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Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching

Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Bible Background
The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide. 

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they

are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text

meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.



Bible Background
Introduction
Scholars continue to debate

the date, background, and
addressees of Paul’s letter to the

Galatians. This letter is unique because
Paul addressed it to a group of churches,
not a single congregation, and the exact
location of that group of churches deter-
mines the date of the letter. Details are
further complicated by the fact that
“Galatia” was both a provincial title—a
geographical area—as well as an ethnic
territory referring to a group of people.
The two regions, one administrative and
the other traditional, did not perfectly
overlap.

One view is that Paul wrote the letter
to early Christians living in “south
Galatia,” the Roman province. Paul
visited this area on his first missionary
journey, as recorded in Acts 13–14. If this
theory is true, Galatians was written in
the late 40s or early 50s AD. This would
likely make the letter the Apostle’s earliest
preserved correspondence with any of his
congregations, and indeed one of the
earliest written records of the entire New
Testament.

The second view is that Paul
addressed this letter to ethnic Galatian
(i.e., Celtic) Christians living in “north
Galatia” after a visit to that region on a
later missionary journey. This visit, if it
occurred, is not recorded in the 

New Testament, though the omission
does not mean a visit did not take place.
Acceptance of this theory would give the
letter a later date and a different audience.

How Must Christians Live?
Despite the ambiguities of the letter’s
date and audience, the seismic effect of
Paul’s words on the church is certain.
Galatians has been called the Magna
Carta of the Christian faith (Stamm, 429).
It was the favorite biblical writing of
Martin Luther—who called the epistle
nothing less than his “bride”—and of
countless numbers of Bible students
before and since. Within these pages,
generations have found words of freedom
that have emancipated them from legal-
ism, religious bondage, and a stifled
spirituality. 

Sadly, in post-Reformation
Protestantism, the book of Galatians is
too often kept in the academy as theolo-
gians use it to argue over the fine points
of the doctrines of justification and salva-
tion. Galatians indeed makes an
invaluable contribution to theological
discussion and study, but it is a mistake
to view this book as anything less than
radically practical. It may be more accu-
rate to see it as emphasizing the
“identification” of the Christian life
rather than the “justification” of
Christians, for Paul does not seem to
answer the academic question, “How is
salvation in Christ achieved?” Instead, he
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answers the question, “In light of Christ,
how now do we live?” 

Echoing back to his own Jewish
history, Paul argues in Galatians that
the bonds of slavery are forever broken,
and the captives are set free in just as
authentic a way as the Israelites were
freed in the exodus from Egypt. The
redeeming and liberating God of the past,
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, has
entered the world in the unique person of
Jesus Christ to unshackle the imprisoned
and enslaved and to create the new
humanity first promised to Abraham
some 2,000 years earlier.

The Law as “Custodian”
Paul’s comparison to exodus, liberation,
and renewal is clear in his use of the word
“imprisoned” (v. 23). This was the condi-
tion of the ancient Israelites and the
reality of humanity before the advent of
Jesus. Even so, the law that preceded the
coming of Christ fulfilled its own
purpose. It “guarded” (v. 23) humanity
and served as a “disciplinarian” (vv. 23-24)
until Christ came. Other English Bibles
translate the NRSV’s “disciplinarian”
differently. The King James Version uses
the word “schoolmaster.” Other modern
English versions choose to translate the
Greek word paidagogos as “tutor,” “charge,”
or “guardian.” The better translation,
however, seems to be “custodian.”

In Greek life it was common for a
well-educated, deeply trusted slave to
watch over and care for the young chil-
dren of his or her master. The slave
fulfilled the role of teacher, protector,
nanny, and caregiver in a long-term 
relationship that lasted until the child
reached adulthood. At such time, usually
at eighteen years of age, the formal rela-
tionship dissolved. The mature child no
longer required a custodian. The now
grown child could legally receive the
estate of his parents and enjoy all the
benefits of being an adult.

Paul chooses this metaphor to explain
the relationship between the Mosaic Law
and the arrival of Christ. The law’s

purpose was to point the people of God
toward maturity. It was not the “end” as
some early Jewish Christians wished it to
be, but the means of preparation for
Christ’s coming into the world. 

Some of these Jewish believers became
known as “Judaizers.” They demanded
that new converts, many of them Gentiles,
not only follow Jesus but also keep the
Law of Moses. They wanted the law to
serve as the “parent” of faith. This was
not possible, however. The law could only
play the role of caretaker. Now that Christ
had come, the Law’s task was complete.
To remain bound to rule-keeping was to
remain as children and to remain in
bondage.

As the Law of Moses was once given to
the nation of Israel to direct them in the
aftermath of their emancipation from
Egypt, Christ now provides that direction
in the aftermath of his advent, cross, and
resurrection. 

I. Under Lock and Key (Gal 3:23-25)
A. The Power of the Law:

Imprisonment (v. 23)
B. The Purpose of the Law: To Lead Us

to Christ (v. 24)
C. The Passing of the Law: Freedom to

Follow Christ (v. 25)

II. You Are All Children of God 
(Gal 3:26-28)

A. How Are We Made Children of God?
(v. 26)

B. When Are We Made Children of
God? (v. 27)

C. Why Are We Made Children of God?
(v. 28)

III. Heirs According to the Promise 
(Gal 3:29)
A. Abraham’s Seed
B. Inheritors of All God Has Promised
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❍ Love and Liability
Share the following parable:

A husband and wife had a relation-
ship based on rules. The husband was
so demanding that he prepared a set
of regulations for his wife to follow
each day. He insisted that she read
them regularly and obey them to the
letter. Among other things, his “dos
and don’ts” indicated such details as
what time she had to get up in the
morning, when to serve his breakfast,
and how she should do the house-
work. After several years, the husband
died.

Later, the woman fell in love
with another man who dearly loved,
honored, and cherished her. Soon
they were married. This husband did
everything he could to make his new
wife happy, continually showering her
with tokens of his appreciation. 

One day the wife found tucked
away in a drawer the list of commands
her first husband had drawn up for
her. As she looked it over, it dawned
on her that even though her present

husband had never given her a list,
her devotion to him exceeded
anything a list required. She realized
she was so devoted to this man that
her deepest desire was to please him
out of love, not obligation.

Questions
➤ Can a relationship thrive when it is

based on rules? Why or why not?
➤ If we see God as the “first husband” in

the story and Jesus as the second, how
will that affect the way we live? The way
we treat others? How we view church,
faith, and Christian community? How
does it affect our perception of God?
Do you think it is an accurate
metaphor?

❍ War Stories 
Ask your group to share about experi-
ences when they were victimized, shamed,
or manipulated by legalism, or when they
were made to feel spiritually inadequate.
Be prepared to share your personal experi-
ence to help get the discussion started.

Galatians challenges the reader to reassess the nature of his or her relationship
with God. This relationship is not based on a set of laws or religious regulations
but on the person of Jesus. What does it mean to be free from the law? How

does the coming of Jesus change our perception of who God is? What difference does Jesus
make in how we relate to God?

A Way to Begin

Teaching Guide 5

The coming of Christ fundamentally changes not only the relationship of God’s
people to the Law, but also how God’s people relate to God. Jesus brought the family of
God to maturity: “for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith” (v. 26).
The new humanity has arrived! Through faith, followers of Christ are no longer “under-
age,” or under tutelage. They have grown up to pursue Christ as spiritual adults and
heirs, set free from immaturity and the law that accompanied it.

This is a maturity intended for the entire church. For “in Christ,” all divisions of
gender, age, ethnicity, socioeconomics, nationality, and authority are removed. All chil-
dren of God enjoy the same status as co-inheritors of the grace and kingdom of God.



❍ Keeping the Rules or Clinging to
Grace

Lead your group in a discussion using the
following questions as a guide.

Questions
➤ Why do you think God waited so long

between giving the Law and sending
Jesus? 

➤ Sometimes Christians look at Jesus not
as the source of God’s salvation from sin
but as the means of avoiding God’s
wrath. Why do we view God as the
angry rule maker and Jesus as the
graceful rescuer? What factors have
reinforced this distinction? 

