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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
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

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

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

Teacher Options
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.

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.
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Bible Background
Introduction
The birth narrative of Moses is
based on two factors: first, the
ancient literary devices for telling
the story of a deliverer and, second, a
tendency to connect a hero’s past to
things he accomplished in his future
(Fretheim, 37).
Clearly, Moses was a hero to the
Israelites and is a hero of our faith. Yet
other significant heroes of the birth
narrative can go unnoticed. This passage
also includes the ironic account of how
three women (Pharaoh’s daughter, Moses’
mother, and Moses’ sister) thwarted
Pharaoh’s plans by helping Moses live.
Moses’ sister is not introduced until verse
4. She acted by protecting and providing
for Moses at a time of great risk.
Immediately before the birth narrative
of Moses begins, we learn of Pharaoh’s
plan to enslave the Hebrews in order to
curb their population growth. Once
Pharaoh realized this plan was not
working, he decided to kill the newborn
sons of every Hebrew family (1:15-22).
Pharaoh never recognized that his fight
was not against the Hebrew people but
against their God. Moses was born in a
time of oppression at the hands of Egypt.
It does not take much imagination to
sense the fear and intimidation that must
have swept through Hebrew homes. We
can assume that many families hid their
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young sons from Pharaoh, hoping to
spare them from the harsh measures of
the king. The story of Moses is a success
story thanks to the women who acted on
his behalf.

Miriam and Moses
Before we are told anything about Moses
himself, we learn about his parents and
their heritage as descendants of the patriarch Levi (2:1). The house of Levi was
important because it became the priestly
class in Israel. The man who would be the
savior for the Israelites was born in secret
and hidden from the world for three
months (2:2). When he grew too big to
hide, his mother built him a basket made
of papyrus reeds and coated with tar and
pitch (2:3). With the infant Moses lying
inside, she set the basket adrift on the
Nile River, uncertain if she would ever see
her son again.
Moses’ sister, Miriam, makes her first
appearance in the narrative once he is
placed in the river (2:4). The Bible does
not say how old Miriam was at this time.
She died near the end of the Israelites’
wilderness wanderings (Num 20:1), but
her age at death is not recorded. Some
propose she was as young as six or seven;
others suggest she may have been ten or
eleven.
Miriam follows the basket containing
her brother, watching from the safety of
the reeds as it floats down the river (2:4).
We are not told why she watched the

basket, but we can assume she acted as
her family’s representative. What was
Miriam looking for? Did she expect
Moses to be saved or to be killed? Did
she simply have to know the end of the
story? One rabbinic interpretation is that
she had predicted to her father that he
would have a son who would grow up to
be Israel’s liberator. Though happy at
first, when the child had to be cast away
the father scolded Miriam and asked what
would be the outcome of her prophecy.
Therefore, she went to the river to see
how her prophecy would be fulfilled
(Exodus Rabbah 1:26; b. Sotah 12b–13a).
More likely, however, Miriam was
simply prayerfully watching, putting into
practice behavior she had learned from
her mother, trusting that only God could
save Moses (Rylaarsdam, 857). In any
event, she kept a watchful eye on this
vulnerable member of her family.

Miriam and Pharaoh’s Daughter
Miriam watches as Pharaoh’s daughter
sends a maid to take the baby from the
water (2:5). The princess sees the baby
and realizes this abandoned child is a
Hebrew boy (2:6). Though she knows her
father’s edict, she does not call for the
infant’s death. Instead, the biblical writer
tells us, “He was crying and she felt sorry
for him.” Pharaoh’s daughter and her
servants remind us that, more often than
not, people are created to be kind to one
another (Fretheim, 38).
Now Miriam leaps to action. She
takes a great risk to reveal herself to the
princess and her entourage (2:7).
Revealing that she has been spying on the
princess puts herself and her brother in
danger. It is a bold step, but she takes the
risk that God will protect her from harm.
She asks Pharaoh’s daughter if she can
help by finding “one of the Hebrew
women” to nurse and care for the child.
Had the princess been so inclined, she
could have had both Miriam and her
brother put to death.
Instead, the princess acts just as
boldly. She tells Miriam to find a Hebrew
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I. Moses’ Birth (2:1-2)
A. Moses’ Parents and Levite Heritage
(2:1)
B. Moses is born and hidden for three
months (2:2).
II. Moses in the Nile River (2:3-4)
A. Moses is placed in a papyrus basket
in the Nile (2:3).
B. Moses’ sister watches over him from
a distance (2:4).
III. Moses Drawn from the Nile (2:5-6)
A. Pharaoh’s daughter discovers Moses’
basket (2:5).
B. Pharaoh’s daughter feels pity for
“one of the Hebrew babies” (2:6).
IV. Miriam Acts (2:7-8)
A. Moses’ sister reveals herself to
Pharaoh’s daughter and offers to
find a suitable Hebrew woman to
nurse the baby (2:7).
B. Miriam gets Moses’ mother to nurse
him (2:8).
V. Moses Becomes a Son (2:9-10)
A. Pharaoh’s daughter pays Moses’
mother to take him and nurse him
(2:9).
B. Moses is weaned (2:10).
1. He is brought to Pharaoh’s
daughter and becomes her son.
2. Pharaoh’s daughter names him
“Moses” (2:10).

woman to nurse her newly adopted son
(2:8). Was this a tongue-in-cheek request?
Did she know that the young girl and the
infant were connected? Did she suspect
that Miriam would simply retrieve the
baby’s mother? We can only guess.
Miriam does, in fact, return with her
mother. The mother is thus reunited with
the child she thought she would never see
again. The princess hires Moses’ mother
to nurse and care for him (2:9). Pharaoh’s

daughter will pay her to serve as a nanny for her own son. God works in the midst of
irony!
Moses lives his childhood days among his people as his mother nurses and cares for
him (v. 9). Later he is turned over to Pharaoh’s daughter and raised in Pharaoh’s household (v. 10).
In verse 10, we learn that the name “Moses” is given to him not by his Hebrew
mother but by his adopted Egyptian mother. “Moses” is a common Egyptian name
element found in the names of several pharaohs. However, the biblical writer suggests a
Hebrew derivation based on a verb meaning “draw out.” Unknowingly, Pharaoh’s daughter helped Moses take the first step on his journey as God’s deliverer of Israel.
Apparently, he remained connected to his people. He experienced community,
family, and maternal love that solidified his sense of identity with the Hebrews. One
day, he rose up to help set them free.

