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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
The First Three Days
Our passage begins abruptly
with an aside that is seemingly directed at an
understanding audience: “When God
began to create the heavens and the
earth…” (Gen 1:1). The storyteller gives
us a vague sense of when this story is
occurring—it is “in the beginning,” but
when is that?—and introduces the major
character, God. The storyteller then
proceeds to establish the setting: “the
earth was without shape or form, it was
dark over the deep sea, and God’s wind
swept over the waters” (1:2).
The imagery of darkness and waters
would have evoked deep dread in the
minds of ancient Israelites. These were
images of chaos and destruction
throughout the Old Testament. Placing
God in opposition to darkness and deep
waters sets God in opposition not only
to the forces of chaos but also to some
of Israel’s central fears.
God’s first explicit action in our
story is to speak, which gives it a special
connection to the opening words of the
Gospel of John ( Jn 1:1-3).
Additionally, it is significant that
God’s first action is to drive back darkness, and not by struggle or effort but
by a simple command. This is not a
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story of a titanic struggle, a common
feature in other ancient creation stories,
but rather the story of a God who rules
over the universe and pushes back
chaos by speaking the word.
Having created light and separating
it from darkness, God creates the first
day and night. There is no mention of
where or how this light is produced,
since it will be three more days before
God creates the heavenly bodies that
give off light. The biblical storyteller
seems unconcerned with this conundrum and makes no effort to explain
the “how” of the story. The storyteller
isn’t writing a science textbook but
something bigger and more meaningful. This is a story about God, creation,
and humanity. It is a story not about
“how” but “why.”
On the second day, God “separate[s]
the waters from each other” (Gen 1:6).
This creative act is accomplished by
placing a “dome” in the midst of the
waters to hold them back. Consider that
the first audience could see a blue sky
and sea by day and a black sky and sea
by night. Having no concept of outer
space, it made sense for the ancient
Hebrews to deduce that water was above
them and held back by an unknown
barrier (Seely, 234).
On the third day, God further drives
back the chaotic water by gathering it

“into one place” (Gen 1:9). Thus God
creates dry land, or “earth.” God next
creates vegetation in all its complexity and with the ability to reproduce
itself (1:11-12). Plant life is the first
living thing God creates, foreshadowing
the direction in which the story
proceeds. Also, from here on, each act
of creation is more and more specific.

The Ascent of Creation to Humanity
The fourth, fifth, and sixth days directly
parallel the first, second, and third. If
the first three days deal with the fact
that creation is “without shape or form”
(1:2), then the next three address the
fact that it is empty or “void” (Gen 1:2,
KJV). The first three days provide form
through acts of separation: light from
darkness, waters above from waters
below, and sea from dry land. The next
three days fill what was empty.
On the first day, God created light
generally, but on the fourth day, God
creates the sun, moon, and stars—that is
to say, light-giving bodies (Gen 1:15-18).
On the second day, God created the
sky and the sea, whereas on the fifth day
God created creatures to populate the
sky and the sea (Gen 1:20-21). These
creatures are of a higher order than the
plant life of the third day. Unlike the
plants, the animals are given a
command to obey (1:22), and it is
assumed that they will feed upon the
plant life.
Finally, notice the parallel that on
the third day dry land is created and on
the sixth day land creatures and eventually humans appear (1:24-25).
The storyteller arrives at humans
with a masterful narrative sweep that
indicates that these beings are the
height of creation. Each creative act is
more and more specific and more and
more unique, but only humans are
described as being made “in [God’s]
image” (v. 26).
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I. Establishing the Setting (Gen 1:1-2)
A. When: in the beginning (v. 1).
B. Where: a formless, dark, and watery
earth (v. 2).
II. The First Three Days: Separating
(Gen 1:3-13)
A. Day one: God creates light and separates light from darkness (vv. 3-5).
B. Day two: God creates order in the
midst of chaos by separating the
waters above from the waters below
(vv. 6-8).
C. Day three: God separates the land
from the water, and also creates
plant life (vv. 9-13).
III. The Next Three Days: Filling
(Gen 1:14-31)
A. Day four: God creates the sun, the
moon, and the stars to separate day
from night and to mark the passing
of time (vv. 14-19).
B. Day five: God creates animals to
populate the sea and the sky and
commands them to reproduce
(vv. 20-23).
C. Day six: God creates land animals
and humans (vv. 24-31).
1. Humans are made in the image
of God.
2. Humans are told to “be fertile
and multiply” (v. 28).
3. Humans are given dominion
over the other living creatures.
IV. The Seventh Day (Gen 2:1-4)
A. God completes the work of creation
(v. 1).
B. God rests (v. 2).
C. God blesses the seventh day and
makes it holy (v. 3).
D. Thus concludes the account of how
the heavens and earth were created
(v. 4).

Furthermore, humans are described as having dominion over all of creation.
They are something like co-regents with God over all that God has created.
From the second through the fifth day, we hear the refrain that God declares
creation “good.” After creating humans, however, God calls creation “supremely
good” (Gen 1:31).
Something, it seems, has changed in the very fabric of reality. Now the whole of
creation is apparently greater than the sum of its parts.
Finally, on the seventh day, God rests. By resting, God makes this day holy (Gen
2:2-3). That is to say, God sets this day apart for God’s own use.
In these verses, a grand story has begun, and something peculiar is going on in
the midst of all of God’s created things. Something very good is happening.

A Way to Begin
Genesis 1:1–2:4a reads like a story that was told by word of mouth for many
years and was only committed to writing to preserve it for posterity, and
perhaps to establish the “right” version of the account. In keeping with its
epic scope and style, the story deals with foundational issues concerning the relationship
between God and humanity. It is a story that arrests the readers and demands their attention and consideration.

❍ Epic Is as Epic Does

Discuss “epic stories” and what makes
them epic. Suggest a variety of examples
of epic stories that are appropriate to
your class. You might mention classic
epics from ancient times such as
Homer’s The Odyssey and The Iliad or the
ancient Epic of Gilgamesh. Or, you might
think of contemporary “epics” such as
Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, or Harry
Potter.

Questions

➤ What makes some stories larger than
life?
➤ In what ways do the characters in
these stories represent something
bigger than themselves?
➤ Are all the mysteries of this story
explained by the end, or are some
things left unexplained? Why might
this be?
➤ What are the central messages of
these stories? What are stories like
this trying to teach us about life and
the human condition?

❍ Quick Recall

Before participants get out their Bibles
or lesson materials, challenge them to
recall the events of the biblical creation
story. Let them work together as one
team, separately as two or more teams,
or individually—however you prefer.
Have participants jot notes not only
about “what happens when, and how,”
but also to recall some significant
phrases, words, or sentences from the
story.
After a few minutes, invite participants to share what they have
remembered. Finally, ask them what
made these events and words stick out
in their minds. Was it the meaning of
the events and words? Was it the repetition?
Discuss what makes this story easy
to remember—and what makes it difficult to remember.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
A careful exploration of the creation story should lead participants toward exposing what lies beneath the events of the story. In so doing, we find that the heart
of this passage actually lies not in the mechanics of creation but within the
establishment of a unique relationship between God and humanity. This relationship is the
foundation for all that occurs in the rest of Scripture.