➤ If we insist on seeing God as a distant
rule maker, will we ever really trust
God? 

➤ How can Jesus change the way we think
of God?

➤ How do our churches play the role of
the first-century “Judaizers” when it
comes to the relationship between
following rules and following Jesus?

➤ Since Jesus came to remove all barriers
that prevent humans from having a
relationship with God, how can we
better model this example with each
other?

❍ The Good and the Best
Remind participants of proverbial sayings
about priorities: “The good is the enemy
of the best” and “the best is the enemy of
the good.” Discuss the meaning of these
sayings and note situations where each
might apply.

Discuss how these sayings apply to the
Law of Moses and the coming of Christ.

❍ Why Did Dirk Willems Turn
Back?

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Why Did
Dirk Willems Turn Back?”
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ Is the law capable of producing the

kind of action shown by Dirk Willems?
Why or why not?

➤ How does a person learn to live and
love like Dirk Willems?  

➤ Can our “intuitive response” become
Christlike? Does the law have a role in
shaping us to become like Christ? 

➤ Have you ever responded to a person or
situation as if Christ were responding
through you? Explain. What was that
like?  

➤ Which is easier: to follow the rules or
to follow Jesus? Why?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
aul is clear that the Law of Moses could not give life or freedom; it could only
constrict. Still, the stipulations of the Law were not obstructions to genuine spiri-

tuality. Rather, they provided the means and context for the coming of Jesus. The
advent of Jesus transformed the locked gates of the Law into an open doorway of freedom,
grace, and love. Thus, our obligation is not to static, inanimate rules engraved in stone.
Rather, we enjoy a relationship with a living person who is the exact representation of God.
The God of the Mosaic Law is now present in Christ and calls us to a greater maturity as we
relate to him.
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❍ Changed Relationships
Divide the class into groups of two. Have
learners share with their partners one
tangible way that Jesus has changed their
perceptions of God. How did this
happen? What is their relationship with
Christ continuing to change about their
lives? 

Next, have them share with their part-
ners how Jesus has changed their
relationships with others. How is this
part of the journey still “under 
construction”? 

❍ Living Galatians 3:28
Read Galatians 3:28. Discuss the follow-
ing questions.

Questions
➤ If what Paul speaks of in this verse

became more widely acknowledged,
how would our world change?

➤ How does this verse challenge the divi-
sions in our world between, for
example, Croats and Serbs, Israelis and
Palestinians, Catholics and
Protestants?

➤ What role do Christians have to play in
bringing this verse to bear in our
churches and communities?

❍ Because of Jesus…
Direct learners to the inset box in the
Learner’s Study Guide that begins
“Because of Jesus Christ.” Have a volun-
teer read the section aloud, then invite
learners to share their thoughts about the
significance of these words. Ask volun-
teers to complete the sentence, “Because
of Jesus….”

Resource
Raymond T. Stamm, “The Epistle to the Galatians,” The
Interpreters Bible, vol. 10, ed. George A. Buttrick (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1984).

Paul concludes Galatians 3 with some of the most liberating words in the New
Testament. The divisions of race, gender, nationality, and power are broken down
so that God’s children can grow into maturity as one family. The law that once

separated and defined is superseded by the unifying grace of God. The coming of Jesus does
much more than change our relationship with God. It changes how we relate to others. The
immaturity of rules and partition is replaced with a new humanity made possible by Jesus
Christ.

A Way to End
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Bible Background

Adoption into God’s Family
In Galatians 4:1-7, Paul contin-

ues on the trajectory he began
in Galatians 3. God intends to

bring humanity to maturity through his
Son, Jesus, and not through law, religious
obligation, or keeping the rules. Such
things serve as enslavement and belong to
the “elemental spirits” of the world (v. 4). 

The word translated “elemental”
means “to put in a row” in the original
Greek (Zodhiates, 944). One might say the
law was an alphabet of sorts—the basic
building blocks of language—but it was
not words or sentences. Or one could
look to the development of young chil-
dren. At first, they can only speak a few
syllables or a handful of words, but as
they mature they gain a much wider
vocabulary and learn to read. They gain
the ability to shape the alphabet into
words. Similarly, the coming of Jesus
marks a transition into spiritual adult-
hood for those who will follow him.

Paul’s metaphor for this spiritual
transition is adoption. God redeems
humanity by receiving as children all who
will believe. While Paul never deals
directly with the virginal conception of
Christ, his Christology is driven by his
belief that Jesus is indeed God’s Son by
nature. He is the Christ because he was
“very God of very God,” to quote the
Nicene Creed. As God’s natural and

uniquely born Son, Jesus makes it possi-
ble for all to be the adopted children of
one Father.

Adoption was not common in Jewish
society, but it was very common in the
Roman world, where it was a legal prac-
tice whereby an individual was granted all
the rights and privileges of a natural-born
child. This, Paul says, is how the relation-
ship with humanity and God is changed.
Driven by the Father’s love and purpose,
Jesus brings us into the family of God as
beloved children. Although there is only
one natural-born Son, this Son trans-
forms all who believe him and accept him
into the children of God ( Jn 1:12).

I have some appreciation for this
Pauline image, as my wife and I have both
a natural-born son and two adopted sons.
These three boys are very different: in
skin color, national origin, personality,
and racial background. Yet, they are all
children to the same parents, share the
same name, and live as brothers under the
same roof. They share the same legal
rights as our sons and heirs. 

This is a small example of God’s
intentions. God has chosen to bring the
diversity of humanity under the canopy of
the household of God, to name us all as
his children; not slaves, but sons, daugh-
ters, and rightful heirs of his promises
and kingdom (v. 7). As such, we cry out in
gratitude and love, “Abba! Father!” (v. 6)—
a tender and affectionate address that no
other god or divinity would permit.

Lesson Teaching Guide
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The Fullness of Time
All this has been accomplished, Paul
says, “in the fullness of time” (v. 4).
Some interpreters take this to mean
that Christ came to earth during the
unique period of the Pax Romana, the
“Roman Peace.” The birth of Jesus
occurred during a period of relative calm
during the first and second centuries AD.
The period was also marked by a common
language—Greek—expansive highways
and communication, and the unprece-
dented international stability the Roman
Empire established. These factors allowed
the message of Jesus to expand with fewer
obstacles than would have been possible
in most other historical periods.

But this “fullness of time” language is
also Jewish. It expresses a “whole philoso-
phy of history” that the Jewish nation
would have appreciated (Stamm, 522).
With measured, patient, and merciful
steps, Paul interpreted the coming of
Christ as the culmination of God’s
working through history, and especially
Israel, to accomplish divine purposes.
This theme is found at the outset of
Matthew’s Gospel as well. 

The Genealogy of Jesus
The Gospel according to Matthew begins
with a genealogy. The collecting of family
records has become a common pastime
for many in recent years. For Jews, main-
taining family records was much more
than a hobby. It was a way of staying
connected with their ancestors and
preserving the purity of their race,
heritage, and separation from the world.
While they can make for slow and dry
reading, genealogies were useful for
proving one’s lineage and pedigree as a
true member of the nation of Israel.

This is Matthew’s intent. Apparently
writing to early Jewish believers, in his
opening verses he asserts the authenticity
of Jesus’ Messiahship. Verse 1 begins with
this claim and a direct link to David and
Abraham, the archetypical heroes of
Israel’s past. By highlighting this family
connection, Matthew links Jesus with the

grand, storied past of the nation and
identifies him as the legitimate Savior of
its future.

Of note are four women in Jesus’
family record. They are Tamar (v. 3; see
Gen 38:1-30), Rahab (v. 5; see Josh 2:1-21),
Ruth (v. 5; see Ruth 1:1-18; 4:13-22), and
“the wife of Uriah,” or Bathsheba (v. 6; see
2 Sam 11–12). All four of these women
were outsiders. That is, they were all non-
Israelites (Bathsheba was married to a
non-Israelite), and they all were associ-
ated with some sort of scandal. Yet, they
are brought into the lineage of Jesus, the
Messiah of Israel. 