A Way to Begin
Why should we care about Moses’ sister in this story? We could focus on the
faith of his mother or the risk Pharaoh’s daughter took. Yet it was Miriam who
chose to watch her brother in the basket on the Nile River. It was she who
acted boldly in the presence of Pharaoh’s daughter. Miriam’s story reminds us that God is
calling us to act boldly, too.

❍ Thinking Like a Child

Begin with the following questions.

Questions

➤ What is your earliest childhood
memory? Why is it significant to you?
➤ Do you recall anyone acting on behalf
of your well-being when you were a
young child? Explain.
Prompt the group to think about their
experiences as children. Can they recall
times when they were utterly dependent
on another person?
We remember Moses as the strong and
independent person of later chapters, yet
the beginning of his life reminds us that
he could easily have never lived to see his
first birthday had it not been for the brave
women in his life—especially his sister.

❍ Hidden Pictures

Refer to hidden-picture books like Where’s
Waldo. You may want to bring examples of
such books to show the class. For many,
especially children, these books are enjoyable because they let the reader look
deeper into a picture to find hidden
details. Great joy can be found in seeing
an image that others cannot see at first.
Children often respond to these books
because they have an enormous capacity
for faith. They believe the image is on the
page, and it is their job to find it.
The story of Miriam is like a hiddenpicture game. Though she lives in the
shadow of her brother, her actions while
watching him on the river reveal a new
image. God is at work in her life, using
her to secure Moses’ well-being. Miriam’s
story reminds us that God often works in
the hidden parts of our everyday lives.
Miriam’s actions help us see the hidden
work of God.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Moses’ birth narrative highlights women as key factors in Moses’ survival
and, thus, God’s liberation of Israel. Pharaoh, the merciless king , is outsmarted
by those who are not supposed to act. Moses’ mother, Miriam, and Pharaoh’s
daughter act in ways contrary to their society’s expectations for them. They choose to act
boldly, setting Moses, Egypt, and Israel on a course to encounter the living God.

❍ A Mother’s Love

Questions

Discuss the decision of Moses’ mother to
place her three-month-old son in a basket
and put him on the river. By today’s standards this action would be classified as
child abuse.
Discuss the desperate decisions
parents sometimes make today in hopes
of providing a future for their children.
What sacrifices do these decisions
involve? What risks do parents sometimes
take in a hopeless situation?

➤ Do we expect children to take the
initiative in an emergency? Why or why
not?
➤ What characteristics might suggest a
child is likely to handle such a situation
well?
➤ What does Miriam’s willingness and
readiness to act tell us about her character?
➤ What lessons could we learn from this
young girl’s preparedness to act?

Questions

❍ Compare and Contrast

➤ How do we respond to the decision of
Moses’ mother?
➤ If we knew nothing else about Moses’
life after Exodus 2:10, would we view
her decision favorably?
➤ How do we respond to the fact that her
decision endangered both of her children?
➤ If you were Moses’ mother, would you
be able to make the same decision?

❍ A Child Shall Lead Them

Point to stories of young children who
have saved the lives of parents, siblings, or
others by dialing 9-1-1 or otherwise
demonstrating clear-headedness in an
emergency. Read Exodus 2:1-10. Explain
that rabbinic tradition makes Miriam
roughly between age six and eleven at this
time.
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Compare and contrast the actions of
Moses’ mother, Miriam, and Pharaoh’s
daughter.

❍ Questions to Ponder

Read Exodus 2:1-10. Discuss the following
questions.

Questions

➤ With whom do you most identify in
this story? Why?
➤ Why do you think God chose to work
through Miriam? Why didn’t God act
in another way?
➤ What can we learn about God through
the story and actions of Miriam?

A Way to End
The story of Moses’ birth reminds us that God calls each of us to bold action.
Even in moments that present great risk to ourselves and to others, God continues to call us. Without Miriam, Moses would have lost his identity as a Hebrew
and been completely abandoned by those who loved him most.

❍ God’s Call, Our Response

How do we hear God’s calling? Is it simply
to walk out from the reeds onto the
riverbed and announce our presence as
Miriam did? Or is it to go and see why a
bush burns but never consumes itself like
Moses did?
Have the class discuss the unique
ways all of us are called to live out our
faith. Ask participants to think of at least
one recent way they have been called to
act boldly.
Challenge participants to act in faith
on their calling this week and to be as
bold as Miriam.

❍ A Prayer

Remind the class that God often calls
those who seem unable to perform the
task, whether because they don’t have the
right set of skills or because they lack the
motivation. Yet, every time in Scripture
when a person follows God’s lead, God
provides. Miriam is our example today for
faithful obedience, and she is our hero
who acted boldly for her brother and her
God.
Close with a time of prayer for one
another. If appropriate, gather in a circle
and join hands.
Have the group pray silently about
themselves and moments when they failed
to act on God’s calling.
Ask each participant to pray for the
person on his or her right. Pray for
strength, discernment, and a keen ear to
hear when God is calling.

