing at the edge of the sea, with the Egyptians closing in. ‘Look here,’ I said. ‘Don’t just stand there crying help! Get the Israelites moving.’ I knew what he was thinking: where was there to move to? So I told him to lift his walking staff and stretch it out over the sea. I would create a safe passage through the water. Fortunately for the people, he did what I said and I moved the sea – well, I am God after all …
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Extract from an Israelite’s diary


Now I’ve seen it all! We’ve been protected on our journey by a great pillar of cloud, which we followed during the day. Then at night-time with the enemy right behind us, the cloud shifted to be behind us, so the enemy couldn’t see us. Nothing occurred during the night but at first light the most incredible thing happened. We were being urged to walk down the beach into the sea and when we got there, there was a long dry passage to the other side – no sea at all, just a wall of water on either side. I admit I was scared as I took the hands of my two children and walked through, but we all came out safely on the opposite bank.
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Extract from an Egyptian soldier’s last thoughts


Now we’ve got them! I can just about see them dithering on the banks of the sea. If only it weren’t for this blasted cloud that’s moved round, we’d be able to attack while they’re all arguing about what to do next. It’s dawn and the Israelites seem to be on the move. This is truly weird … they’re actually walking through the sea across a great dry stretch of sand. At least we can follow them and take them there. They aren’t moving very fast because of all the women and children – Ra rot them! We’ll catch them! I urge my horse and chariot between the walls of water. I can feel the sand clogging the wheels and some of the other chariots have lost wheels. All is confusion. I’m going back – the God of the Israelites must be with them … Oh no! The sea is moving. It’s going to sweep us away. I must get back … Aaaargh!
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Extract from God’s diary


The people have seen my power and they acknowledge now that I am the one true God. Why didn’t they trust me? They must have known I’d protect them. I put a pillar of fire in front of them and a pillar of cloud behind them. I parted the sea for them to cross and I made sure the Egyptians wouldn’t trouble them anymore.


[image: ]





Read the whole story in Exodus 14: 10–31.
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What do you know?





1  What was the reaction of the Israelites when they realised that the Egyptians were coming after them?



2  What was God’s advice to Moses?



3  How had God provided protective cover for the Israelites?



4  Describe how the Israelites got to the other side of the sea.



5  What happened to the Egyptians who were chasing them?
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What do you understand?





6  What adjectives would you use to describe God from the events in this story?



7  What had Moses done that should have earned the Israelites’ trust?
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