Matthew may have included these
women as a prelude to discussing Jesus’
own scandalous birth and as a bridge to
explaining the virginal conception
(Witherington, 41). It is more likely,
however, that these women were included
to show God’s grace and intent to expand
the family beyond Israel. The “fullness of
time” also meant the bringing in of

I. The Way We Were (Gal 4:1-3)
A. Our status was the same as a slave.

(v. 1)
B. The law guarded over us. (v. 2)
C. We only knew the “elementals.” 

(v. 3)

II. The Way of the Father (Gal 4:4-7)
A. In the fullness of time, Christ came.

(v. 4)
B. To redeem those under the law. 

(v. 5)
C. To adopt us as his children. (v. 5)
D. To give us the Spirit of his own Son.

(v. 6-7)

III. The Way of the Son (Mt 1:1-17)
A. Born as Messiah (vv. 1, 16-17)
B. Son of Abraham (vv. 2-5)
C. Son of David (vv. 6-15)
D. Son of Joseph and Mary (v. 16)
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❍ Abba
Direct learners to the definition of “Abba”
provided in the inset box in the Learner’s
Study Guide. Discuss this word and what
Paul meant by using it in the context of
the believer’s relationship with God. 

Questions
➤ What does the word “Abba” mean to

you? What would you suggest as an
appropriate English equivalent? 

➤ How do you feel about using this
English equivalent as a term of address
to God? 

➤ Is God ever addressed in this way in
public prayer at our church? Why or
why not?

➤ How can using this kind of language
help us see God differently? How can it
change the way we relate to God?

❍ The Family Tree
Provide paper and pens or pencils for
each participant. Invite them to sketch
their family trees in as much detail as
possible. Ask them to focus mainly on
past generations: parents, aunts and
uncles, grandparents, etc., as far back as
they know.

Ask a volunteer to share about his or
her family roots or background. (If none
are forthcoming, be prepared to share
your own.) Who are the “characters” your
family remembers, either positively or
negatively? Ask the following questions. 

Questions
➤ Why are genealogies and family records

important?
➤ What does it mean to you to be

connected to your family roots?
➤ Does knowing where your family came

from change how you live today?
➤ How can you pass your family’s

heritage along to your children or
grandchildren?

A Christian’s status as a child of God is the source of genuine freedom. Jesus
makes this new relationship possible. He came as the uniquely born Son of God
to make humanity the adopted sons and daughters of one heavenly Father.

Followers of Jesus are thus not obliged to serve God merely out of a sense of duty to keep the
rules and “go through the motions.” Rather, they are free to enjoy an open, loving relation-
ship with a God who has done everything necessary to bring them into his family and
presence. 

A Way to Begin
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outsiders, Gentiles, as adopted children. This view is bolstered by Matthew’s constant
use of “Father” language when referring to God. In Matthew, “Father” is used of God
some forty-two times. The other Synoptic Gospels use such language only twenty times
combined. When one believes Jesus is God’s Son, as Matthew intended his readers to
believe, then one can relate to God as Father as well (Witherington, 18). At just the right
time, Jesus came to make us children of God, just as he is. 



❍ Adoption
Early in the week, recruit someone who
has enjoyed a meaningful adoption expe-
rience (either as an adopting parent or
adoptive child) to share his or her story
with the class. 

Ask this person to share his or her
feelings, experiences, and struggles in
light of Paul’s words in Galatians 4:1-7. If
your guest is comfortable doing so, have
him or her answer questions from the
class.

Using information in the Bible
Background section, discuss what it
means that God has adopted us. 

❍ Children of God
Using information from the Bible
Background and the Teaching Outline,
discuss what it means that believers have
become children of God. 

Questions
➤ Why do some people have difficulty

with the image of God as Father?
➤ Are there alternative images or names

for God for those who have been
abused, abandoned, or denied a mean-
ingful relationship with their fathers
(or mothers)?

➤ Is it appropriate to think of God as
“Mother” as well as Father? Why or
why not?

➤ What other titles for God do you find
comforting or welcoming?

❍ Women in Jesus’ Family Tree
Divide the class into four groups. Assign
each group to study one of the four
women mentioned in Jesus’ genealogy (see
Bible Background for biblical references).
Have each group report to the class by
answering the following questions.

Questions
➤ What did you learn about this woman?
➤ Is there anything about her that might

have disqualified her from inclusion in
Jesus’ lineage?

➤ Why did Matthew highlight this
woman?

➤ What does the inclusion of this woman
in Jesus’ family say about God?

➤ How might the rest of the family have
received this woman? 

➤ How does God’s love reach out to
“outsiders” and bring them in?

God’s family can become our family. Paul states that we can come into the family
of God through the Son, Jesus Christ, and be adopted by a heavenly Father who

loves us. Speaking of God as our “Father” is not an attempt to reinforce a pater-
nal, male-centered religion or to prove God’s gender—as if God could be defined sexually.
When speaking of God as our Father, we affirm his unconditional, protective, parental
love for all of his children.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ The Shack
Share the following summary of The
Shack:

William Young is the author of the
controversial book, The Shack. The
Shack is the fictional story of a man
named Will MacKenzie who suffers an
incredible loss and, in his anger and
frustration, meets God face to face.
God chooses to reveal himself to
MacKenzie as a doting parent, specifi-
cally, as a “large beaming
African-American woman” who goes
by the name of “Papa.” 

When MacKenzie first meets God
face to face, he is dumbstruck. There
God stands and says, “Will
MacKenzie, don’t just stand there
gawkin’ with your mouth open like
your pants are full.” And God scoops
him up in her arms and nearly smoth-
ers him to death against her bosom.

MacKenzie spends a weekend with
God out in a shack in the woods.
Noting how deeply God loves his chil-
dren, MacKenzie asks, “Are there any
of your children you are not especially
fond of?”

After a pause to think, God
answers, “Nope, I haven’t been able to
find any. Guess that’s jes the way I is”
(88, 118–19).

Alternatively, you may choose to read
the relevant portions of the novel. Ask
learners to comment or reflect quietly on
this scene. 

❍ Children of God
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Children of
God.” Lead the class in the
responsive reading.

❍ Prayers of Thanksgiving
Provide paper and pens or pencils for each
learner. Invite them to write a prayer of
thanksgiving to God for God’s love for
them. 

Ask those who are willing to share
their prayers with the class. 

Resources 
Raymond T. Stamm, “The Epistle to the Galatians, “ The
Interpreters Bible, vol. 10, ed. George A. Buttrick (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1984).

Ben Witherington, III, Matthew, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2006).

William Young, The Shack (Los Angeles: Windblown
Media, 2007).

Spiros Zodhiates, The Complete Word Study New Testament
(Chattanooga TN: AMG, 1991).

The coming of Jesus at just the right time has made it possible for us to become
the children of God. Now is the time to live out this new reality and enjoy the
freedom and security that come with the privilege of calling God, “Abba, Father.”

A Way to End
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Bible Background

The Betrothal
Matthew records Joseph’s expe-

rience as the earthly father of
Jesus. Joseph’s role was as unique

as Mary’s, and Matthew highlights this
uniqueness. Maybe no one had to react to
God’s invitation to believe and trust more
than this unsung and overlooked cham-
pion of the Christmas story.

While Matthew gives no attention to
the worshiping shepherds, singing angels,
or swaddling clothes, he subtly connects
the reader to Joseph’s struggle leading up
to Jesus’ birth. Justifiably, the Christmas
story centers on the baby in the manger,
but for Joseph, the real drama occurred in
the months before the first Christmas
morning.

Jewish marriages of the period were
fulfilled in three distinct stages: engage-
ment, betrothal, and the actual marriage.
The engagement could be an extended
period lasting for years—even more than a
decade. Marriages were often prearranged
by the parents, so engagements could
begin while the prospective couple was
still in childhood. Engagements were not
binding, but they were the first step
toward a legal contract of sorts between
the prospective husband and wife.

An official and legally binding
betrothal period followed this engage-
ment period. The betrothal corresponds
somewhat with the engagement period of

Western tradition, but with more formal
characteristics. For example, the betrothal
lasted for the span of one year, and while
the couple did not yet live together or
have sexual relations, the two were
considered bound together in marriage. 