❍ Day by Day

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Day by
Day.” Guide participants to
fill in the blanks using
information from the Bible Background
section. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ How does this exercise help us better
understand the creation story?
➤ What details in this story do we tend
to focus on? Based on the structure of
the passage, do these details deserve
the attention we’ve given them?
➤ What other details come forward
when looking at the passage in this
way?

❍ From General to Specific

Read Genesis 1:1-5, 26–2:4a. (If you
wish, read the entire creation account.)
Using information from the Bible
Background section, describe the parallelism between days one, two, and three
and days four, five, and six. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Is God’s movement from the general
to the specific meaningful in any
particular way?
➤ Does this pattern show a movement
toward the creation of humans in any
particular way?
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➤ What does this pattern say about
humanity, God, and the relationship
between the two?

Reread Genesis 1:26-31. Discuss how
the creation of humans is both similar
and different from the previous acts of
creation. What did the biblical writer
want us to understand about the relationship between humans and God?

❍ The Sixth Day

Read Genesis 1:26-31. Remind participants of the story of Genesis 1, but ask
them to focus on the sixth day of
creation, and especially on the creation
of human beings. What details make
this day different from the others? List
these on the board.

Questions

➤ What do the details in these verses
say about the relationship between
God and human beings?
➤ What does it mean that humans are
created in God’s image?
➤ What does this story say about why or
for what purpose we were created?

A Way to End
It’s easy to find meaning in an epic story such as the creation account because it is
designed specifically to convey deep meaning. But applying these truths to daily
life can still be a challenge. Consider this difficulty as you select how best to help
participants move from mere understanding to life-transformation.

❍ I Was Created for…

Distribute paper or bumper-stickersized pieces of poster board as well as
markers and pens to each participant.
Challenge them to write the phrase “I
Was Created for…” in a creative and
artistic way on their papers.
Invite your class to quietly and
prayerfully consider how to finish that
sentence while you read Genesis 1:26-31
one more time. Read slowly and reflectively. Afterward, have participants
complete their sentences. Ask them to
keep these papers in a conspicuous location for the next several weeks to
remind them that God is their Creator.

❍ The Seventh Day

Note that God rested not because God
was tired, but because rest is good.
Discuss how rest and silence help us
to hear God’s voice in the midst of
creation.
Invite participants to take a few
moments of silence to rest and listen for
God’s voice. Remind them that half or
more of prayer should be listening and
not simply talking.
Close with a brief word of prayer,
thanking God for being created in God’s
image and entrusted with the care of
God’s creation.

Resources
Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English
Lexicon (Peabody MA: Hendrickson, 2006).
Paul H. Seely, “The Firmament and the Water Above,” The
Westminster Theological Journal 53 (1991), 227–40.
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Bible Background
Corruption and Righteousness
The story of the flood begins
in Genesis 6. This chapter
reveals God’s assessment that the
human race is “thoroughly evil” (6:5), to
the extent that God regrets having
created humanity in the first place (6:6).
The chapter goes on to describe God’s
decision to erase all life from the face of
the earth (6:7) and God’s grace in deciding to spare Noah because “the LORD
approved of him” (6:8). God
commanded Noah to build an ark to
save a remnant of life on the earth
(6:14-21). Noah’s obedience to God’s
command is a constant theme in the
story of the flood (6:22).
Having completed the ark according
to God’s instructions, Noah boards the
ark along with his whole household. In
chapter 6, remember, God extended
mercy because Noah found favor in
God’s sight. In chapter 7, God tells
Noah that he is spared because “among
this generation I’ve seen that you are a
moral man” (Gen 7:1).
At God’s command, Noah loads
animals onto the ark. Unlike the stories
and songs we teach our children, God
does not simply command Noah to take
“two of every kind” upon the ark.
Rather, God commands one pair of all
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unclean animals to be taken on the ark
as well as seven pairs of all clean
animals (7:2).
Extra clean animals are brought
because there will be a need for something to be eaten and for something to
be sacrificed. These careful instructions
seem to anticipate the questions that
the audience might have about necessities aboard the ark. We shouldn’t
overlook, however, that God’s mercy is
extended to animals considered
unclean, even though it is God’s intention to “wipe off ” the corruption of
God’s creation (7:4).

The Flood
In Genesis 7:11, the storyteller indicates
the timing of the flood with great precision. Perhaps this is simply to establish
a starting point for comparison against
the future notations of time that occur
in chapter 8. The storyteller next
describes the flood as commencing not
only from above but also from below as
“all the springs of the deep sea erupted”
(Gen 7:11). This sudden deluge alludes
to the creation story in Genesis 1, in
which God separates the waters above
from the waters below (1:6-7).
If separating the waters brought
order out of chaos, then unleashing
these waters represents a great reversal.
By sending the flood, God’s ordering

hand is removed from creation. The
result is chaos and destruction. It is
not, however, that God visits destruction upon creation so much as it is
that God refrains from intervening in
the natural consequences human
corruption and sin have brought about.
As Howard Wallace remarks, “human
sin, with its devastating effects and
insidious trait of corrupting all around
it, is a problem of earth-size dimensions.”
After the flood, the storyteller is
careful to indicate precisely how long it
took for the land to dry out after the
water receded (8:13-14). This may give
us an explanation as to why the text
previously included time notations. It
certainly indicates the storyteller’s—and
the audience’s—awareness that floods
are cataclysmic events that are not
quickly overcome or dismissed. This
was clearly a culture that respected and
even feared water as a destructive but
also cleansing force.

The Aftermath of Disaster
After Noah, his family, and the remaining animals depart from the ark, they
are again given the command to “be
fertile, and multiply on the earth” (Gen
8:17; see Gen 1:22, 28). With these
words, our minds are once again drawn
back to the story of creation as we talk
about re-creation and renewal. It can be
no accident that God repeats himself to
animals and humans alike in the wake
of the flood. Life is receiving a second
chance. Humanity’s sin has not doomed
all of creation.
Finally, in Genesis 9:8-9, God establishes a new covenant with Noah and
his descendants. This covenant extends
to “every living being with you” (9:10).
This covenant is not simply with the
human race—beings created in God’s
own image—but is with “all life” (9:11).

