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

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

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

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

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

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

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

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

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

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

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

meant” to “what the text means.”

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



Bible Background
The Gospel of Mark was likely
written by a man named Mark,

also known as “John whose
other name was Mark.” Mark was

a Jew and the cousin of Barnabas (Col
4:10). Mark accompanied both Barnabas
and Paul on their first missionary journey
(Acts 13:5), and he eventually caused
Barnabas and Paul’s estrangement
(Reynolds, 549).

Mark was also known as Peter’s inter-
preter, writing about Peter’s experiences
with Jesus. According to the Bishop of
Hieropolis, “Mark, having become the
interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately
whatever he remembered of the things
said and done by the Lord, but not
however in order” (ibid., 550).

Historically there has been debate
over whether Mark wrote in Palestine or
Rome, but scholars tend to favor Rome.
Palestine was a Jewish city. Thus, if this
Gospel were written in Palestine, Mark
would not have needed to explain Jewish
customs to the audience, as he often did
(for example, in 7:3-5, the washing of
hands). Also, the language of Palestine is
Aramaic, but Mark translated each of the
Aramaic phrases into Greek. Most
presume a Roman audience needed this
translation, for they would have been
unfamiliar with Aramaic.

The Roman setting helps designate
the time frame of the text, given its many

references to Christian persecution. The
tension in the Gospel is understandable
due to the enormous amount of persecu-
tion the writer and his fellow believers
endured. Nero was the emperor of the
Roman Empire between the years AD 54
and 68, and his reputation included his
hatred of Christians. In AD 64, Nero was
believed responsible for a deadly fire that
swept across Rome, obliterating ten of the
city’s fourteen wards. After much criti-
cism, Nero used Christians as a scapegoat,
blaming them for this massive destruc-
tion. Tacitus, a Roman historian, reported
that Rome arrested Christians by the
hundreds. Christian persecution contin-
ued to become more severe and
widespread as the years passed, and in 
AD 70, the city of Jerusalem was burned.
The Jerusalem temple fell, and all of its
inhabitants were sent into exile. Because
of this turmoil, Mark saw the urgent need
to record the faith history of Christians
for future generations to read and live by.
Thus, the Gospel of Mark is believed to be
the first Gospel written, being recorded
sometime between the years AD 64 and 72.

Given the unsettled climate of these
years, many understand the Gospel of
Mark as a pastoral response to the terrify-
ing and life-threatening situation. Mark
subtly points out the similarities between
the Roman Christians’ persecution and
the suffering of Jesus. M. Hengel wrote,
“The time in which the evangelist is living
is coloured by the vivid experience of
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fearful persecution, and expanding
mission, the danger of being led astray,
and the tumult of war threatening the
whole empire” (Reynolds, 550). It is no
wonder that Mark emphasizes Jesus’
dialogues regarding the present and
future persecution of Christians. What
better way to bring comfort to his audi-
ence than to remind them that Jesus
himself foretold these tumultuous days
and offered hope (4:17; 6:45-51; 10:29-30)?

We can understand Mark’s urgency.
Because of persecution, it was important
to record these stories before no one was
left alive who had experienced Jesus first-
hand. This effort is clear throughout the
Gospel. From its beginning, which is not
even a complete sentence, the reader can
tell that Mark is in a hurry to record the
history of Christianity. This Gospel story
is the only one of the Synoptic (meaning
“similar”) Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and
Luke) that does not include a birth narra-
tive. Words and phrases such as
“immediately” (1:12; 6:50; 9:20, 24; 14:43)
and “while he was still speaking” 
(5:35; 14:43) are used frequently through-
out the Gospel, indicating the rapid pace
not only at which Jesus helped others but
also the way in which Mark interpreted
these events to have taken place. 

Mark includes symbolism in his
writing as well. A number of times, we
witness Jesus and his disciples crossing
over the Sea of Galilee, from the Jewish
side to the region of the Gentiles 
(5:1, 21; 6:45, 53). Many believe Jesus
frequently crossed the sea to illustrate his
indiscriminate love for all people, Jews
and Gentiles alike. Also, Mark uses this
crossing to illustrate that even in persecu-
tion, all people are entitled to the love of
Christ.

Such love and care for all people is
also modeled in this session’s passage.
Jesus reveals the importance of all
people—immediate disciple or follower,
child or adult, Christian or non-Christian—
fulfilling the call to Christianity.