Following the engagement and
betrothal, which would have spanned
many years, the actual marriage ceremony
took place. Only after this ceremony did
the couple consummate their relationship
and begin living together. Although these
customs are unfamiliar to most North
Americans, tribal and Eastern peoples
often follow similar practices. 

Joseph and Mary were in the betrothal
stage of their relationship when Mary
came to Joseph with disturbing news. She
was pregnant. The text says “she was
found to be with child” (v. 19)—a scan-
dalous understatement. This was, of
course, an unexpected discovery: for Mary
because she had not been in a relation-
ship with any man, and for Joseph because
he had to operate under the assumption
that Mary had broken their betrothal
promises in an act of unfaithfulness.

The Contemplated Divorce
Working with the only viable conclusion
he could reach—that Mary had committed
adultery—Joseph began making plans to
“dismiss her quietly” (v. 19). Remember
that the betrothal stage of the relation-
ship was a legally binding arrangement.
Thus, the only way it could be broken was
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HE NAMED HIM

JESUS

Matthew 1:18-25



through divorce. That is what Joseph
decided to do. Since he was a “right-
eous man” (v. 19), however, he did not
want to humiliate Mary further. By
calling Joseph “righteous,” Matthew
draws attention to more than Joseph’s
mere adherence to the Law of Moses. In
fact, Joseph wanted to do more than what
was legally allowed: he wanted to do what
was actually just and right for both
himself and Mary.

As such, and out of his just compas-
sion, Joseph did not want to subject Mary
to a public trial or put her at risk of
suffering the Law’s severe penalty for
adultery, which could have meant death
(Exod 20:14 and Deut 22:20-27). It is
probable that Joseph cared deeply for
Mary, and their relationship went much
deeper than an arranged marriage. 

The Marriage
While Joseph contemplated his course of
action, an angel of the Lord visited him
and announced the identity of the child
that Mary carried. Joseph quickly and
willingly obeyed God’s instructions to go
forward with the wedding. He married
Mary almost immediately, embracing
God’s path for him. But he could not have
reached this decision without a great deal
of internal conflict. Readers of this
portion of the Nativity story should not
ignore the difficulty associated with
Joseph’s decision. 

In marrying Mary rather than divorc-
ing her, Joseph took upon himself the
scandal of Mary’s perceived transgression
for the remainder of his life. Village life in
the first century involved living among
extended family in a tightly knit commu-
nity. There were few secrets in such
places, little privacy, and electrifying
gossip. 

Years later, when Jesus returned to his
hometown to preach and heal, he was
greeted with the backhanded slur, “the
carpenter’s son,” and the people were
offended by him (Mt 13:53-58). The
offense could have originated as much in
the rumors about his birth as in the

message he proclaimed. Joseph took this
on willingly. Furthermore, Joseph
committed to caring and providing for a
child that was not his. 

The Child
Who then was the father of this child?
The angel answers: “For the child
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit”
(v. 20). Matthew and Luke are the only
Gospel writers who deal directly with the
virginal conception of Jesus. Matthew,
who is always eager to quote the prophets,
appeals to the words of Isaiah 7:14 as a
confirmation of the angel’s message to
Joseph: “the virgin shall conceive and bear
a son.”

The emphasis, however, is not on
Mary’s virginity—as important as that is.
Matthew places the emphasis on the fact
that Jesus’ conception was the work of the
Holy Spirit. 

I. Joseph, the Righteous Man (Mt 1:18-19)
A. Engagement, Betrothal, Marriage 

(v. 18)
B. “She was found to be with child

from the Holy Spirit” (v. 18)
C. A quiet dismissal (v. 19)

II. Joseph, the Discerning Man (Mt 1:20-
23)

A. The child conceived is from the Holy
Spirit (v. 20)

B. His name will be called “Jesus” 
(v. 21) 

C. A fulfillment of prophecy (v. 22)
D. Virgin, Young Woman, Maiden
E. Emmanuel

III. Joseph, the Obedient Man (Mt 1:24-25)
A. He did as the angel of the Lord

commanded him (v. 24)
B. He took Mary as his wife (v. 24)
C. He named him Jesus (v. 25)
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❍ Joseph’s Song
Arrange to play a recording of “Joseph’s
Song” by Michael Card. (Copies of the
lyrics are available at www.lyricsdown-
load.com.) After listening (or reading),
ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ What would it be like for you to know

the Messiah was a child in your home? 
➤ What fears or apprehensions would

you have about rearing such a child?
What would you enjoy?

➤ Why do you think God picked Joseph
for this task?

➤ Do you think Joseph’s humble vocation
aided or hindered his ability to parent
Jesus?

➤ Can an ordinary human being truly be
a parent to the Son of God?

➤ How would Joseph have felt inadequate
or overwhelmed in the role God had for
him?

❍ Not Me!
Divide the class into groups of two or
three. Have each group brainstorm as
many reasons as possible why Joseph
might have refused to marry Mary. Then
have them brainstorm reasons we avoid
doing God’s will today.

Questions 
➤ What would have been different about

the Christmas story—and about the
Gospel narrative as whole—if Joseph
had not married Mary?

➤ Did Joseph have a real choice in the
matter, or was he required to obey
God? 

➤ What did Joseph have to give up to be
obedient to God? What did he gain?

➤ What doubts might Joseph have
harbored as Jesus grew into a man?

Joseph gave up a Jewish father’s greatest privilege: fathering his firstborn son
(Witherington, 46). He did this in order to obey God’s will for his life, though
he would not have chosen this direction for himself. Joseph bore the public

scorn of Mary’s pregnancy and lived in its shadow for the rest of his life. These were not easy
decisions to make, but his desire to follow God’s leadership and listen to God’s voice
enabled him to do what was right, just, and pleasing to God.

A Way to Begin
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Back in Matthew 1:16, Matthew says, “Jesus was born, who is called the Messiah.”
The word Matthew uses to describe Jesus’ birth, “born,” is the word gennesis in the oldest
manuscripts, or “genesis” (Robertson, 6). This is the same word used to describe the
primal, creative act of the Holy Spirit as God gave life to the world and all that is. This
same power conceived Jesus and incarnated him in and among the world that God
earlier spoke into existence.

While the details of this holy conception remain an inexplicable mystery, the result
is well established: the birth of Jesus was a miraculous act of God with the gracious
consequence of “Emmanuel”—God is with us! God came to earth in the flesh as a baby
named Jesus.



❍ Joseph’s Dilemma
Ask learners to read Matthew 1:18-25 and
look for verbs indicating the actions
Joseph took. List these on the board. 

Drawing on information in the Bible
Background section, describe the
marriage customs of first-century
Judaism. Discuss the difficulty Joseph
likely faced as the father of a child no
doubt assumed to be “illegitimate.” Ask
the following questions.

Questions 
➤ What do Joseph’s actions say about his

faith?
➤ Is it possible to experience both doubt

and faith at the same time? Explain.
➤ Can doubt teach us anything? If so,

what?
➤ Clarence Jordon defined faith as “living

in scorn of the consequences.” What do
you think of this definition? When have
you lived “in scorn of the consequences”
of your faith commitments?

➤ Where do the consequences of our acts
of faith come from: God or those
around us?

❍ The Shipwrecked Man
Read the parable of the shipwrecked man
from the Reflecting section of the
Learner’s Study Guide. Ask the following
questions. 

Questions
➤ How is Joseph’s experience in Matthew

1 like that of the shipwrecked man?
How are the two stories different?

➤ Do you agree with the statement that
“Rather than driving God away, doubt
may in fact bring God to us”? Why or
why not?

➤ For Joseph, the birth of Jesus was an
interruption. Has God ever interrupted
your life? How does it feel when life
takes an unexpected turn?

➤ When Joseph heard the news of Mary’s
pregnancy, how might he have felt
about his life and his plans for the
future?