I. Before the Flood (Gen 7:1-5)
A. God commands Noah, a moral
man, to take refuge with his family
in the ark (v. 1).
B. God commands Noah to bring clean
and unclean animals into the ark
(vv. 2-3).
C. God promises to send the flood
(v. 4).
D. Noah is obedient (v 5).
II. The Flood (Gen 7:11-12)
A. The date of the flood is specified
(v. 11).
B. Water comes from below and above,
reversing the second day of creation
(v. 11).
C. The duration of the flood is noted
(v. 12).
III. The Flood Recedes (Gen 8:13-18)
A. The floodwaters at last recede. Once
again, the date is specified (v. 13).
B. The earth has returned to normal
(v. 14).
C. God commands Noah to depart the
ark with his family and the animals
(vv. 15-17).
D. Once again, Noah is obedient
(v. 18).
IV. A Covenant and a Promise (Gen 9:8-13)
A. God establishes a covenant with
Noah and his descendants (vv. 8-9).
B. The covenant is extended to all living
things (v. 10).
C. There will be no more earth-destroying floods (v. 11).
D. God gives the rainbow as a token or
sign of this promise (vv. 12-13).

Specifically, this covenant is a promise
of peace between God and an earth
formerly overwhelmed with corruption
and sin: “never again will all life be cut
Teaching Guide
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off by floodwaters,” God promises (Gen 9:11). Though our story began with God
sorrowful over a corrupted and fallen creation, it ends with God vowing never again
to wash away the world. God makes this vow not only to the co-regents of creation,
but also to all living things, clean and unclean alike. Things have changed.
As if that wasn’t surprising enough, God gives a token of this vow, something to
remind God and the entire world that God has freely given up the weapon of the
flood (Gen 9:12-13). God’s “bow” in the sky is not merely a clever explanation for
why rainbows exist or what they represent. This sign is, in fact, a token that God has
set down God’s own mighty bow. God has made peace with a broken world, full of
clean and unclean animals—full of both sinners and saints. What began in the
harsh yet righteous execution of justice has ended in surprising mercy and selfsacrifice by God Almighty.

A Way to Begin
It’s a wonder that “Noah’s Ark” is so popular as a children’s Bible story. After
all, we’re talking not only about the deaths of nearly every animal the storyteller and audience can imagine, but also the deaths of nearly every human
alive at the time. This story’s themes of sin, corruption, judgment, and death seem an odd fit
for children, who are otherwise shielded from stories this gruesome. As adult believers, we
have to find ways to talk plainly not only about the darkness of this passage, but also about
the grace and mercy hidden within it.

❍ What Makes Noah Different?

Read Genesis 7:1. Noah is a peculiar
character within the early stories of
Genesis. This uniqueness makes him
worthy of special attention. Brainstorm
with the class what makes Noah stand
out as a character worthy of salvation in
the midst of a corrupted world that is
doomed to destruction.

Questions

➤ What could it mean that God says to
Noah, “Among this generation I’ve
seen that you are a moral man” (Gen
7:1)?
➤ Does this suggest that God’s judgment that the rest of the world is
thoroughly corrupt might be an exaggeration?
➤ If so, why use such exaggeration in
this story? What point does it emphasize?
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❍ Wait, What Does the Bible Say?

Read Genesis 7:1-5, 11-12; 8:13-18; 9:813. (You may want to enlist several
volunteers.) Ask participants if there are
pieces of the story that seem to be
missing. Have they heard anything else
about Noah, or are they surprised that
other details are not included?
You may have to prompt them, but
many people are surprised not to see
mention of Noah preaching to the
people or of the people making fun of
Noah while he built the ark. (These
details arose in extrabiblical tradition
and are only hinted at in 2 Peter 2:5 and
Hebrews 11:7.)
Ask participants to propose explanations for the absence of these common
perceptions. Discuss the importance of
reading closely and the role of tradition
in storytelling.

A Way to Explore Scripture
Interpreting difficult passages like this one is perhaps one of the most important
tasks for careful students of Scripture. As we draw meaning from darker stories,
we learn a vital set of skills that can deepen our faith. Careful reading can also
enhance our appreciation of good questions and mysteries. In this passage, our challenge is to
draw out the theme of mercy and God’s unceasing love from the midst of colossal devastation and death. We should proceed carefully and intentionally.

❍ Hard Questions

If you have not already done so, read
Genesis 7:1-5, 11-12; 8:13-18; 9:8-13.
(You may want to enlist several volunteers.) Discuss some of the unspoken
“hard questions” associated with this
passage: how could God be the author
of such destruction, what about the
children, why do so many other cultures
have a flood story, etc.
Assure participants that it’s okay to
name some aspects of the story that
make us uncomfortable. Model this
assurance by listing some of your own
hard questions. Encourage participants
not only to ask these questions out
loud, but also not to satisfy the compulsion to quickly provide an “easy answer”
that makes the problem go away.

Questions

➤ What do we fear by asking difficult
questions about this text?
➤ What do we stand to gain from facing
these questions with honesty?
➤ What is the real message of this text?
As troubling as some of these details
are, do you think they were what the
biblical writer wanted us to focus on?
Explain.

The overall theme of the flood story
is the same as many other biblical
stories, and, in fact, it is the theme of the
biblical story: despite the destruction it
brings, God’s ultimate response to
human sin is mercy and grace.

❍ Mercy versus Judgment

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Mercy
versus Judgment.” Work
through the table as a
class. Discuss how the themes of mercy
and judgment are both present in our
passage. How does the tension between
these two themes produce a deeper and
more meaningful narrative?

❍ The Story behind the Story

There is a temptation with any of the
stories in Genesis 1–11 to get bogged
down in questions of history and
science. Encourage participants,
however, to look for “the story behind
the story.” Specifically, help them see
what the story says about its characters.
For example, note how the story
portrays God as relenting from punishment, or humanity as not completely
without representation before God.
If we focus on these kinds of details,
what might the flood story have to say
about the human condition as we experience it?
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A Way to End
There is comfort to be taken from the story of Noah and the flood, but we can only
find it by also acknowledging the mysterious ways of God as well. This is not an
easy story where we can draw a clear application and a simple meaning. Instead,
this is the kind of story we should encourage students to chew on after they leave. It is the
kind of story we want both to comfort and to bother them.

❍ God’s Bow

❍ Clean and Unclean Animals

Questions

Questions

Observe that many believers act as if
God is still at war with humanity. They
find it hard to grasp the promise of
grace and mercy because they fear the
next act of divine judgment is just
around the corner. How can Christians
demonstrate that they take the promise
of the rainbow seriously?

Resource

Ask participants if they think there is
any particular significance to the bow
that God uses as a symbol of future
protection.
➤ What might it mean for God, the
Lord of hosts, to lay aside his bow as
a sign of peace? Is this a peace treaty
between God and humanity, the
surrender of the conquering party, or
something else?
➤ What does it say about God’s mercy
that God is moved to make such
unprecedented covenants?
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Observe that it is not only the clean
animals that are saved in the ark but the
unclean ones as well. Ask the following
questions.
➤ What does it mean that God saves the
animals that God labels unclean?
➤ What does it say about God’s character and mercy that a remnant of the
unclean earth is saved aboard Noah’s
ark?
➤ Does God love even the unclean?
Explain.

Howard Wallace, “Genesis 9:8-17,”
hwallace.unitingchurch.org.au (26 February 2012)
<http://hwallace.unitingchurch.org.au/WebOTcomments
/LentB/Lent1.html>.