Introduction: We often serve as obstacles
toward others, whether within the church
or in our daily lives. The disciples were not
perfect, either, and they show us what
happens when we allow our own ambitions
to get in the way of doing good for others.

I. Background of the Gospel of Mark
A. The Gospel of Mark was most likely

written by Mark, the cousin of
Barnabas.

B. It is believed to have been written in
Rome between the years AD 64 
and 70.

C. It is an urgent message recorded for
future generations.

II. Who Are These Disciples?
A. We need to understand that these first

listeners of Jesus were not much
different from us.

B. Jesus called twelve disciples and many
others followed.

III. Who Is Called to Missions? (9:38-41)
A. How can we understand the motiva-

tions behind the disciples’ actions?
B. We need to look within ourselves to

see where we act similarly.

IV. How to Live the Call Ourselves 
(9:42-48)

A. We need to understand Jesus’ com -
mands concerning our eyes, hands,
and feet and why these “body-altering”
actions are necessary.

B. We need to seek the ways Jesus is
speaking to us through this passage
and discover how we can use these
words as a guide in our daily lives.
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❍ What If It Were You?
After reading this lesson’s Scripture,
explain that the disciples were a group of
twelve from a variety of backgrounds.
They shared one thing: they encountered
the power and love of Jesus firsthand, and
they wanted to be a part of his mission.
Some left jobs where they earned just
enough to get by, while others left jobs
that brought them great wealth. All left
behind families, friends, and homes to
follow the One who promised them much
more meaning in life. 

These disciples are not much different
from us. Most of us know what it is like
to have a job, a family, and a home. Ask
the group to imagine this situation: You
are at your workplace and a modestly
dressed man, looking no more than thirty,
enters your office or cubicle. You remem-
ber seeing him earlier that day during
your lunch hour. He was standing on the
corner by your favorite eatery proclaiming
to any passerby who would listen,
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has
come near!” He now stands at your desk,
looking straight into your eyes with a
look of determination, and he says,
“Follow me!”

Questions
➤ What do you do?
➤ Is this situation different from that of

the disciples? If so, in what ways?
➤ What are some unique and rewarding

ways to react to such a proposal?

❍ How Would You React?
Inform the group that Jesus has chosen
each of them as a disciple. They have not
been on this journey with Jesus long, but
their lives are noticeably different. Before,
they had jobs with schedules to follow.
Now, they have no homes, possessions, or
money. They are not able to see their
families and friends, and many consider
them crazy for having left everything to
follow this radical man who makes the
government and mainstream religious
types uncomfortable. They witness heal-
ings, exorcisms, people being raised from
the dead, and thousands being fed with
practically nothing; such incidents begin
to seem “normal.” 

Now, read aloud Mark 9:42-48. Ask
your group how they feel about this new
way of life. Help the class understand that
though there are great rewards for being a
disciple, it is not an easy task.

Questions
➤ How can a better understanding of the

disciples help us better understand
Jesus?

➤ What can we learn from their situation?
➤ How are we sometimes guilty of assess-

ing others’ skills and motives before
trying to understand more about their
situations?

The goal of this session is to move the learners from an understanding of “what
this text meant” to “what this text means.” Therefore, it is important, as best we
can, to understand the lives and minds of the disciples. In doing so, we can better

grasp why the disciples acted as they did and what we can learn from their example. 
Jesus did not clearly define the journey of these disciples when he called them. There are not

many specifics in the invitation, “Follow me!” Thus, when these disciples took Jesus up on his offer,
they did so by faith. Undoubtedly, Jesus believed in on-the-job training. Consider one of the follow-
ing options to help your class better understand the difficult journey of Jesus’ first  followers.

A Way to Begin
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❍ Seeing Ourselves in the Disciples
As you explore the text more fully, explain
that the disciples were still learning to
follow Christ. Share with the class that
the Gospel of Mark portrays Jesus’ disci-
ples as followers who don’t yet understand
who Jesus really is. In this Gospel, the
disciples are considered the most difficult
to teach. Use questions like the following
to discuss some of the disciples’ actions.

Questions
➤ Why do you think the disciples

prevented the man from expelling
demons in Christ’s name?

➤ What reasons would you have to
prevent someone from doing some-
thing in Christ’s name?

When you finish discussing these ques-
tions, ask someone to read aloud Mark
9:14-29. Note that the disciples were not
much different than we are today. After
reading this text, ask what other reasons
the disciples might have had for stopping
the other man from casting out demons.