➤ Where did Joseph find the ability to
obey God’s commands, even though he
knew doing so would be difficult?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Until God spoke to Joseph through the angel, Joseph operated under the assump-
tion that Mary had committed an act of unfaithfulness. He needed a great deal of

resolve and faith to trust God’s message that the child in Mary’s womb was of the
Holy Spirit and not the result of Mary’s adultery. Where did this faith come from? How did
Joseph get through his times of doubt? What direct and indirect sufferings did Joseph bear as a
result of his obedience to God’s instructions? Joseph shows us a way to be faithful in the face
of doubts and fears.
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❍ Seeking God’s Strength
Gather the group in a circle. Moving
around the circle, ask learners to share
one area of life in which they would like
others to pray for their ability to follow
God’s direction willingly. They do not
need to share many details. Be sure to
share an area of your life as well. Close
the lesson with prayer.

❍ If Only I Had Known
Provide paper and pens or pencils for
each participant. Encourage them to write
themselves a brief letter (a paragraph or
so) describing how they think their lives
are different because of the choices they
have made to obey God faithfully. They
will not be asked to share their letters
with the group.

Invite learners to share not the
content of their letters but their feelings
about participating in this exercise. What
have they learned about themselves?
What have they learned about God?

What might Joseph have written if he
had participated in this exercise?

❍ Seeking God’s Direction
Ask each participant to find a partner.
Once the class is divided into pairs, give
the following instructions.

We don’t always get angelic visits from
God giving us direction. We rely on
the Scriptures, our circumstances,
prayer, and others to discern God’s
will. With your partner, share how you
currently need God’s direction in your
life.

Give adequate time for sharing and
then invite pairs to pray together. Close
the meeting with a brief spoken prayer for
the entire group. 

Resource
A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, vol. 1
(Nashville: Broadman, 1930).

In not divorcing Mary, Joseph did far more than what was merely legal: he did what
was right and just. He did what was best for both Mary and her child. He did
what pleased God. Joseph is an inspiring example who encourages all who face

difficult decisions to remain faithful to God.

A Way to End
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Bible Background
The “Three Wise Men”
The arrival of the “wise men”

or magi is one of the most cele-
brated elements of the Advent

story. Traditionally, in Christmas plays
and Nativity scenes, the “Three Wise
Men,” as they are usually known, are
found alongside the shepherds, singing
angels, and barnyard animals in worship
before the manger of Jesus. Historically
and biblically, this traditional picture is
rife with inaccuracies. 

First, the term “wise men” does not go
far enough in explaining who these men
were. Magi has always been a difficult
word to translate, but certainly it means
more than merely “wise men.” Magi were
primitive astronomers by today’s stan-
dards, but they were on the cutting edge
of scientific and philosophical knowledge
in their day. Fostered by the ancient
wisdom culture of Mesopotamia and
Persia, these men were acutely aware of
their surroundings—both physical and
spiritual—and sought to make sense of
them for themselves and others. It may be
best to view the magi as the uncanny
combination of scientists, philosophers,
theologians, and spiritual seekers.

Second, they were not “kings” from
the “Orient” as the Christmas carol
proclaims. There is no evidence that they
were of royal descent, and they likely came
from Arabia or Persia (modern-day Iran),

not the Far East. When the carol “We
Three Kings of Orient Are” was written,
the “Orient” referred to what we would
call the Middle East.

Third, the Gospel of Matthew gives no
indication as to the number of magi who
visited the Christ child. There could have
been as few as two and up to almost any
number. Tradition says there were three
magi (though some traditions mention
twelve), and over time they were even
given names: Gaspar, Melchior, and
Belthasar. But these are apocryphal
stories with no basis in the biblical or
historical accounts.

Seeking the Child
What is known about the magi is that
they came seeking “the child who has
been born king of the Jews” (v. 2). The
appearance of this king’s star precipitated
their journey and brought them to
Jerusalem. 

Speculation is rampant in an effort to
explain the mysterious star that led the
magi to Jesus. It has been associated with
Halley’s Comet, the conjunction of
several planets, the rising of the star
Sirius (which appeared unusually in the
east during this time), and several other
explanations including a supernova or
some sort of genuinely supernatural
phenomenon. None of the evidence is
conclusive.

One conclusion is certain, however:
the magi interpreted this unusual sign in
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the heavens as a clear indication that
something extraordinary had taken
place in the world. It was a common
belief that a sign in the heavens could
be fravashis, angels or omens of a great
man being born ( Johnson, 257). Further,
those in the Roman world expected the
birth of a great leader (Barclay, 27). While
it is impossible to determine what caused
the magi to journey to Jerusalem, the goal
of their expedition is clear: they came to
worship Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. 

Although it is impossible to deter-
mine what the magi saw that compelled
them to journey to Jerusalem, such a trek
was not completely unheard of or unex-
pected. Persian magi were attuned to
celestial phenomena and made journeys
like this from time to time (Witherington,
58). The extraordinary thing about these
magi is whom they came to worship:
Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. 

King Herod
The arrival of those seeking the one “born
king of the Jews” troubled all of Jerusalem
(v. 3), particularly the sitting king, Herod
the Great. Herod came to power in 47 BC

when the Roman government selected
him to rule Judea. He later received the
title of “king.” He was not the rightful
king of the Jews, however, but a political
appointee. To hear of one “born” king of
the Jews disturbed him. It meant Herod
could be deposed in favor of the one who
rightfully belonged on the throne. It is
obvious that this news would trouble
Herod, and when Herod was troubled,
everyone around him was doubly so!

Herod the Great may be best remem-
bered for two things: his great building
projects and his extreme paranoia. The
older he got, the more afraid he became
of losing his position as king of the Jews.
To this end, and because he felt others
conspired against him, Herod murdered
his mother-in-law, his wife, three of his
sons, and a handful of other extended
family members. News of a legitimate
threat to Herod’s power terrified 
everyone.

Herod called the religious leaders of
Jerusalem together in an effort to appear
helpful to the magi. He inquired where
Messiah was to be born. Getting an
answer (v. 6), Herod sent the magi to
Bethlehem to worship the newborn king
under the pretense that he would follow
them once they found the child. 

Bethlehem
Bethlehem is located about six miles
southwest of Jerusalem. In the time of
Jesus, the village likely had fewer than a
thousand inhabitants.

Since it was a small town, and since
they had the star to guide them (v. 9), the
magi easily found Jesus. They entered the
Holy Family’s home (v. 11) and presented
the first Christmas gifts ever given: gold,

I. The Tale of Two Kings (Mt 2:1-3)
A. “The Time of King Herod” (v. 1)
B. Magi from the East (v. 1)
C. The One Born King of the Jews (v. 2)
D. The Terrifying News (v. 3)

II. O Little Town of Bethlehem (Mt 2:4-6)
A. Herod “inquires” as to the location

of Messiah’s birth. (v. 4)
B. Bethlehem: Birthplace of Israel’s

Kings (vv. 5-6)

III. “Go and Search Diligently for the Child”
(Mt 2:7-12)
A. Guided by the Scriptures and the

Star (vv. 7-9)
B. They were overwhelmed with joy.

(vv. 10-11)
C. They entered the house and saw the

child.
D. They knelt down and paid him

homage.
E. They offered him gifts of gold, frank-

incense, and myrrh.
F. The magi returned home. (v. 12)
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❍ “We Three Kings”
Discuss people’s traditional assumptions
about the “three wise men” as described in
the Bible Background section. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ How did these legends about the “wise

men” become so prevalent?
➤ Are there other parts to the Christmas

story that we accept as fact without a
biblical basis?

➤ Is there any harm in accepting these
traditional embellishments? Explain.

There is much we do not know about
the magi. For better or worse, tradition
has filled in some of the blanks. It is
certain, however, that they were deter-
mined to find and worship the Messiah.

❍ The Magi 
Enlist two volunteers to
alternate reading the
resource page, “The Wise
Men.” Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ Beyond the appearance of the star,

what do you think made these men
undertake the journey to seek Jesus?

➤ How do you think God spoke to these
men?

➤ Do you think they found what they
expected? Why or why not?

➤ Is it necessary for people to know the
Bible in order to seek Christ?