3
Lesson

Bible Background
The Mindset of a Slave
Because of its familiarity, it is
easy to assume that we know
the exodus story well. We can
easily ignore its profound and provocative message when it is told again. In
this passage, the storyteller is evidently
struggling with a big question: will God
fight Israel’s enemies (McElroy)? Yet
behind this question is perhaps an even
more essential one: what does liberation
mean in the face of adversity and even
slavery?
As we join the story in Exodus 14:10,
the Israelites have packed up their
things and have taken their first steps
toward the promised land. Once the
Israelites have left slavery and oppression behind in Egypt, however, Pharaoh
changes his mind and dispatches an
army of “six hundred elite chariots and
all of Egypt’s other chariots with
captains on all of them” (14:7).
The army bears down upon the
Israelites just as they begin to recognize
that Pharaoh has reneged on his agreement to let them go. The Israelites are
clearly terrified by the prospect of an
Egyptian army, especially one with chariots and horsemen, since they are
largely unarmed and unarmored.
In their terror, they lament their
situation to Moses with stinging words,
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asking if it’s because there weren’t
enough graves for them all in Egypt
that Moses led them out of Egypt (Ex
14:11). They even suggest that slavery in
Egypt was not that bad after all. Indeed,
they asked Moses to leave them alone
and not lead them out of slavery (14:12).
Moses tells them not to fear, however,
because the same God that called them
out of bondage would fight on their
behalf against the Egyptians (14:13-14).

The Intentions of a Liberator
God, however, responds to the lamentations of Israel and to Moses’
expectation by demonstrating a
complete lack of concern about what
appears to be impending destruction.
With the sea in front of them and the
terrible army of Egypt advancing from
behind, God tells Moses to lead Israel
forward into the sea (Ex 14:15).
The God who challenged Pharaoh
and all of Egypt does not suggest a military solution. God does not rally the
Israelite horde against Egypt or send
down legions of angels to annihilate the
Egyptian soldiers. Instead, God intends
to fight the oppressors of God’s people
with their own hearts and with creation
itself.
God commands Moses to stretch
out his hand over the sea, that seemingly insurmountable obstacle to

Israel’s freedom and safety, because
God is going to do something miraculous. God’s plan is to make a way
for the people through the midst of
death and danger (Ex 14:16). The liberation of Israel will then turn into the
means by which the Egyptians are
destroyed, God hints to Moses, once
their hearts are hardened and they once
again move to dominate and oppress
God’s people (14:17-18). To give Israel
time to make their miraculous escape,
God directs the angel of God that
appears as a pillar of cloud by day and a
pillar of fire by night to place itself in
the way of the Egyptians (14:19-20).
Moses is obedient to God’s
commands. He stretches out his hand
over the sea, and God sends a strong
wind to drive back the waters and leave
a strip of dry land the Israelites can
walk across (Ex 14:21). The Israelites
descend into this muddy haven and
begin to cross the sea (14:22). It is
tempting to imagine an orderly progression of Israelites from danger to safety,
but the text suggests that not only was
this a large and unorganized horde of
people, but they are also in a state of
panic. Consequently it’s safe to say that,
in spite of the miraculous nature of
God’s intervention, this was a chaotic
and anxious moment in the story.
When God releases the pillar of fire
and cloud from before the Egyptians,
the army descends into the gap and
soon finds itself in the midst of the
parted sea (Ex 14:23-24). The Egyptians
were well known for the strength of
their chariots and charioteers. As they
begin to cross the seabed, however, God
steps in to panic the army, just as their
chariots become bogged down in the
mud (14:25).
The panic, combined with the
stalled ranks of chariots, gives room for
God to execute a final stroke. At God’s
command, Moses once again stretches
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I. The Israelites’ Impending Destruction
(Ex 14:10-14)
A. Pharaoh’s army advances upon the
Israelites (v. 10).
B. The Israelites lament—slavery is
preferable to death (vv. 11-12).
C. Moses restates God’s earlier promise
of protection (vv. 13-14).
II. God’s Response to Israel’s Cry
(Ex 14:15-20)
A. God gives Moses a plan for escape
and commands him to follow
(v. 15-17).
B. God declares, “The Egyptians will
know that I am the LORD” (v. 18).
C. God protects the Israelites’ rear
against Egyptian advance (v. 19-20).
III. God’s Saving Work (Ex 14:21-31)
A. Moses stretches out his hand over
the sea, in obedience to God (v. 21).
B. God parts the sea with a “strong
east wind” (v. 21).
C. Israelites flee on dry ground (v. 22).
D. The Egyptians pursue, but they are
slowed and panicked (vv. 23-25).
E. The Egyptians decide to retreat
“because the LORD is fighting for
them” (v. 25).
F. God commands Moses again, and
Moses stretches out his hand over
the Red Sea (vv. 26-27).
G. God releases the sea, and it drowns
the Egyptian army (vv. 27-28).
H. The Israelites are saved by God
(vv. 29-30).
I. Israel’s faith in God is restored
(v. 31).
IV. Israel’s Response: Praising God
(Ex 15:20-21)

out his hand over the sea, and the
wind gives way to nature’s status quo.
The water returns to its natural place
and overcomes the Egyptian army
(Ex 14:26-28).

Images of Liberation
The exodus and especially God’s victory at the sea have long been cherished as
images of liberation. Christian interpreters have read the story as a foreshadowing
of God’s saving work through Jesus.
When the people of Israel find themselves safe on the other side of the sea,
having miraculously escaped slaughter by walking through a literal valley of the
shadow of death, they cannot help but praise the God who led them through danger
and liberated a people with much more experience at being slaves than at being free
(Ex 14:30-31).
Finally, in response to God’s surprising intervention and liberation, the storyteller relates how Miriam, Moses’ sister, led the women of Israel to sing songs of
praise and celebration (Ex 15:20-21).
This is the image Scripture gives us of true liberation. A formerly doubting and
terrified people are set free by walking through the water at God’s command. And
once safely on the other side, they rejoice.

A Way to Begin
In the story of the exodus of Israel from Egyptian slavery, we find a powerful
witness to God’s capacity to make free and whole people out of slaves. But in
the verses we’re studying, we also see the gritty reality that it is possible to
be physically free yet still have enslaved hearts and minds. In this in-between place, we see a
vision of ourselves as slaves to sin and corruption who have been set free, but who wonder if
perhaps we weren’t better off as slaves. This is an excellent story to help us understand what it
truly means to be free.

❍ A Slaver Set Free

Before class, research the story of John
Newton, a former slaver and author of
the hymn “Amazing Grace.” Share what
you’ve learned with the class. Have
participants list the themes they hear in
John Newton’s story. Discuss how
knowing his story influences their
perception of the hymn for which he is
famous.

Questions

➤ In what ways was John Newton a slave
to something bigger than himself ?
➤ Who (or what) controlled John
Newton?
➤ How was he set free?