Resources
Terence E. Fretheim, “Exodus,” Interpretation (Louisville:
John Knox, 1991).
Scott Hoezee, “Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Year
A,” The Lectionary Commentary: Theological Exegesis for
Sunday’s Texts: The First Readings: The Old Testament and Acts,
ed. Roger E. Van Harn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001).
Roy L. Honeycutt, Jr., “Exodus,” The Broadman Bible
Commentary, vol. 1, ed. Clifton J. Allen et al. (Nashville:
Broadman, 1973).
J. Coert Rylaarsdam, “The Book of Exodus,” The
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 1, ed. George Arthur Buttrick et al.
(New York: Abingdon, 1952).
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Lesson

Teaching Guide

A BOY WHO
DREAMED
Genesis 37:2-11, 19-20, 26-27; 45:4-5

Bible Background
Rivalry and Favoritism
The story of Joseph is about a
boy, his father’s favoritism, and
his brothers’ jealousy. Joseph’s
story is linked to that of his father Jacob
(37:3). Jacob lived in the land God promised to his grandfather Abraham. After a
turbulent twenty years in Mesopotamia,
Jacob led his family back to Canaan,
where they seemed to have relative peace
and happiness.
Jacob and his twin brother, Esau, had
competed for the favor of their father,
Isaac. One would think Jacob would learn
his lesson about the dangers of parental
favoritism, but he didn’t. Joseph, born to
Jacob by his favorite wife, Rachel, was the
firstborn son of the woman Jacob truly
loved. Jacob favored Joseph, just as Jacob’s
mother, Rebekah, had favored him.
Joseph’s robe of many colors displayed
Jacob’s favoritism for all to see. Growing
up, Jacob always wanted to be first in the
family. Now as a father, his gift designated Joseph as better than the rest of his
sons. Jacob was trying to live out his
unaccomplished dreams through his son
Joseph (Simpson, 751). The robe,
however, proved to be a source of conflict
between Joseph and his brothers. It not
only designated him as different but also
prevented him from doing any manual
labor (Francisco, 243).

Threatening Dreams
Joseph’s brothers saw the favoritism their
father displayed (37:4). Although they
had reason to be upset, there was little
harm that could come to them because of
their father’s choice of Joseph. They could
have done what siblings often do and
made fun of this younger, favorite son of
Jacob’s. They chose a much harsher path.
It didn’t help that whenever Joseph
was around, he arrogantly shared his
dreams (37:5). Unlike his brothers, Joseph
seemed to have a wild imagination. He
was apparently born not to be a shepherd
like his brothers, but to dream (Brueggemann, 301). God worked in a hidden
way through Joseph’s dreams. These
dreams were gifts from God, though the
rest of the brothers did not see them as
such. More than their father’s favoritism,
Joseph’s provocative dreams stirred them
to anger. Eventually, they lashed out.
God’s ways were beyond Joseph’s ways
or the ways of his brothers. Joseph’s
dreams provided a vision of what would
be in the future. They were not meant to
be private. Rather, they were Joseph’s
expressions of how God would provide
for Jacob’s entire family through him,
though he was the youngest and least
powerful. Such dreams threatened the
status quo. When Joseph spoke of sheaves
or stars bowing down (vv. 7, 9), he
referred to power. The brothers’ hatred of
Joseph intensified at the thought of him
even dreaming of having power over

them. “Do you intend to reign over us?”
they asked (v. 8).

The Dreamer
Did they understand the power of hope?
Could they see the future as well and
understand that if Joseph’s dreams came
true, their lives would never be the same?
Joseph’s dreams were his way of hoping
for a new way of existing with his family.
With the help of God, Joseph dreamed of
radical change. His brothers intended to
preserve the status quo no matter what it
cost them or others (Brueggemann, 302).
In our text, when Joseph appears as
his brothers are tending the flock, they
call him a “dreamer” (v. 19). They decide
the only way to rid themselves of his troubling dreams is to kill him and throw him
into a well (v. 21).
Fortunately, Judah asks, “What will
we gain if we kill our brother and cover
up his blood?” (v. 26). Both Judah and
Reuben show a measure of compassion to
their brother. They apparently have no
qualms about selling him into slavery, but
they draw the line at murder. Despite the
cruelty of Joseph’s brothers, there are still
moments where God acts among them.

The Rest of the Story
Years pass. Many of us are familiar with
the story of Joseph’s rise to power in
Egypt described in chapters 39–41.
Through a series of providential circumstances, including the accurate
interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams,
Joseph’s dreams come true. He becomes “a
father to Pharaoh,” an interpreter of
dreams, and one who rescues everyone
from famine by his foresight and administrative skill.
After many more years, Joseph, now
the vizier of Egypt, encounters his brothers again (45:4). This time, he is in charge
of the situation. Joseph tells them not to
be distressed and angry with themselves.
He puts words to his brother’s feelings:
they had seen their sins come home. They
were angry with themselves, perhaps for

I. Joseph and His Brothers (Gen 37:2a-11)
A. Joseph brings a bad report about his
brothers to his father (v. 2).
B. Joseph’s brothers hate him because
their father loves him more (vv. 3-4).
C. Joseph tells his brothers about his
first dream (vv. 5-7).
D. Joseph’s brothers are filled with hate
after hearing his dream (v. 8).
E. Joseph shares a second dream with
his brothers (v. 9).
F. Joseph tells his father. His father
rebukes him and his brothers
become jealous (vv. 10-11).
II. Joseph’s brothers plan to kill him
(Gen 37:19-20).
A. Joseph’s brothers call him a dreamer
(v. 19).
B. Joseph’s brothers decide to kill him
and lie about what happened to him
(v. 20).
III. Joseph’s brothers devise a new plan
(Gen 37:26-27).
A. Judah voices opposition to killing
Joseph (v. 26).
B. The brothers decide to sell Joseph to
the Ishmaelites instead of harming
him (v. 27).
IV. Joseph confronts and forgives his brothers (Gen 45:4-5).
A. Joseph reveals his identity to his
brothers after years of separation
(v. 4).
B. Joseph tells his brothers not to be
angry for their past actions; God
sent Joseph to Egypt so he could
save their lives (v. 5).