The writer of Hebrews said, “Without
faith it is impossible to please God…. He
rewards those who seek him” (Heb 11:7).
God rewarded the determination of the
magi by bringing them face to face with
the Messiah they sought. We can all
follow their example.

The magi were driven to find Jesus by an unquenchable desire to worship at
the feet of the Messiah. These outsiders were strangers to the ways and faith
of the Jewish people. Yet they had more inclination to seek the Messiah than

did Israel’s religious and political authorities. While Herod and the religious leaders merely
inquired about the Messiah’s birth, the magi journeyed at great personal expense to find the
one born king of the Jews. 

A Way to Begin
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frankincense, and myrrh. In spite of distance, unfamiliarity, and Herod’s hostility, they
had finally arrived to worship the Christ.

Once again, the traditional Nativity arrangement is inaccurate. The magi did not
arrive on the day of Jesus’ birth, but “after” his birth (v. 1). Enough time passed for
Jesus’ parents to move into a home, leaving the manger and shepherds of Christmas
morning some time earlier. 

The magi, sensitive to God’s leading, were warned in a dream not to return to
Herod’s palace. They went back home after a long, laborious, but worthwhile journey.
They had found and worshiped Jesus.



❍ Locked Doors, Locked Hearts
Direct participants to the inset box in the
Learner’s Study Guide titled “Locked
Doors, Locked Hearts.” Invite a volunteer
to read this section, then ask the follow-
ing questions. 

Questions
➤ How can the church be a barrier to

those seeking Christ?
➤ What about our church structure,

worship, or organization makes it diffi-
cult for people to understand who
Jesus is?

➤ Are there virtual “No Trespassing”
signs posted in our church? If so, where
are they? Whom do they keep out?

➤ How is it risky to invite “strangers” in
to find Christ? How is it risky to
marginalize these “strangers”?

❍ The Chief Priests and Scribes
Using information from the Bible
Background section, explain the threat
that one born king of the Jews would have
presented to Herod. Discuss the complicity
of the religious leaders in Herod’s scheme.

Questions
➤ It is obvious that the religious leaders

knew the Scriptures: they rightfully
identified the location of Messiah’s
birth. Why were they not intentionally
expecting him?

➤ The religious leaders were either fearful
of Herod or willingly cooperating with
him. What is the danger in either situa-
tion? 

➤ How did maintaining power and
protecting their status blind Herod and
the religious leaders to the arrival of
Jesus?

❍ A Clash of Kingdoms
Write “A Clash of Kingdoms” on the
board above two columns. Label one
column “Herod” and the other “Jesus.”
Brainstorm the differences between the
two, writing the class’s responses on the
board. For example, a contrast might be
“violent” versus “peaceful” or “of this
world” versus “from heaven.” Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ What do you think is the fundamental

difference between the “kingdom of
Herod” and the “kingdom of Jesus”? 

➤ Can one seek the kingdom of God and
still be concerned with status and influ-
ence in earthly kingdoms? Why or why
not?

➤ Why did the magi embrace the way of
Jesus over the way of Herod?

While the magi were eager to find Jesus, the establishment was not. Sometimes
those who should be most aware of and closest to Jesus seem completely unaware

and uninterested in him. Often, we who have the most information about Jesus
are not always eager to help seekers on their way to find and worship him. 

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Seekers
Invite the class to suggest Bible verses or
passages on “seeking” (examples: 
2 Chr 7:14; Ps 105:3; Isa 55:6; Mt 6:33; 
7:7-8). Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ Do believers ever really stop seeking

God? Explain.
➤ What promises or blessings does

Scripture pronounce upon those who
seek?

➤ What are the characteristics of an
earnest seeker? What are the character-
istics of someone who has stopped
seeking?

❍ Helping Those Who Seek
Write the words “Wise Men” vertically
down the board. Ask the learners to brain-
storm attitudes or actions that start with
each letter by which we can help those
who seek a relationship with God through
Christ. 

Question
➤ How can we point others toward God,
God’s truth, and God’s blessings?

❍ For Who He Really Is
Play the song “For Who He Really Is” by
Steven Curtis Chapman. Have the class
listen to the song in silence, then offer a
brief prayer that all who seek Christ may
be loving and helpful examples to other
seekers on their journeys.

Resources
William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, The Daily Study
Bible Series, rev. ed., vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1975).

Sherman E. Johnson, “The Gospel according to Matthew,”
The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 7, ed. George A. Buttrick
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1984).

Ben Witherington III, Matthew, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2006).

The chief priests and scribes knew the facts about the coming Messiah. They were
familiar with the prophecies found in Scripture. Yet these leaders had seemingly
lost their desire to seek him. Meanwhile, those who were strangers with less

knowledge found Jesus because they sought him with all their hearts. Those who truly seek
Christ can leave a trail for other seekers to find him as well.

A Way to End
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A VOICE WAS HEARD

IN RAMAH

Matthew 2:13-23

Bible Background
A Catastrophic Chain of
Events

When we tell the story of the
magi’s visit, we typically end with

the offering of their precious gifts at the
feet of Jesus and their journey back home
as changed men (Mt 2:1-12). We dare not
forget, however, that their search for
Messiah set off a chain of events in the
little town of Bethlehem that was the
opposite of “peace on earth.” It was ugly,
violent, unjust, and all too familiar in the
hazardous world in which we live.

When King Herod realized that the
magi were not returning to Jerusalem to
reveal the location of the promised
Messiah, he initiated a desperate plan 
to eliminate usurpers. He ordered the
murder of all male children in the vicinity
of Bethlehem ages two and younger 
(v. 16). We discussed Herod’s paranoia in
the previous lesson, but the slaughter of
innocent children went beyond Herod’s
usual ways.

Why murder children up to two years
of age? Herod had inquired of the magi
the exact time of the star’s appearance
that signaled the Messiah’s birth. It is
implied here that the magi could have
arrived in Jerusalem some two years after
the birth of Jesus. Herod wants to be sure
to eliminate the threat, and apparently he
uses his conversations with the magi to
establish a time line.

Some scholars have questioned the
accuracy of Matthew’s report, and from a
certain point of view it is comforting to
believe that the senseless slaughter of
innocent children didn’t really happen.
After all, the Bethlehem infanticide is not
recorded in any other historical docu-
ments. Yet this should come as no
surprise. While tragic, this was a minor
occurrence in a backwater village of
Herod’s day. Bethlehem was a small town,
and Herod’s act of vengeance involved
only a few families and maybe a dozen or
so children. In light of Herod’s greater
crimes, this event was not as historically
important to secular historians.

Even so, to say that because it was
only a few children who died in an
obscure village does not make this act
less horrible. In some ways, it actually
sharpens the injustice rather than mini-
mizing it. Why did these few children die
when so many others went undisturbed?
What possible threat could a few infants
and toddlers pose to an old, dying king?
How could a society tolerate such wrong-
doing? Where was God as Herod carried
out this destruction of the young?

The suffering of these families was
incalculable. Matthew quotes Jeremiah to
emphasize their grief: “A voice was heard
in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children” (Mt 2:18,
quoting Jer 31:15).

Ramah was a village six miles north
of Jerusalem. The name “Rachel” is a



I. The Escape to Egypt (Mt 2:13-15)
A. The Wise Men Depart (v. 13)
B. An Angelic Warning: “Escape to

Egypt!” (v. 13)
C. Joseph: Always Obedient (v. 14)
D. A Fulfillment of the Prophet Hosea:

Out of Egypt (v. 15)

II. The Murder of the Innocents 
(Mt 2:16-18)

A. Herod’s Anger and Vengeance (v. 16)
B. The Killing of All Boys Two Years Old

and Under (v. 16)
C. A Fulfillment of the Prophet

Jeremiah: Rachel Weeping for Her
Children (vv. 17-18)

III. The Return to Israel (Mt 2:19-23)
A. An Angelic Instruction: Time to Go

Home (vv. 19-20)
B. Continued Angelic Guidance: To the

District of Galilee (vv. 21-22)
C. Nazareth: Home at Last (v. 23)
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reference to Bethlehem. Rachel was the
beloved wife of the patriarch Jacob; she
died during childbirth and was buried in
Bethlehem (Gen 35:16-20). Remember
that Bethlehem was six miles south of
Jerusalem. Matthew’s intent in quoting
this verse is not only an interpretation of
prophecy, but also a demonstration that
the suffering was severe. It may have
involved a small population, but the
anguish was almost limitless.