❍ Our Pursuers

Invite participants to name some of the
things that they fear or worry about. Be
prepared to get the ball rolling by
sharing some of your own fears. On the
board, write a few words describing
each fear or worry. Once several items
have been listed, ask participants to
discuss how these things might be
compared to pursuing enemies or predators.
Discuss what it is like to be pursued
by fears or perceived threats to our lives
and security.
In today’s lesson, we read about the
Israelites being pursued by the
Egyptians and ultimately being rescued
by God to live in freedom.

Teaching Guide

15

A Way to Explore Scripture
As we interpret this familiar text, we mustn’t forget that God still speaks new
words through old stories. Help participants go beyond everything they already
think they know about this passage. Don’t let them hurry through this story as if
they’ve already mastered it. Instead, lead them to approach the story with reverence and
anticipation. It is a text through which God can speak to them once again.

❍ Led into a Scary Place

Ask participants to tell stories about when they’ve felt that God has led them to an
uncomfortable or scary place in their lives. Have a story of your own prepared to
inspire others to trust the group with their own stories.
Discuss how it felt to be led into a scary place like that.

Questions

➤ Was there a time when you looked
back and thought it would be better
not to grow or follow Jesus if it was
going to be so scary or uncomfortable?
➤ Did you get mad at God?
➤ Did you wonder if it wasn’t all a huge
mistake?

Read Exodus 14:10-31; 15:20-21.
Compare and contrast the Israelites’
experience at the sea with our own experiences of fear in difficult
circumstances. What can we learn from
God’s rescue of the Israelites?

Question

➤ How does God set us free from whatever binds us to the past?

❍ The Muddy Way

Distribute copies of the
resource page “The Muddy
Way.” Have participants fill
in the worksheet. Let them
share what they’ve written to the extent
that they are willing. Discuss what they
and others have shared.

❍ The Lord Is Fighting for Them!

Read Exodus 14:10-31; 15:20-21. Ask
participants to share examples of times
when God has fought somebody or
something on their behalf. This may be
something we only perceive in hindsight
when a difficult situation is resolved in
ways far better than we might have
hoped.

Questions

➤ Who are our “enemies” now? (Nudge
participants to think more in terms
of difficult circumstances than actual
people!)
➤ How does God fight them for us?

Discuss whether God has ever
fought us (our interests, our comfort
zones, etc.) on behalf of others? How
should we react to that experience?
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A Way to End
Every story of liberation and divine intervention provides an inroad to discussing
the application of Scripture. Today’s passage emphasizes that God is still a
liberator and that we are still at risk of becoming slaves, even if our chains are
not physical.

❍ Hear Our Prayer, O Lord

Ask participants to write a prayer about
things from which they’d like to be set
free. Have them list things that threaten
to make slaves out of them and ask God
to provide a “sea” for them to walk
through to escape these sins and
pursuers.

❍ Miriam’s Song Is Our Song

Reread Exodus 15:20-21. Challenge
participants to write a song modeled on
Miriam’s that celebrates how God has
acted in their lives. It doesn’t have to be
set to music or even be poetic.
Challenge them to fill in the blanks:
“Sing to the LORD, for he has
___________ in my life;
________ he has thrown into the
sea.”

❍ Free Indeed

Share John 8:36: “Therefore, if the Son
makes you free, you really will be free.”
Discuss what it means to be “really free.”
What would this look like in our daily
lives?

Resources
Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews,
<http://www.biblestudytools.com/history/flavius-josephus/antiquities-jews/book-2/chapter-15.html>.
Geoff McElroy, “September 14, 2008 – Eighteenth Sunday
After Pentecost,” Desert Scribblings
<http://gmcelroy.typepad.com/desertscribblings/2008/09/september-14-2008-eighteenth-sunday-a
fter-pentecost.html>.
Tertullian, “On Baptism,” Anti-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip
Schaff (Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans, 2009).
<http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/anf 03.vi.iii.ix.html>.

Invite participants to find other
ways of proclaiming God’s victory in
their lives. Encourage them to repeat
their song to themselves in the coming
days to remind them that God is still
our liberator.
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Bible Background
To Those Who Will Listen
The book of Proverbs is traditionally said to be written by
Solomon, but this seems to be in
acknowledgment of the idea that
Solomon was a producer of many of the
statements of wisdom included in the
book (Hester, 309–10). As with many of
the books of the Old Testament, it’s
hard to say who finally put pen to paper
in that sense of authorship. Whoever
those ancient compilers were, Proverbs
is clearly the product of thoughtful
effort in collecting and arranging a
wealth of wisdom sayings. The book is
undoubtedly the product of a Hebrew
wisdom “school” or tradition. It might
therefore be assumed that the original
readers of Proverbs were also, in part,
its authors.
As the collected wisdom of a people
much acquainted with struggle and
loss, these statements of wisdom are
valuable not only as a literary artifact,
but also as a practical guide on how to
live life. Ellen Davis writes,
What makes it possible for the
proverbs to come alive even today
among people of biblical faith is
that they shed light on things all of
us worry about, for ourselves and
for our children, the things people
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regularly consult their pastors
about: how to avoid bitter domestic
quarrels, what to tell you children
about sex and about God, what to
do when somebody asks to borrow
money, how to choose the right
friends and be a good friend, how
to make a living that is decent, both
ethically and financially. In short,
the proverbs are instruction in the
art of living well. (12)

Our passage gathers up the arguments of Proverbs 1–7. The value of
wisdom is described using the literary
technique of personification. Wisdom is
depicted as a woman who offers her
blessings to all who are willing to learn.

A Message to All People
Lady Wisdom calls to everybody, as is
made clear in the opening verses of
chapter 8. When we reach verse 4, we
find a clear statement of the universal
nature of Wisdom’s speech: “My voice
goes out to all of humanity.”
Even before this declaration, in
verses 1-3, we learn that Wisdom is not
speaking her message to a select crowd,
but rather to anyone who falls within
the sound of her voice. In the first part
of verse 2, we see Wisdom on a high
place beside a road. Presumably, this is a
place of traffic and is very conspicuous.
As if that wasn’t clear enough, the

image shifts to an even more obvious
place of traffic: a crossroads. Moving
from the crossroads, we envision
Wisdom speaking in a place synonymous with frenetic activity and masses
of people: “the gate before the city” (8:
3).
At the beginning of Wisdom’s
speech (8:5-8), she extols the importance of understanding and careful
attention to what she has to say. Hilary
of Poitiers makes this distinction clear
when he writes,
In the first place while wisdom
addresses everyone, it warns the
simple to understand subtlety and
the unlearned to apply their heart,
in order that the zealous and attentive reader may evaluate the
meanings of words that are distinct
and different. It teaches, therefore,
that all things are to be done,
understood, praised and grasped
according to its methods and plans.
(Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon,
57-58)