selling Joseph into slavery or perhaps for
not facing up to their actions until this
moment. When Joseph revealed his identity, they faced not punishment but the
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exposure of their evil. These brothers had kept their secret from others. Now they were
revealed to be guilty men.
Joseph tells his brothers that they should not be angry. What they intended for
harm, God used for good (45:5). Though they had sold Joseph into slavery, he viewed
his time in Egypt as an expression of God’s care. He was sent to Egypt “to save lives.”
Through the lens of his dreams as a teenager, Joseph saw that God had sent him to
Egypt so his family—and many others—could survive a famine. Without Joseph, his
family would have died.
Joseph speaks about God’s hidden providence, the idea that God sustained the
people by using the brothers’ evil act for good. Through Joseph, God planned ahead to
provide for God’s people (Francisco, 268).
Joseph’s story tells us that God is present and at work. God uses seemingly normal
events—or even evil events—to bring about God’s kingdom on earth. When Joseph
shared his dream with his brothers, he shared not only God’s vision for Joseph and his
family but also God’s vision for God’s people.

A Way to Begin
As is often the case in the patriarchal narratives, the story of Joseph offers us an
opportunity to reflect on the dynamics of our own families. Begin the lesson by
searching for points of comparison or contrast with the family experiences
of your class members.

❍ Family Conversation

Read Genesis 37:2a-11, 19-20, 26-27. Place
three signs around the room labeled
“Joseph,” “Joseph’s Brothers,” and “Jacob.”
Have participants stand near the sign for
the character(s) with whom they most
closely identify. In those groups, have
them explain why they chose as they did.
Re-gather as a class. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Should Joseph have been as honest as
he was with his brothers? When is it
more prudent to withhold personal
feelings?
➤ In what other ways could his brothers
have listened to Joseph?
➤ How do we tend to respond when we
hear something we don’t appreciate?
Why?
➤ How should Jacob have responded to
the situation?
➤ What issues does this family need to
address?
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❍ Sibling Rivalry

Read Genesis 37:2a-11, 19-20, 26-27. Many
of us grew up with siblings. All of us had
neighbors, friends, or cousins who grew
up with siblings. Explore what Joseph’s
story has to say about relationships
among siblings.

Questions

➤ How does the story of Joseph compare
to your understanding of sibling relationships?
➤ Do the youngest members of families
tend to receive different treatment?
➤ Do the oldest members overreact to
minor disturbances caused by younger
siblings?
➤ How would your family have dealt with
a similar situation if a sibling had
shared these dreams with you?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Joseph was perhaps naive in the way he presented his dreams to his family. He did
not seem to think about how his brothers would receive them. Despite their
intentions for evil, God used the brothers to accomplish God’s will not only for
Joseph, but also for them. Joseph’s dreams serve as an exclamation point of God’s work in the
world rather than a question mark of where God is at work in the story.

❍ Joseph’s Dreams for You

Read Genesis 37:5-11 again, but this time
invite participants to listen to the dreams
as if they are the older brothers listening
to their younger brother. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What do you imagine was Joseph’s tone
of voice? Could this tone have been
heard differently than the way it was
intended? Explain.
➤ How do you feel when you hear these
words as if you were one of the older
brothers? How do you want to
respond? Why?
➤ What do these dreams make you feel
toward your father, Jacob?
➤ Within the limits of your understanding, what do these dreams mean for
you and your future?

❍ My Dreams for the Future

Ask the group to think about their hopes
and dreams for the future. They can be
serious or fun. Ask volunteers to share
their dreams for family, work, church, or
life in general. Give adequate time for
those who would like to share.
If you have not already done so, read
the assigned verses from Genesis 37.
Compare and contrast the group’s dreams
with the dreams of Joseph.

Questions

➤ How do our dreams today compare to
Joseph’s dreams in the Old Testament?
➤ Are our dreams as challenging to
others?
➤ Do our dreams engage the hidden work
of God?
➤ What do our dreams say about our relationship with God? With one another?

❍ Compare and Contrast

Invite the group to compare and contrast
how the brothers deal with Joseph in
chapter 37 versus how Joseph deals with
his brothers in chapter 45.

Question

➤ How would the story be different if
Joseph had treated his brothers the
same way they treated him earlier?
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A Way to End
Despite Joseph’s arrogance, God still used him in a powerful way to save his family
and all of Egypt. Joseph could have kept his dreams to himself and been content
being Jacob’s favorite son, but he chose to embrace the vision his dreams placed in
his mind. At a young age, Joseph showed great courage by embracing God’s vision even
though God’s presence was not obvious at the time.

❍ God’s Dreams for Our Future

Have participants reflect silently on the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What dreams for the future should I
embrace?
➤ Do I believe God can give me a vision
for the future?

❍ Prayer

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Prayer.”
Allow a few minutes for
participants to complete the
provided sentence prayers silently. Close
with prayer for wisdom in perceiving
God’s hopes and dreams for all who are
present and for courage in acting on our
dreams.

Discuss the following questions.

Questions

➤ How do I share God’s vision with
others?
➤ How do I know when I should share
these dreams with others?
➤ How can I be assured that God, not my
selfish ambitions, is at work in my
dreams?