The Flight to Egypt
In this episode, Jesus does not die for the
salvation of others. On the contrary, he
escapes while other innocents die in his
place. God warns Joseph in a dream
about the coming danger and directs him
to flee to Egypt at night with Mary and
Jesus (v. 13). It was not unusual for
Israelites to journey into Egypt in times
of trouble. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and all
of Israel did so in the past. A fairly large
and culturally vigorous Jewish commu-
nity thrived in first-century Egypt. It was
an obvious place of escape beyond
Herod’s reach. Matthew also interpreted
the flight to Egypt as a fulfillment of
prophecy.

In verse 15, Matthew again quotes
from the writing of a Hebrew prophet,
Hosea 1:11, in which God says, “Out of
Egypt I called my son.” In Hosea’s context,
this statement refers to the exodus, when
Moses led the nation of Israel out of
Egypt to the promised land. Matthew
reinterprets this verse to point to the
ministry and identity of the Messiah.
Jesus would not remain in Egypt, but
would come out—like the nation of
Israel—and reenter the Israelite homeland
(vv. 19-20). 

Jesus and Israel
In many ways, Jesus’ life and ministry was
a reprise of Israel’s history. Jesus fled to
Egypt for safety but ultimately returned
to the promised land just as Israel did in
the exodus. In his baptism, he inaugu-
rated his ministry at the Jordan River just
as his forebears became a nation by 

crossing both the Jordan and the Red
Sea. He was tested in the desert for forty
days and nights just as the children of
Israel spent forty years in the desert. In
identifying with his people this way, Jesus
also identified with their suffering. He
had entered the injustice of the world
and would eventually be crushed by it—
only to overcome it and redeem it.

Even Jesus’ return to the city of
Nazareth was a subtle sign of God’s
entering the suffering of the world.
Nazareth had a poor reputation. One of
the first disciples initially balked at
following Jesus because of his hometown,
asking sarcastically, “Can anything good
come out of Nazareth” ( Jn 1:44-46)? 

Nazareth had its own brand and
depth of pain. In the years of Jesus’ child-
hood, there were no fewer than three
major messianic movements in Galilee.



❍ God’s Will?
Share the following story: 

William Sloane Coffin, the late chap-
lain at Yale University, lost his son
Alexander in a car accident in 1983. At
the funeral, the minister conducting
the ceremony made a statement about
the accident being God’s will. Coffin
stood to his feet and yelled, “It wasn’t
God’s will at all! When my son died,
God was the first one who cried.”
(Campolo, 185–86)

Questions
➤ Is everything that happens in the world

or in our personal lives the will of God?
Why or why not?

➤ If everything is God’s will, does this
make God guilty of injustice in the
world?

➤ If tragedy and injustice are not the will
of God, why does God allow them to
happen?

❍ Why?
Direct readers to the Understanding
section of the Learner’s Study Guide.
Divide the class into groups of two or
three to discuss what they would say or do
for someone struggling with questions
about God and suffering. 

Ask each group to share summaries of
their discussion. 

Observe that this text, often over-
looked as we tell the Christmas story, may
best express the hope of Christmas. Even
in the face of suffering and unanswered
questions, Christ has come.

We rarely include the slaughter of the innocents of Bethlehem in the Christmas
story—and with good reason. As we celebrate the birth of Jesus, considering
the deaths of young children seems too dark and too much of a contrast. This

account is the antithesis of the hope, joy, and peace of Christmas. Yet, this story points to an
important truth: that the Christ child was born into a world of suffering and injustice, the
same world we live in today. What does our celebration of Christmas teach us about the
world, about our God, and about Jesus’ entry into suffering?

A Way to Begin
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Three legions of Roman soldiers poured into the region to squash these rebellions. The
resulting slaughter was cataclysmic. Cities burned to the ground, people suffered in
chains, and the Romans crucified 2,000 men and women (Crossan, 199).

Where was God in the midst of this? God was in the person of Jesus, suffering with
those under the heavy hand of injustice. Jesus did not avoid suffering and rarely
explained it, but he embraced it and brought redemption from it. God is in all things,
joining his children in their sufferings. 

The accusation that God is absent from the creation cannot stand. God is in the
world, celebrating our victories, enduring our hardships, and bearing our hurts. God
may not always rescue us, but God always identifies with us and will never abandon us.
We are not alone.
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❍ The Problem of Pain
Using information from the Bible
Background section of the Teacher’s
Guide, highlight the ruthless nature of
Herod’s orders. Explain that the use of the
words “Ramah” and “Rachel” indicate the
widespread suffering as this plot was
carried out. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ How would you explain this story to

someone who was not a follower of
Jesus? 

➤ How do you make sense of this story
for yourself?

➤ Which is more relevant for Christians
living today: to explain tragedy or to
enter that tragedy while practicing the
presence of Christ? 

➤ Which of these options seems to be a
greater concern in the church? Which
of these options is more difficult? Why?

➤ How can the need to explain the bad
things that happen in the world
become an obstacle to living out our
faith?

➤ What can tragedies teach us about our
world and God’s activity in it? 

❍ God’s Plan?
Distribute copies of the
resource page “God’s Plan?”
Have participants read the
case study and contemplate

what they would have said to the woman
in the story. 

Discuss how this case study sheds
light on the meaning and application of
today’s Scripture text. Use information
from the Bible Background section to
explore the text in its historical and theo-
logical context. Ask the following
questions. 

Questions
➤ Tragedies and injustice come in all

shapes and sizes, for the families of
Bethlehem and people like Tammy.
How is God present in these circum-
stances?

➤ How is God present in the suffering of
a place like Darfur? In conflicts in the
Middle East? With homelessness in
America? In cancer wards or nursing
homes? 

➤ Do you find it difficult to be patient
with God in the face of injustice? Why
or why not?

➤ What strengthens your faith when you
are confronted with tragedy? 

➤ What is our role in being the presence
of Christ in the suffering of the world?

Matthew does not attempt to explain away or make sense of the injustice he
records in this account. In fact, the New Testament does little to explain evil.

Rarely, if ever, are we told why tyrants get to rule over the powerless; why the inno-
cent perish in terrorist attacks; why towers fall or why tornados skip over one home only to
land in full force on another. The Bible does not explain the trajectory and path of Atlantic
basin hurricanes or why infants spend months of their lives in children’s hospitals. The New
Testament simply affirms the presence of God with his children in the face of these injustices.
God has entered the suffering of the world through Jesus.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ God Became One of Us
Enlist volunteers to read the following
Scripture passages: Psalm 103:14; Isaiah
53:3; Philippians 2:8; Hebrews 2:18.

Observe that, although human beings
are limited, prone to suffering, and
subject to sorrow and death, God was still
willing to enter human existence—with all
its pains and frustrations. 

Share your struggles with a current
injustice in your life, and invite others to
do the same. Close the meeting in prayer.

❍ The Expectation of Suffering 
The Christmas season will soon be over,
and we will return to the normal routine
of the rest of the year. Today’s lesson
shows us that the normal expectation in
our world is injustice and suffering, but
we can enter that world with the spirit of
God. We can be the presence of Christ for
each other. 

Ask learners to share struggles or
opportunities where they can practice the
presence of Christ. 

❍ God With Us 
Invite learners to join hands in a circle for
a closing prayer. Ask volunteers to share
some of the hardships or injustices with
which they struggle. 

Finally, direct the group to pray for
these specific needs. Encourage learners to
look for ways to bring an awareness of
“Emmanuel” into the world around them. 

Resources
Tony Campolo, Let Me Tell You a Story (Nashville: Word,
2000).

John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus (New York:
HarperCollins, 1991). 

Dorothy Sayers, Creed or Chaos (New York: Harcourt
Brace, 1949).