This command to seek wisdom comes
with a solid pedigree: “I speak things
that are correct…. My mouth utters the
truth…. All the words of my mouth are
righteous” (8:6-8).
This praise of Wisdom goes beyond
appreciation for the teachings and
wisdom of the writers’ culture to
include the note that wisdom is something God has given. After all, how
could wisdom be so intricately linked
with justice, righteousness, truth, right,
and the endowment of wealth if it were
not the gift of God?
Verses 19-21 make this connection
clear to an audience that connects
wealth and bounty to the God who calls
them to listen to wisdom. It accomplishes this through the use of gold and
silver imagery and with direct statements such as the claim in verse 21 that

I. Wisdom is personified as a woman
(Prov 8:1-3).
A. She calls out to be heard by those
who will listen (v. 1).
B. She is found in conspicuous locations (vv. 2-3): the high places on
the road, the crossroads, and the
gates where people enter the town.
II. Wisdom speaks to everybody
(Prov 8:4-8).
A. The audience to whom Wisdom is
speaking is identified (v. 4).
B. People need to gain understanding
(v. 5).
C. Why? Because Wisdom is going to
say some very important things that
people need to know (vv. 6-7).
D. Everything Wisdom says is right and
good (v. 8).
III. Wisdom offers benefits to those who
listen (Prov 8:19-21).
A. Wisdom’s offerings are better than
wealth (v. 19).
B. Those who love Wisdom will truly be
wealthy (vv. 20-21).
IV. Wisdom addresses those who need her
most (Prov 9:4-6).
A. She addresses “those who lack
sense” (v. 4).
B. She invites those without sense to
join her meal (v. 5).
C. She contrasts immaturity and
insight, indicating that her way is
the way of the living (v. 6).

Wisdom provides for those who love
her and will “fill up their treasuries.” In
short, wisdom is worthy of pursuit
because God has made its pursuit rich
with incentives.
As Wisdom’s speech continues, she
readdresses herself to “those who lack
sense” (9:4). In 9:1-3, Wisdom builds her
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house with seven pillars, a fact that many of the earliest scholars and authors found
peculiar and significant. Some of the great fathers and mothers of the Church
understood the allusion to bread and wine in verse 5 to be a reference to the
Christian practice of the Eucharist or “Lord’s Supper” and the “house” of verse 1 to
be the temple in Jerusalem, a prefiguring of the church itself (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song of Solomon, 72-74).
Wisdom’s new audience (that is, those who lack sense) is commanded to take up
the way of wisdom and be remade by doing so. She proclaims that not only are the
incentives mentioned in previous verses worth pursuing, but that life itself proceeds
from wisdom and wise choices.
The biblical writer goes on to state the benefits of following her direction in
verses 7-12. Then, the remainder of the book of Proverbs explores the content of
that wisdom.

A Way to Begin
Wisdom literature, like the book of Proverbs as a whole and like our passage
specifically, tends to strike a balance between clear statements of what is good
and right and poetic statements that are beautiful but perhaps unclear.
Encourage participants to appreciate both of these aspects of our passage. Begin the lesson
by exploring both of these aspects.

❍ Wisdom or Intelligence?

Make two columns on the board. At the
top of the left column, write “Wisdom.”
At the top of the right column, write “
Intelligence.” Invite participants to
discuss the difference between the two.
Write their comments in the appropriate column.
You might help them get started by
asking them to name some people who
personify wisdom, then others who
personify intelligence. Ask how these
people are alike and how they are different.

Questions

➤ How does a wise person act and
speak?
➤ How does an intelligent person act
and speak?
➤ Is it possible to be intelligent without
being wise? Is it possible to be wise
without being intelligent? Explain.
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❍ More Modern Proverbs

Challenge participants to list as many
contemporary proverbs as they can
recall. (For example, “Haste makes
waste,” “All work and no play makes
Jack a dull boy,” etc.)
Either write them on the board or
have participants recall as many
proverbs as they can, as quickly as they
can. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ Are any of the proverbs you named
especially important to you? Why?
➤ What lessons do proverbs teach?
➤ Is every proverb always true?
➤ Can a proverb be true for some situations but not others? Explain.

A Way to Explore Scripture
Wisdom literature is an artistic style of writing. It is not necessarily historically or
scientifically precise. That’s not to say that it is less reliable, but rather that this
kind of literature depends on its underlying truth for its strength. Lead participants to grasp the truth that lies beneath the surface of the text. Remind them that
proverbs by their nature point at truth more than they state it in clear and definitive ways.

❍ The Value of Wisdom

Read Proverbs 8:1-8. Explain the biblical
writer’s use of personification to
present Wisdom as a compelling figure
who is worth getting to know. Discuss
why the writer would use such a technique.

Questions

➤ Why does the author portray Wisdom
as crying out in a public place? What
might this say about the relative ease
or difficulty in acquiring wisdom?
➤ Why does the author portray Wisdom
as crying out to everyone?

Read Proverbs 8:19-21. Have participants share things that friends or loved
ones have taught them that changed
their lives for the better. Be prepared to
share an example or two from your own
life to stimulate conversation and guide
it in an appropriate direction.

❍ A Profile of Wisdom

Read Proverbs 8:1-8, 19-21; 9:4-6.
Discuss what is meant by “wisdom” in
these verses. Where does it come from?
What does it do? What does it look like?
If you began with the “Wisdom or
Intelligence” option, ask participants to
compare their descriptions of wisdom
with the characteristics they see here.

Questions

➤ When we think of wisdom today,
what sorts of images come to mind?
How are these like or unlike what we
see in Proverbs 8–9?
➤ When have you seen this kind of
wisdom demonstrated?
➤ Why does it seem that some people
pay attention to wisdom’s voice and
others don’t?
➤ What would you be willing to give up
to attain this kind of wisdom?

Questions

➤ How much money would you accept
to erase that wisdom from your life?
➤ Is there any way to put a price on
something like wisdom well received
and understood?
➤ How does this discussion help us
understand the claim that wisdom’s
fruit is “better than gold” (8:19)?

Read Proverbs 9:4-6. What does it
mean that Wisdom makes a special
appeal to the “naïve” and “those who
lack sense” (9:4)?
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A Way to End
The point of all wisdom literature is life application, and that is no less true for
today’s passage. If wisdom is truly available to all, then all of us have the
opportunity to grow in wisdom. Help participants recognize the importance of
seeking God’s will and wisdom for their lives.

❍ A Conspicuous Location

Distribute copies of the
resource page “A
Conspicuous Location.”
Have participants fill out
the worksheet, then share their
responses with the class.

❍ Maturity

Ask participants to consider what it
means to “abandon your simplistic
ways” (Prov 9:6). Have them quietly
reflect upon ways in which they are still
simplistic or immature, either spiritually and emotionally. What would their
lives look like if they were more mature?
Invite participants to pray silently
for God to help them abandon their
simplistic ways and walk in the way of
understanding.
After a time of silence, offer a brief
prayer for your own lack of maturity
(one or two sentences). Allow others to
do the same if they are so inclined.
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❍ From Wisdom’s Lips

Provide paper and pens to each participant. Suggest that the voice of Wisdom
is the voice God uses to speak to our
hearts.
Ask participants to write down
things they are confident God would say
about life and how to live it. Next, ask if
they are acting on this wisdom.
Encourage them to hear the words
they’ve written and to act wisely on
them.
Lead the class in a brief time of
prayerful reflection.