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, “Genesis,” Interpretation (Louisville:
John Knox, 1990).
Clyde T. Francisco, “Genesis,” The Broadman Bible
Commentary, vol. 1, ed. Clifton J. Allen et al. (Nashville:
Broadman, 1973).
Sidney Greidanus, “Twelfth Sunday After Pentecost, Year
A,” The Lectionary Commentary: Theological Exegesis for Sunday’s
Texts, The First Readings: The Old Testament and Acts, ed.
Roger E. Van Harn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001).
Cuthbert A. Simpson, “The Book of Genesis,” The
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 1, ed. George Arthur Buttrick et al.
(New York: Abingdon, 1952).
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Bible Background
Naaman’s Leprosy
Naaman was a highly decorated Aramean (that is, Syrian)
military commander. He was
something like the Patton, MacArthur, or
Eisenhower of his day. Yet unlike those
American military heroes, Naaman lived
with a debilitating disease: leprosy.
Leprosy was a deeply feared skin
disease in the ancient world. It is important to remember that people of that time
had no access to modern medical knowledge or procedures. Therefore, an
epidemic of a contagious disease was a
real threat. The primary strategy for
coping with infected people was isolating
and excluding them. They were cut off
from normal social interactions, including their culture’s public worship
assemblies. Thus, Naaman’s condition
affected him not only physically but also
socially. Israel and other ancient societies
managed the social threat through rules
of purity that excluded the “contaminated” who endangered the community.
The lengthy exposition in Leviticus 13–14
indicates the level of attention given to
skin infections that people had no way to
prevent (Bruggemann, 332).

Naaman’s Healing
During one of Naaman’s many conquests,
he captured a young Israelite girl. As the
biblical story begins, this girl serves
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Naaman’s wife as a slave. Knowing of her
master’s problem, the girl mentions the
Israelite prophet Elisha, whom she is sure
can cure Naaman of his affliction.
God shows up unexpectedly through
the voice of an Israelite slave girl. Though
she is a nameless and seemingly insignificant character, she knows what the
general does not. A prophet in her home
country can use God’s power to heal
Naaman of his affliction. She boldly
speaks up to Naaman’s wife, saying, “If
only my lord were with the prophet who
is in Samaria! He would cure him of his
leprosy” (v. 3).
The slave girl’s words make their way
to Naaman. He tells his king about the
man in Israel who can heal him from his
leprosy (v. 4) and asks permission for
“sick leave” to travel there. The Aramean
king sends his commander with a letter of
introduction to the king of Israel.
Unfortunately, however, the Aramean
king seems not to have understood
correctly, as his letter orders the Israelite
king to heal Naaman!
This misunderstanding by the king of
Aram—that the Israelite king is the one
who can alleviate Naaman’s suffering—
leads to further confusion for Naaman
once he arrives in Israel. The Israelite
king realizes he does not have the power
to heal Naaman, and he fears the king of
Aram is merely trying to pick a quarrel
with him (v. 7). Then he remembers the
power of Elisha.

The prophet Elisha does not appear
in person in this story. Rather, when he
hears about the king’s dilemma, he
sends word to the king that Naaman
can come to him for healing. He also
communicates with Naaman through a
messenger, who gives Naaman unusual
instructions on how to be healed.
Naaman is told to immerse himself seven
times in the Jordan River. Elisha says this
will make him clean.
Naaman does not take Elisha’s
instructions well. The rivers of Damascus,
where he lives, are surely better than
Israel’s pitiful Jordan! He seems to think
the foreign prophet should work in a
more exotic, dramatic way. As a powerful
military leader, Naaman probably expects
the best treatment and service, even from
a foreigner. The idea that he can be
cleansed by dipping himself in the dirty
Jordan River seems like a joke. Perhaps
suspecting that Elisha is a charlatan who
can offer nothing more than powerless
folk remedies, he leaves in a rage (v. 12).
This would be the end of the story,
except that Naaman’s servants intervene.
They settle his anger and convince him to
give the prophet’s instructions a try. Verse
14 describes how Naaman finally follows
Elisha’s instructions. Immediately, “his
flesh was restored like the flesh of a
young boy, and he was clean.”
Once Naaman follows Elisha’s
instructions, he is restored to a fullness of
life he could not achieve on his own. All
of this takes place because a young
Israelite slave girl, a seemingly minor
character in the story, knew about a
prophet of God and chose to tell her
captors about him.

Naaman’s Story
The story of Naaman reminds us that
God works even through the most powerless among us. The narrative begins with
a powerful general who lives with a
powerful flaw. Naaman, who most likely
could buy or conquer anything he
wanted, could not conquer the leprosy
that controlled his life. A dreaded disease
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I. Introduction of Naaman (2 Kgs 5:1)
A. Naaman is a great man who
achieved many military victories
through the power of God.
B. Naaman is a man who lives with
leprosy.
II. Introduction of the Slave Girl
(2 Kgs 5:2-3)
A. A young Israelite girl is the slave of
Naaman’s wife.
B. She speaks up, telling Naaman’s wife
that the prophet can heal her
master’s leprosy.
III. Naaman Seeks the Prophet Elisha
(2 Kgs 5:4-5)
A. He hears what the girl says about
Elisha.
B. He asks for “sick leave” to travel to
Israel.
C. The king of Aram orders the king
of Israel to heal Naaman. He
misunderstands who holds the
power in Israel.
D. Naaman travels to Israel with
valuable gifts to share with Israel’s
king.
IV. After meeting with the king of Israel,
receiving relayed instructions from
Elisha, and debating whether to follow
them, Naaman listens to his servants
and does as Elisha instructs
(2 Kgs 5:6-13).
V. Naaman’s Healing (2 Kgs 5:14)
A. Naaman immerses himself seven
times in the Jordan River.
B. Naaman comes out of the water
clean, his flesh “restored like the
flesh of a young boy.”

limited his life by controlling his physical,
social, and even spiritual opportunities.
In contrast to the general and his
affliction is a young slave girl living in a

foreign country. As a child, she had no ability to influence others. As a captive in a
foreign country, she was not to be heard or respected. Yet she chose to speak to
Naaman’s wife about the man in Israel, who, through the power and love of a great God,
could heal Aram’s general of leprosy. She speaks up because she has obviously seen
evidence that Elisha acts from a power much greater than that of any human being. She
knows God can use Elisha to take care of Naaman and cleanse him of his disease.
The young slave girl bears witness to God’s love and power even as she is held
captive in Aram. She is willing to risk her life by speaking up and pointing to the only
way Naaman can be healed.
This little girl has the least amount of power of anyone in the story. She also has the
least to gain personally. But she shares about what she has witnessed of God’s love and
power. Her bravery and boldness remind us that God seeks opportunities to show
divine love and power to others. She is an example of how to live as witnesses to God,
even when we feel powerless against circumstances we cannot control. She encourages
us to speak up as well.