Matthew’s answer to injustice and suffering is a quotation from Isaiah: “The virgin
shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means,
‘God is with us’” (Mt 1:22-23). We cannot solve the problem of injustice in the

world. Most times we can’t even understand it. We have little recourse but to be patient and
live out the presence of Christ, just as he was incarnated in the world. We can’t know why
God allows or tolerates the things that happen in this world and in our lives, but we can
know that God goes with us through it all.

A Way to End
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In 1569 a terrible religious persecution broke out
against a group of European Christians called the
Anabaptists. On a cold winter day a bailiff was 
sent to arrest one such Anabaptist named Dirk
Willems. He was charged with having been re-
baptized, holding secret religious meetings in his
home, and allowing others to be re-baptized there
as well. 

Dirk ran for his life with the bailiff on his
heels. Knowing that he would be imprisoned, tor-
tured, interrogated, burned at the stake or
drowned if he were caught, Dirk threw himself
across a small body of water covered with very thin
ice. It held his weight as he ran and he crossed
safely to the other side. But it did not hold for his pursuer. The bailiff crashed through the
ice into the freezing water.

Dirk Willems immediately turned back. He ran to the struggling man and dragged him
safely to shore, saving the life of the very man who had come for his. Willems was immedi-
ately arrested, put in prison, and after months of torture, refused to renounce his faith. He
was burned at the stake May 16, 1569. 

Why did Dirk Willems turn back? 
Joseph Liechty answers: 

It was not a rational choice. It was not an ethical decision. It was an intuitive response. No
combination of mental calculations could have carried him back across the ice. The only force
strong enough to take Dirk back across the ice was an extraordinary outpouring of love, and
the only love I know is the love taught and lived by Jesus.

Source: www.anabaptistnetwork.com 

WHY DID DIRK WILLEMS 
TURN BACK?
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CHILDREN OF GOD

Leader: Our Father who art in heaven.

Response: Lord, look down from heaven; look from your holy, glorious home, and see
us. Where is the passion and the might you used to show on our behalf ?
Where are your mercy and compassion now? Surely you are still our Father!
Even if Abraham and Jacob would disown us, Lord, you would still be our
Father. You are our Redeemer from ages past.

Leader: You are the children of the Lord, your God.

Response: He came into the world he created, but the world didn’t recognize him. He
came to his own people, and even they rejected him. But to all who believed
him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of God. They are
reborn—not with a physical birth, but with a birth that comes from God.

Leader: The Lord said to me, “You are my child. Today I have become your Father.”

Response: You have not received a spirit that makes you fearful slaves. Instead, you
received God’s Spirit when he adopted you as his own children. Now we call
him, “Abba, Father.” For his Spirit joins with our spirit to affirm that we are
God’s children.

Leader: Isn’t he your Father who created you? Has he not made you and established
you?

Response: See how much our Father loves us, for he calls us his children, and that is
what we are! Even if my father and mother abandon me, the Lord will hold
me close.

All: Sing praises to God and to his name! Sing loud praises to him who rides the
clouds. His name is the Lord—rejoice in his presence!  He is Father to the
fatherless—this is God, whose dwelling is holy.
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LESSONS FROM JOSEPH

Here are some of the lessons Christians can learn from the life and example of Joseph:

1. Meat-and-potatoes spirituality. Joseph was not a prophet, priest, or rabbi. He was simply 
a “righteous man” who tried to do what was right, based on the laws and traditions of
Israel. He ensured that Jesus was properly received into the Jewish community through 
circumcision and the ceremony for the redemption of the firstborn. He participated in at
least some of the pilgrimage feasts in Jerusalem. Even his early inclination to divorce Mary 
discreetly when he suspected she was unfaithful grew out of his commitment to the Torah.
People who make their living with their hands don’t as a rule have much time for abstrac-
tions, but they can be very good at a lot of old-fashioned spiritual disciplines like honesty,
generosity, consistency, and hard work.

2. Openness to mystery. All this does not mean, however, that Joseph merely went through
the motions of his religion. It is clear that he was open to hearing something fresh from
God. On a number of occasions, angels delivered important information or instructions
through his dreams.

3. Family as a vehicle for devotion. We remember Joseph because he took care of his family.
That is his spiritual legacy: not sermons, miracles, epistles, or missionary travels. In many
depictions of the Nativity, Joseph is portrayed with a worried expression on his face. Even
at the birth of Christ, Joseph, we are led to believe, was wondering how he was ever going 
to take care of his wife and her newborn son. He may not have been the most pious or
well-educated man in Israel—and he was certainly not the richest—but he gave his all to
the people he loved.

4. Actions, not words. There is not a single recorded word of Joseph in the New Testament.
There is no Magnificat when the angel announces that Mary’s son is the promised
Messiah—or even a bewildered “How can this be?” There are no gentle words to Mary
when he tells her he has changed his mind and wants to go through with the wedding.
Nor are there any bold challenges to any who would question Mary’s honor. We know
what Joseph is like not because of anything he says, but because of what he does.
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THE WISE MEN, ADAPTED FROM
FREDERICK BUECHNER

Reader One: Now when Jesus was born in
Bethlehem of Judea in the days of
Herod the king, behold, wise men
from the East came to Jerusalem,
saying, “Where is he who has been
born king of the Jews?” 

Reader Two: Herod was a lost man, you see, even
though he was a king. Neither
really a Jew nor really a Roman, he
was at home nowhere. And he
believed in nothing. “Go and find
the child,” the king told us, and as
he spoke, his fingers trembled so that the emeralds rattled together like teeth.
“Because I want to come and worship him,” he said, and when he said that, his hands
were as still as death. 

Reader One: Death. I ask you, does a man need the stars to tell him that no king has ever yet bowed
down to another king? He took us for children, that sly, lost old fox, and so it was like
children that we answered him. “Yes, of course,” we said, and went on our way.

Reader Two: Why did we travel so far to be there when it happened? Why was it not enough just to
know the secret without having to be there ourselves to behold it? To this, not even
the stars had an answer. The stars said simply that he would be born. It was another
voice altogether that said to go—a voice as deep within ourselves as the stars are deep
within the sky. 

Reader One: But why did we go? I could not tell you now, and I could not have told you then, not
even as we were in the very process of going. Curiosity, I suppose: We wanted to see for
ourselves this One before whom even the stars are said to bow down—to see perhaps if
it was really true because even the wise have their doubts. 

Reader Two: So finally we got to the place where the star pointed us. It was at night. Very cold. The
man and the woman. Between them the king. We did not stay long. Only a few min-
utes as the clock goes, ten thousand, thousand years. We set our foolish gifts down
and left.

Source: Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat (New York: HarperCollins, 1985) 69–70.
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GOD’S PLAN?

My wife Cindy and I visited with a young mother
enduring an unforeseen tragedy. This young

lady, Tammy I’ll call her, was doing her best to
rear two beautiful daughters. On her own she
made ends meet by working at an outlet store
on weekdays and bartending on weekends.
She told us, “I moved here, so far away from
home, to escape my psycho family.” That
well-crafted escape was not in the cards.

Tammy’s younger sister, strung out on
alcohol and drugs, had been killed in an

automobile accident. The sister’s four young
children, the oldest seven years of age, were

taken in by Tammy’s mother. Tammy’s mother
then died suddenly during a routine surgical
procedure. The four orphans and Tammy’s
younger, very rebellious brother of fourteen
came to live with her. They had no other place

to go. 
On the evening Cindy and I sat with her and

heard her story, between all the kids’ shouting and
playing, she was exhausted, financially used up, and in
a state of near collapse. Tammy had that faraway look

in her eyes, the look of someone living in perpetual
disbelief. 

She finally said, “I think God has a plan in all
of this.” And turning to me, she asked, “He does, doesn’t He?” 

I knew why she had asked me such a question. I am the minister. I am supposed to have
answers to these kinds of questions. She needed reassurance from some kind of “authority”
on the subject. But given her situation, I felt it would be an insult to give a pat answer to
such a complicated question. 

What would you have said to Tammy?

Source: Ronnie McBrayer, But God Meant It for Good (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2008) 20.