Resources
Ellen F. Davis, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs,
Westminster Bible Companion, vol. 12 (Louisville KY:
Westminster John Knox, 2000).
H. I. Hester, The Heart of Hebrew History: A Study of the Old
Testament (Liberty MO: Quality, 1976).
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Ancient Christian
Commentary on Scripture: Old Testament, vol. 9, ed. J.
Robert Wright (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 2005).
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Bible Background
The Babylonian Captivity
To understand the subtle and
symbolic words of a prophet
like Ezekiel, it is important to
understand one of the most significant
events in Israel’s history: the exile. What
Ezekiel preached and wrote is intimately wrapped up in what the people
of Israel experienced in their exile from
the land.
After the death of King Solomon
around 931 BC, the northern kingdom
of Israel, with its capital at Samaria,
broke off from the southern kingdom
of Judah, with its capital in Jerusalem.
Two centuries later, the northern
kingdom fell to Assyria around 722 BC
when Sargon II finally conquered
Samaria. Sargon’s son Sennacherib
pressed the attack upon the southern
kingdom but was turned back. The
southern kingdom endured for another
135 years.
Assyria was eventually conquered by
Babylonia. In 605 BC, Nebuchadnezzar
of Babylonia crushed Assyria and its
allies, and Judah declared allegiance to
Babylon even as it began to conspire
how to escape this arrangement. The
prophet Jeremiah warned against such
actions but was largely ignored.
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Eight years later, in 597 BC, King
Jehoiakim of Judah refused to pay its
tribute to Babylonia. Nebuchadnezzar
and his army besieged Jerusalem,
Jehoiakim died during the siege, and his
young son Jehoiachin became king long
enough to surrender to Babylon and be
carried into captivity.
Judah’s continued resistance to
Babylonian rule eventually resulted in
another siege. Once again, the
Babylonians were victorious. They
destroyed the temple and burned
Jerusalem in 587 BC. As was the practice
of Babylonia and other imperial
conquerors, many of Israel’s powerful
and wealthy citizens were taken into
exile back to Babylon. This mass deportation would ensure a relative peace in
this highly contested land.
In this context, Ezekiel speaks
prophetically to the people of Israel in
their captivity in Babylonia. He speaks
in a time when there is no more temple,
no more monarchy or nation-state, and
no more corporate Jewish identity. The
Babylonians had conquered what
Assyria could not and, as Jeremiah
insists, did so with the blessing and
guidance of the God who led Israel out
of Egypt in the first place.
This was a low point unlike
anything we can imagine for a people
who had known freedom and lived in a

promised land. Ezekiel speaks to a
broken people who long to return to
the land they once knew.

For the Sake of God’s Holy Name
Ezekiel 36 is a record of God’s words to
the Jews in exile. God makes it clear that
it is not for Israel’s sake that God will
act, but for the sake of God’s “holy
name” (v. 22). God acts because God’s
own reputation is at stake. This theme
is accentuated by the description of how
God’s name had been “degraded among
the nations” and how it was largely
Israel’s fault that God’s name has been
profaned (v. 23).
This loss of reputation is a reference
to the Babylonian conquest of
Jerusalem and the perceived weakness
of Israel’s God compared to Babylonia’s
gods. After all, if Israel was conquered
by Nebuchadnezzar, then it must be at
least in part because Nebuchadnezzar’s
gods were more powerful than
Jerusalem’s God. The prophet Jeremiah
insisted that the Babylonian captivity
was not the result of God’s weakness,
but was instead the result of God’s plan
to form, reform, and purify the people.
Therefore, since God’s plan to remedy
Israel’s sin and rebellion made God
appear weak, God set out to remove this
perception by drawing God’s people
back together (v. 24).
Having set them free from captivity
once again—an allusion the original
audience would have immediately
recognized as a reference to the exodus
from Egypt—God promises once again
to “cleanse” them from the effects of
bondage and captivity (v. 25).
That God acts for the sake of God’s
own name can be unsettling if we generally presume that God acts only in
response to humanity’s needs. If that is
the sort of God we believe in—one who
drops everything to cater only to our
needs (or even our wants)—we may be
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I. God will restore Israel from exile in
order to sanctify God’s holy name
(Ezek 36:22-24).
A. God commands Ezekiel to speak to
Israel in exile (v. 22).
B. It’s not for Israel that God will act,
it’s for the sake of God’s “holy
name” (vv. 22-23).
C. God will collect scattered Israel and
restore them (v. 24).
II. God will cleanse and renew Israel
(vv. 25-30).
A. God will cleanse Israel from their
idolatry with “clean water” (v. 25).
B. God will change the heart of Israel,
renewing their spirit (vv. 26-27).
C. God promises that Israel, currently
in exile and dispersion, will again live
in the promised land (v. 28).
D. God promises abundant food and
an end to disgrace (vv. 29-30).
III. In response to God’s saving work,
Israel will repent and change its ways
(Ezek 36:31-32).
A. Israel will finally realize what evil
they committed in forsaking God
(v. 31).
B. Israel will regret their idolatry and
sin (v. 31).
C. God reminds Israel that Israel has
not earned this restoration, but God
will do it in spite of what they
deserve (v. 32).

shocked at what God says here. It is for
the sake of God’s reputation that God
saves the people of Israel from
Babylonian captivity.
Though it may seem that God’s tone
is harsh, it is still clear that God is
committed to Israel’s salvation. God’s
people are promised “a new heart” and

a “new spirit” because the devastation of conquest and captivity has given them a
“stony heart” (vv. 26-27).
This image of cleansing purificationis further developed by God’s promise of
new crops and lack of famine in the land God promised them long ago (vv. 28-30).
God’s promise of prosperity in the land of promise still holds.
What is striking about all of these promises is that God’s great acts of undeserved grace and mercy will not only show the world that the God of Israel is
powerful, but they will also work a miracle in the hearts of the people. Those who
have been saved will look upon their past transgressions and recognize the great evil
they have done by turning from the God who freed them from slavery to human
masters, even as they submitted themselves to other masters through sin and idolatry (v. 31).
Having made these stunning promises and having spoken of redemption and
purification, God reminds the people that it will be God’s name that is cleansed by
this great act of salvation and that Israel must walk the path of repentance (v. 32).

A Way to Begin
This lesson presents an incredible opportunity to teach something that is central
to the Christian understanding of sin, grace, and salvation. Namely, it’s all
about God—not us. God’s words to Ezekiel confirm this idea and challenge
our temptation to be focused on ourselves and “our story” to the detriment of God and
“God’s story.”

❍ As the Ruin Falls

Obtain a copy of C. S. Lewis’s poem “As
the Ruin Falls” (see, for example,
PoemHunter.com.) Read the poem several
times before class.
Begin the class by reading the poem
slowly and deliberately. Distribute
copies of the poem and solicit participants’ thoughts and reflections on
Lewis’s words.