A Way to Begin
This story is about a powerful leader, a powerful prophet, and a powerless
young girl. It reminds us that God works among the youngest and the most
powerless to accomplish God’s will. God is just as concerned for the well-being
of the Israelite slave girl as for the girl’s master, Naaman. This passage reminds us that God
calls us to share about God’s love and power in all circumstances.

❍ Young Voices

Children can express their thoughts and
feelings in ways adults often can’t. Their
innocence allows them to share openly.
Perhaps this was the case with the young
girl in our story. Though she was a
captive, she was still willing to share with
her captors about her God.
Have participants think of times when
they have listened as children freely
expressed themselves. What do they recall
about these times?
Next, have participants think of times
when they freely expressed themselves to
another person, either as children or
adults. Ask the following questions.

Questions

Discuss how we listen to other people,
especially children, when they try to tell
us something.
The unnamed girl in the story of
Naaman reminds us that God uses even
the youngest voices among us to accomplish God’s will.

❍ Naaman’s Secret

Many famous leaders have dealt with
secrets. Naaman is no exception. If
Naaman were a modern military leader,
how do you think others would receive
him? Do you think his disease would limit
his ability to lead? If there were no young
voice to speak up about God’s love and
power to him, what do you imagine would
happen to his life and career?

➤ How do you remember feeling?
➤ How did the other person respond?
➤ Were you glad you found the courage
to be vulnerable?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Second Kings 5 does not necessarily portray Naaman in a negative light. Even so,
as powerful as he may be, Naaman is unable to cure his leprosy. Despite all he
has accomplished, he still lives with the daily physical and social struggles of his
disease. The God of Israel is the God of love and power who will bring healing to Naaman —if
only he will accept the invitation of a young slave girl who serves his wife. Explore what this
text teaches us about power, humility, and the importance of speaking up.

❍ Inviting Others

Read 2 Kings 5:1-5a, 14. The story of
Naaman is about a young girl who
chooses to “witness” to her captors about
God. When she tells Naaman’s wife about
the prophet Elisha, she also shares about
her faith in the God of Israel.
In the story, the young girl does not
consider sharing her faith to be something scary or something she should
anxiously pray about before responding.
She considers her faith to be something
worth sharing. She invites her captors to
experience the God of love whom she
knows.

Questions

➤ How do you invite others to experience
the love and power of God?
➤ Do you think of “witnessing” as something scary? Why or why not?
➤ How can the slave girl’s act of witness
be an example for us today?
➤ The girl shared about a prophet, but in
the end Naaman encountered God. Is it
easier to talk to people about God, or
about things or people associated with
God?
➤ Does inviting someone to come to
church with you or introducing them
to other Christian friends count as
“evangelism”? Why or why not?
➤ How do you share your faith with
others?
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❍ Compare and Contrast

Read 2 Kings 5:1-5a, 14. Invite the class to
compare and contrast the witness of the
slave girl with today’s common evangelistic approaches.

❍ Unusual Advice

Read 2 Kings 5:1-5a, 14. Elijah instructs
Naaman to dip himself in the Jordan
River. At first Naaman refuses, but later
he decides to follow the prophet’s advice.

Questions

➤ Have you ever received advice or
instructions that didn’t make sense?
How did you respond?
➤ What purpose did the Jordan cleansing
serve?
➤ Why did Naaman at first refuse Elisha’s
instructions?
➤ What made him change his mind?

A Way to End
The story of Naaman and the slave girl encourages us to share about God’s love
with others, no matter our circumstances. The young girl simply invited Naaman
to come and see the power of God as witnessed through the prophet Elisha. Her
small act encourages us to act similarly to tell others about God’s love.

❍ How Do I Invite Others?

The young slave girl invited Naaman to
experience the love and power of Israel’s
God. Because of her simple invitation,
Naaman received healing.
Discuss ways God uses our simple
invitations to do great works among us.
Perhaps a dinner invitation to a friend
going through a rough time, an offer to
help watch the kids while a mom goes to
the grocery store, or a willingness to mow
someone’s yard can open the door for
God to do something amazing.
Ask participants to name other examples of ways to show God’s love.

❍ How Am I an Invitation?

Perhaps the young girl’s captors listened
to her because of how she lived among
them.
Ask participants to consider how they
live as witnesses to God’s love and power.
How do they treat others who may not
consider God to be their God? How do
their lives invite others to consider God as
a source of healing and hope? How do we,
like the slave girl, become witnesses to
God?

Resources
Walter Brueggemann, 1 & 2 Kings, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2000).
Raymond Calkins, “II Kings,” The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 3,
ed. George Arthur Buttrick et al. (New York: Abingdon,
1954).
M. Pierce Matheny, Jr., “1-2 Kings,” The Broadman Bible
Commentary, vol. 3, ed. Clifton J. Allen et al. (Nashville:
Broadman, 1970).