Discuss the feelings of competition
and superiority that are not new to
humanity and how they continue to shape
our actions toward others. Explain that
we are often prone to act as obstacles
rather than partners and agents of bless-
ing. Ask the class how they can help each
other be more humble in these areas. 

Questions
➤ How do negative feelings toward others

prevent us from doing good?
➤ In what do you think our feelings of

superiority are rooted?
➤ How can we overcome our tendencies

toward competition and superiority?
➤ How have Jesus’ teachings helped you

remain humble?

❍ An Important Task
After reading the text aloud, lead a brief
discussion with questions like these:
“Why do you think the disciples stopped
the man from performing an exorcism?
Even more, why do you think they told
Jesus what they had done?” Ask the class
for examples of when they have acted in a
similar manner. Refer them to the
“Reflecting” section of the Learner’s
Study Guide for an example if they need
help directing their thoughts. After
exchanging a few personal stories, ask
them to paraphrase Jesus’ response in
verses 39-49. Ask, “What do these instruc-
tions mean for us today? Why do you
suppose Jesus used such severe analogies
in his rebuke of the disciples?” Remind
the class of how important it is for us to
apply these words to our daily lives.

Questions
➤ What reasons have we given to prevent

others from doing things we don’t want
them to do?

➤ How can we be better stewards of our
resources in helping others prosper?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
It is important to understand how the Bible can affect our daily lives. Only then can
we more fully apply these timeless teachings and truths. In order to do this, however,

we must make Christ’s way of looking at the world our own. Christ was always helping
others. Christ loved and cared for every person, regardless of race, gender, age, or social
status. Offering others this same grace can sometimes be a difficult task. To whom are we more
likely to offer this opportunity? Why is that? To facilitate the discussion of this session’s text,
consider one of the following options.
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❍ Building with Our Stumbling
Blocks

Use the Resource Kit
page for this session to
encourage the class to
recommit themselves to

the work of God both within and outside
the church. Explain that these handouts
are for them to keep as reminders of work
still needed in their lives. For example: My
eyes serve as stumbling blocks toward
myself because I see the wealth of others and
can’t be satisfied with all I have. I can use this
obstacle that is holding me/others back in
a positive way to try to get past what I don’t
have and focus more on what I do have. There
are many who may look at me in the same way
I covet others’ wealth, and remembering all
that I have will help me to be more content in
life.

Urge your group to pray for these
barriers to their spiritual and personal
growth. Explain that the things that hold
them back are the things God can use as
instruments of growth. When completing
these handouts, remind them that no area
in their lives falls outside of the need for
redemption. Whether we are sometimes
obstacles to others (or ourselves) in the
workforce, at home, or in church, we are
all in need of reconciliation with the One
who called us to be Christian.

What do Jesus’ words mean for us today? We hear these commands for us to cut off our
hands if they are an impediment to kingdom work. We are told to cut off our feet if

they cause us to stumble; we are admonished to tear out our eyes if they prevent us
from carrying out the work of God. Of course, Jesus did not literally require these actions, but
before we pass them by as antiquated metaphors or exaggerations to dismiss, let us take a closer
look at what Jesus meant in these sayings. 

Jesus used these metaphors for a reason; he presented extreme consequences for our harmful
decisions to get our attention. Taking these words to heart will help us consider more seriously
our relationship with Jesus. It will also help us be better stewards of our actions toward others.
Using one of the following options, close the session, seeking to deepen your group’s understanding
of what these words mean for us today.

A Way to End
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Questions
➤ What things that cause me to stumble

need to be cut out of my life? 
➤ Whom do I trust to help me learn more

about myself, and how I can better
serve others?

➤ How can I use my stumbling blocks as
building blocks for others?

❍ Litany for Life
Use this closing litany as a way for the
class to commit themselves to the work of
helping each other in their renewal as
Christians. Remind them that reading a
litany aloud emphasizes the unity of their
group and the commitment each member
has toward each other. Help them to
remember that they are all working
together in this mission of being
Christian, and the group is to serve as a
source of strength and renewal. 

One: We are all one in Christ.
All: Lord, help us remember that we are

all parts of the body of Christ.
One: We cannot do things alone. 
All: God, help us remember that there

are other capable eyes, hands, and feet
that are able to enrich your world as
well as or sometimes better than ours.