Questions

➤ How do we resemble Lewis’s images
of the scholar’s parrot when it comes
to our words about God?
➤ How do we secretly believe that the
story of salvation is all about us?

Help participants identify the
aspects of this poem that resonate most
powerfully with their experience of God
and God’s formation of their hearts and
minds.

❍ Bad Examples

Discuss public perceptions of God and
Christianity.

Questions

➤ Which examples of Christian thought
and practice get more attention—the
“good” or the “bad”?
➤ What thoughts, actions, and perceptions of the church distract people
from God?
➤ How do you feel about the negative
perceptions that distract people from
God?

Do not focus on complaining about
people or viewpoints that participants
dislike. Rather, help participants understand the damage believers can do to
people’s perceptions of God by the way
we speak and act.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Having grasped that the story of salvation is first and foremost God’s story,
we must also examine our place in the story. We must understand not only
Ezekiel’s historical context, but also how the prophet’s experiences might intersect
with our own.

❍ The History of Exile

Using the historical information
provided in the Bible Background
section, summarize the history leading
up to and into the Babylonian exile.
It may be that some participants
have heard of the exile but not grasp its
significance within the arc of Jewish
history. Help participants understand
the emotional devastation wrought by
this national catastrophe. Show how it
challenged the Jews’ understanding of
God and God’s role and power in their
lives.
Read Ezekiel 36:22-32. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What questions might the experience
of exile have raised about God and
how God works in history?
➤ How does Ezekiel’s prophecy provide
answers to these questions?
➤ If you were one of the exiles, would
these answers satisfy you? Why or
why not?
➤ What in Ezekiel’s answers might you
find challenging or discomforting?
Explain.

Discuss what this passage says about
how God works in and through history.

Questions

➤ Just as God used the Babylonians for
God’s own purposes, how might God
use the difficult circumstances believers sometimes face today?
➤ How can we affirm that God works in
history without making God guilty
for suffering and evil?
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Lesson 5

❍ Strangers in a Strange Land

Read Ezekiel 36:22-32. Ask participants
to imagine what it would be like to be
captives of a foreign power. Have them
imagine that they were witnesses to the
destruction of all the most important
emblems of your country’s greatness
(for example, Americans might imagine
the destruction of the Capitol Building,
the White House, Wall Street, etc.)
After imagining what exile and
slavery would feel like, challenge participants to imagine how God’s promises in
this passage would sound to them in
their captivity.
Finally, ask them if they can think of
any ways in which God’s promises to the
captive Israel speak to us and our place
in this world.

❍ Our Own Psalm 137

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Our Own
Psalm 137.” Have participants complete the
worksheet, then allow as many as are
willing to share their responses with the
class. Discuss how Ezekiel’s words
might answer someone experiencing
this type and degree of tragedy.

A Way to End
At last, we must find the connection between this text with our own lives and our
spiritual formation as children of a saving and reforming God. Help participants take Ezekiel’s words to heart and experience the restoration that God
promises to all God’s people.

❍ You Will Be Cleansed

Set a bowl of water on the table. Reread
Ezekiel 36:25-27. Invite participants to
pray that God would give them a new
heart and a new spirit.
After a time of prayer, invite participants to dip their hand into the bowl
and take a few moments to reflect on
the covenant they made with God in
their baptism. (If some participants
have not been baptized, offer to discuss
what that means with them.)
If appropriate, dip your hand in the
bowl and sprinkle water over your class,
repeating Ezekiel’s words: “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be
cleansed of all your pollution” (v. 25).

❍ The Nations Will Know

God uses the salvation of Israel to tell a
story of grace and love to the nations
(see Ezek 36:23-24).
Ask participants to reflect on the
ways God could use the hard or shameful parts of their own stories (or your
congregation’s story) to tell your city
and neighborhood a story of grace and
love.
Challenge participants to accept
these difficult parts of their history and
be willing to tell the story of how God
has restored them, so that God might be
glorified.

Resources
Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets (New York: Harper,
2001).
H. I. Hester, The Heart of Hebrew History: A Study of the Old
Testament (Liberty MO: Quality, 1976).
C. S. Lewis, “As the Ruin Falls,” PoemHunter.com
<http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/as-the-ruinfalls-2>.
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DAY BY DAY
In one sentence, sum up the events of each day of creation on the left. In the right section,
write one sentence about something it says about God and/or human beings.
What Happened

Day

Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

Day 4

Day 5

Day 6

Day 7
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What It Means

MERCY VERSUS JUDGMENT
The story of Noah and the flood is one in
which we see both God’s judgment and God’s
mercy. In the space provided, identify some of
the places where both are represented within
particular sections of the text.

I see judgment when…

Genesis 7:1

Genesis 7:4

Genesis 8:13-14

Genesis 8:15-17

Genesis 9:8-11

Genesis 9:12-13
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I see mercy when…

THE MUDDY WAY
Though we may never have crossed the sea on foot, we have certainly crossed
through danger and fears with pursuers hot on our heels—we just might never
have thought about it that way. Take a few moments to consider prayerfully a
time when God set you free from some sin or danger by leading you through
the midst of worries and fears.

What
were you
worried
about?

What did it feel like to be in
the midst of all this with your
pursuers hot on your heels?

What was waiting for you
on the other side of all
that fear and bondage?

What were
some things,
or who
were
some
people,
who made
escape hard?

From what did God set
you free? Was it some
particular sin or
addiction? Was it a
person? Was it a system
or group of people?
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A CONSPICUOUS LOCATION
Sometimes it seems that what is wise and prudent is strikingly obvious. At other
times, it’s hard to figure out what is the right thing to do. Wouldn’t it be nice if
Wisdom always stood in a conspicuous location to get our attention?
Complete the following sentences and reflect on how you might more easily
find the wise path in your life.
• It’s easiest for me to know what I should do when…

• When I make wise decisions, they usually feel…

• When I make foolish decisions, they usually feel…

• Sometimes I know what I should do, but I don’t do it because…

• People who communicate the path of wisdom to me are…
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OUR OWN PSALM 137
Psalm 137 reflects the heartrending tragedy of the exile. It is a psalm that would have resonated
with people to whom Ezekiel preached on many levels.
In the space that follows each line from Psalm 137, try writing your own interpretation to reflect
how you might have felt in a similar situation.
Alongside Babylon’s streams, there we sat down, crying because we remembered Zion. (v. 1)

We hung our lyres up in the trees there because that’s where our captors asked us to sing…songs of
joy: “Sing us a song about Zion!” they said. (vv. 2-3)

Jerusalem! If I forget you, let my strong hand wither! Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth
if I don’t remember you. (vv. 5-6)

LORD, remember what the Edomites did…. “Rip it down, rip it down! All the way to its foundations!”
they yelled. (v. 7)

Daughter Babylon, you destroyer, a blessing on the one who pays
you back the very deed you did to us! (v. 8)
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