Teaching Guide

17

4
Lesson

Bible Background
A Miraculous Feeding
The feeding of the 5,000 is the
only miracle of Jesus recorded
in all four Gospels. All four
Gospels also agree that this event marked
a crossroads in Jesus’ ministry. The story
reminds believers in every generation that
Jesus is sufficient to meet human needs
even in the face of meager resources
(Hull, 269). A little boy from the crowd
brings his small lunch to Jesus, who then
combines these gifts of fish and bread
with the power of God to perform a
miracle beside the Sea of Galilee.
Through the action of this little boy, Jesus
feeds the multitude, both physically and
spiritually. The boy’s example of sharing
with Jesus is one for all of us to follow.
As anyone in leadership can attest,
there were times when Jesus desired and
needed to retreat from the people he
served (v. 1). Times of rest and recharge
were necessary for him as they are for
each of us. Jesus retreated to “the other
side of the Sea of Galilee, which is also
called the Sea of Tiberius.” The precise
location is difficult to determine, but it is
thought that Jesus went to the other side
of Capernaum to a town near Bethsaida
(see Lk 9:10; Mk 6:45) (Hull, 269). Though
Jesus left the crowd, they followed him
because they had seen the signs and
wonders he was doing for the sick among
them (v. 2). It is likely the people saw
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Jesus set sail and figured out where he
was headed. They then walked around
the lake to the other side to meet him
(Barclay, 203). When he reached his destination, Jesus went up the mountain and
sat with his disciples (v. 3). He assumed
the position of teacher or rabbi, ready to
share more with them about God (Hull,
269).

Philip’s Response
Passover was near (v. 4). Because of the
festival, larger crowds were traveling on
the road to Jerusalem to fulfill their religious obligation by observing the feast.
Perhaps the crowd was so large that day
on the mountain because many of these
travelers stopped along the route to see
what was happening (Barclay, 203).
In our text, Jesus notices the crowd
and thinks of how he can minister to
them with the love of God (v. 5). He
recognizes that the crowd is tired and
hungry. He views the moment as an
opportunity to share God’s love with
them. Additionally, he realizes it is a
chance to teach his disciples about
dealing with human need (Hull, 269). He
looks to Philip and asks him where one
could find food to feed the large crowd.
Philip, who was from Bethsaida ( Jn 1:44),
would have known the area. His reply is
discouraging, however. He questions how
anyone could afford to feed so many
people, calculating that it would take
about six month’s wages to do so (v. 7).

A Boy and His Lunch
Andrew speaks up. He tells Jesus he has
found a boy in the crowd who has five
barley loaves and two fish (v. 8). We
should probably assume this boy was
quite young. He is described in Greek as a
paidarion, a diminutive form of pais,
meaning “child” (though it can also mean
“servant”). Other translations of the word
are “young boy” (NLT), “lad” (KJV), and
“little lad” (Centenary Translation). John
says nothing about the child’s parents or
who was taking care of him.
Most likely the boy brought this
simple meal with him as his lunch. It may
have been his only meal for the day. It
wasn’t much. Barley bread was inexpensive, and most people would have
preferred wheat bread. The two fish,
either dried or pickled, would have been
similar to sardines or kippers. His lunch
reflected a common meal of the impoverished (Barclay, 204).
Andrew is as discouraged as Philip
when he asks, “What are [these fish and
loaves] among so many people?” (v. 9).
The acknowledgment of both disciples
that human resources are inadequate
serves as a background for Jesus to work
using the boy’s limited provisions.
Jesus tells the crowd to sit down
(v. 10). Then he takes the loaves and fish,
gives thanks, and shares with those who
are seated (v. 11). In so doing, he acts as
the father of this enormous family
(Barclay, 205). According to Hull,
To take, bless, and then give was one
of the most profound patterns of
Jesus’ activity by which he symbolized
the truth that if men would offer him
whatever they might have, however
earthly and limited, he could call
down God’s heavenly grace upon it
and thereby return it with a spiritual
potential which the giver never
dreamed it could convey. (270)

The members of the crowd receive as
much food as they need. Everyone eats
until they are full (v. 12). Jesus tells the
disciples to gather all the leftovers,

I. Jesus and His Disciples (Jn 6:1-3)
A. Jesus seeks refuge on the other side
of the Sea of Galilee (v. 1).
B. Jesus wants a respite from the
crowds that have followed him
(v. 2).
C. Jesus sits with his disciples on a
hillside (v. 3).
II. Jesus and the Crowd (Jn 6:4-6)
A. The Jewish festival of Passover is
near (v. 4).
B. Jesus notices the crowd and asks
Philip where to find food for them
(v. 5).
C. Jesus already knew how to care
for the crowd, but he wanted to
challenge his disciples (v. 6).
III. The Disciples Respond to Jesus
(Jn 6:7-9)
A. Philip believes six months’ wages
would not be enough to purchase
food for this crowd (v. 7).
B. Andrew finds a young boy willing to
share his lunch (vv. 8-9).
IV. Jesus Feeds the Crowd (Jn 6:10-14)
A. Jesus takes the boy’s loaves and fish
and shares them with everyone
(vv. 10-11).
B. The crowd is fed, and the disciples
collect twelve baskets of leftovers
(vv. 12-13).
C. The crowd recognizes Jesus as the
one who can satisfy their hunger
(v. 14).

and there is enough to fill twelve baskets
(v. 13). The abundance of food gives
evidence that Jesus more than satisfies
human need (Hull, 270). After witnessing
what Jesus has done for so many through
the actions of one small boy, the people
say to one another, “This is indeed the
prophet who is to come into the world”
(v. 14).
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The miraculous feeding, not to mention the abundance of food left over, was a sign
to everyone that Jesus was the one promised in Scripture. Verse 14 is John’s theological
comment about the scene. For John, the crowd’s acknowledgment that Jesus is a prophet
is the only possible response to the sign they have witnessed (Sloyan, 65). Because one
boy shared the small amount he had, a crowd of 5,000 saw Jesus as the Son of God who
brings redemption to the world.
The story of the feeding of the five thousand reminds us that we have resources we
can share and that God will use them. Even Jesus’ disciples doubted they could do
anything for all those hungry people. But what seemed to be an impossible situation
was in fact an opportunity for Jesus to share God’s love with a multitude. A young boy
stepped forward and shared his simple meal of bread and fish. In that moment, God’s
love and power were able to work.

A Way to Begin
Christians may be so familiar with the story of Jesus feeding the 5,000 that we
assume there is nothing else we can learn from it. John’s telling of the story,
however, has an important lesson about sharing what we have with God so
that God can use it to bless others. How do we share what we have for the benefit of God’s
kingdom?

❍ Family Meals

❍ Alone Time

Questions

❍ The Gifts of Children

Ask participants to recall some of their
fondest memories from around the
dinner table. They may recall simple
meals at home, formal banquets on
special occasions, or holiday meals with a
house full of relatives.
➤ What sorts of meals do you remember
fondly? Who was present? What was
the occasion?
➤ How did these times of sharing food
with others make you feel?
➤ How do these occasions stand out in
your memory? Do you view them as
“holy moments” in which you felt the
strong presence of God through your
fellowship with loved ones?
Encourage participants to think about
how the simple act of sharing a meal can
be a time when God works in their lives.
Today’s text is about a meal that Jesus
served. He used the simple gift of a young
boy to feed a multitude.
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Discuss Jesus’ departure to the other side
of the lake. Have participants ever wanted
to “get away” from the burdens of everyday life? How do we handle it when life
still manages to find us during times of
retreat?
Arrange to show a video clip of the classic
Coca-Cola commercial where a young boy
offers his soft drink to football great
“Mean” Joe Green (use an Internet search
engine or check youtube.com). What did
this boy’s gift mean to the recipient?
What did it mean for the boy himself ?
Discuss the common tendency for
adults to dismiss the “gifts” of children.
They may see these gifts as cute or sentimental but fail to appreciate their true
worth.

A Way to Explore Scripture
Jesus uses the need of the crowd to teach the disciples—and us—that God can
use simple gifts to accomplish great things. Philip and Andrew provide examples
of how we can address situations of extreme need. Philip only saw the great
expense of feeding such a crowd. Andrew, however, found a young boy whose generosity gave
Jesus a resource with which to work. The boy’s willingness to share encourages us to imagine
how our meager gifts might be precisely what God intends to use for God’s glory.

❍ Responding to Needs

Provide an overview of John 6:1-6. Read
John 6:7-9. Ask participants to compare
and contrast the responses of Philip and
Andrew.

Questions

➤ How are you more like Philip? How are
you more like Andrew?
➤ How might you have responded to the
hunger of the crowd?
➤ What contemporary situations leave us
feeling hopeless?
Discuss Jesus’ response to the
problem. Andrew found the boy with the
fish and bread, but he could not see how
this meager gift could help. Jesus,
however, used it to satisfy everyone’s
needs.

Questions

➤ How has Jesus surprised you by providing help in a hopeless situation?
➤ Who were the human instruments
Jesus used in meeting this need?
➤ What was their contribution? Was it
big or small? Conventional or
completely unexpected?
➤ How can we be God’s instruments in
meeting the needs of others?

❍ Sharing Our Gifts

A young boy brings a simple peasant meal
of barley bread and dried fish. Some
wouldn’t think this was enough even for
the boy to eat, to say nothing of sharing it
with others. Yet the boy was willing to
share his resources to help the crowd and
perhaps to help Jesus.
Read John 6:10-14. Because of the boy
who shared his lunch, Jesus could share
with over 5,000 people about God’s ability
to provide for all of their needs. There
were even leftovers! Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What might have inspired the boy to
offer his meager resources to such a
large crowd?
➤ What might the adults around him
have thought of the boy’s offering?
➤ Why do you think Andrew noticed the
boy when the others did not?
➤ How can we be more like this boy
today?

Teaching Guide

21

A Way to End
The feeding of the 5,000 reminds us that God will use whatever we are willing to
share. The young boy gave what he had, and Jesus blessed it and shared it. Jesus
performed the miracle in this story, but we should remember that without the
humble resources the young boy offered, the crowd might have left hungry that day—both
for food and for God’s love.

❍ What Can I Share?

All around us are people who are
hungry—for actual food and for hope,
peace, love, joy, and friendship. As the
young boy so willingly shared his
resources of food, how can we do likewise? We may not have bread and fish to
share, but we do have meager resources
that can be combined with God’s love to
do great things. Ask the group to brainstorm together the resources available to
them that they could use to share God’s
love with the community. What would it
look like if the group shared a small
portion of their resources for God’s work
in the world?

❍ Taking Stock

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Taking
Stock.” Have participants
silently reflect on what they
could offer to others in Jesus’ name.
Encourage participants to share a
resource they realized they have.
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❍ Prayer

Close with the following prayer.
God of abundance, you give us more
than we can use.
A young boy brings you fish and bread
and you feed five thousand.
How can I bring you a simple gift for
you to share?
What do I have that you can use to tell
others about your love?
Help me to give myself, my stuff, my
life so that you are known by others.
Amen.

Resources
William Barclay, The Gospel of John, vol. 1 (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1955).
Arthur John Gossip, “The Gospel According to John,” The
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 8, ed. George Arthur Buttrick et al.
(New York: Abingdon, 1952).
William E. Hull, “John,” The Broadman Bible Commentary,
vol. 9, ed. Clifton J. Allen et al. (Nashville: Broadman,
1970).
Gerard Sloyan, “John,” Interpretation (Louisville: John Knox,
1988).

PRAYER
God, my dream for the future is...

God, my hope for my life is...

God, my desire for this church is...

God, my prayer for my family is...

God, my life is yours. Help me to....

Thank you for loving me enough to share
your vision for your kingdom with me. Amen.
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What can I offer to others in Jesus’ name? (If you like, add your own examples
beside the blank bullets.)
Physical Resources
• Money for worthy causes
• A guest room in my house
• A car someone could borrow
• A grocery gift card for a troubled family
•
•

Intellectual Resources
• A skill I could use to help someone
• A skill I could teach others
• The name of someone in a position to help
•
•
Emotional Resources
• A listening ear
• A shoulder to cry on
• The gift of my presence
• A well-timed note of encouragement
•
Spiritual Resources
• Prayers I can pray
• Testimonies I can give
• Wisdom I can share
• Scriptures I can offer
•
•
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