One: We have a mission in Christ.
All: Creator, help us keep our eyes open,

our hands able, and our feet ready to
be the people of Christ in each area of
our lives.
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Bible Background

This session’s text falls in the
middle of what was and what

was to come. In Exodus 3,
Moses keeps the flock of his

father-in-law, Jethro. At the beginning of
chapter 5, Moses, along with his brother
Aaron, embarks on a mission from God. 

The people of Israel were in bondage
in Egypt. These Hebrews were slaves with
no hope of freedom. A few chapters into
the book of Exodus, we see the effects of
Moses and his people coming together.
Called by God, Moses and Aaron succeed
in freeing their people from Egypt and
lead them toward the promised land. This
journey, however, proves costly—
emotionally, spiritually, and physically. 

In chapter 19, the people of Israel
have recently set out on their journey to
the promised land: “On the third new
moon after the Israelites had gone out of
the land of Egypt, on that very day, they
came into the wilderness of Sinai” (v. 1).
The third new moon occurred around the
third month of their journey. God
addressed Moses from Mount Sinai,
stating that because of God’s role in the
exodus from Egypt, God had earned the
obedience of the Israelites and therefore
wanted to make a covenant with them.
Also, God had blessed these people and
chosen them as a “treasured possession
out of all the people” (v. 5). God spoke to
Moses, telling him what to say to the

Israelites. First, God recalled all that had
been done for the Israelites. Then, God
told Moses what Israel was to become.
God recalled their past (v. 4), demanded
their obedience (v. 5a), and made them a
promise for their future (vv. 5b-6). 

God told Moses that the people would
be “a priestly kingdom and a holy nation”
(v. 6). A “priestly kingdom” was one set
apart for special service to God. Priestly
indicates roots in worship—a kingdom of
priests and therefore a kingdom of
servants to God and to each other. The
phrase “holy nation” has political conno-
tations. Holy shows sanctification and
sustenance within the community; nation
indicates a unified people with dominion
over others. In verse 6, the phrase offers
the idea of a holy community, rooted in
worship, that enjoys some measure of
dominion and sovereignty over others.

After Moses approached the people
and spoke God’s instruction, the people
of Israel felt a strong sense of allegiance
to God: “Everything that the LORD has
spoken we will do” (v. 8). This covenant of
God and the oath of Israel form the
“foundational acts of Israel’s existence”
(Brueggemann, 835). It marks the birth of
a new community, for such an oath had
never before been spoken. The vows
served as the foundation upon which
preparations for the first official meeting
of God and Israel were made.

God’s meeting with Israel marked the
first of its kind; it set the stage for the
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relationship between God and the
Hebrews for years to come. At the
outset, it was important to lay ground
rules for how the people would treat
God and each other. Through Moses,
God offered the people the Ten
Commandments or the Decalogue (in
Hebrew, “ten words”). These command-
ments served as the basis for the
relationship between God and Israel.
Each command lays out an aspect of rela-
tionship. Each one offers a new way to
interact with God and one another. In a
sense, the commands serve as marriage
vows between the two parties. These vows
functioned as a covenant for many years. 

The term “covenant” (Hebrew berit)
has a number of interpretations. Though
its exact meaning is uncertain, most agree
that the term comes from a Hebrew verb
with multiple meanings. At a minimum,
the verb points to an act in which two
parties halve an animal to symbolize a
vow. Each party took one half and
consumed it, and then the two were
joined together in eating the same
animal. This ritual was called “cutting a
covenant.” In joining with God in a
covenant, the people tied themselves to
the reputation of God, and God became
joined to them. The two became one. On
that day, God and the people committed
themselves to what was eventually known
as the Sinai covenant, a covenant that
contained promises and obligations for
each party.

For an example of this marriage of
two entities, we can look to the book of
Hosea. Many years after the covenant
between God and Israel, the people began
to stray from God. As new members of
the Canaanite society, the Israelites
became immersed in its culture, learning
to worship through the popular fertility
rites in Canaan. They turned away from
God only to be brought back by God for a
reprimand and restoration of their rela-
tionship. A similar experience occurred
between Hosea and his wife, Gomer.
Hosea 1–3 is a story of the hesed (Hebrew,

“steadfast love” that endures forever) that
God showed toward Israel—a people God
would not forsake, no matter what.

God’s relationship with Israel is
rooted in the covenant shared in Exodus
19:3-8. This everlasting covenant between
God and Israel made the preparation and
presentation of the Decalogue possible.

The second Scripture passage for our
session comes from the Gospel of John.
According to most scholars, John
completed his Gospel between AD 90 and
100. Many theologians believe that John
the Apostle composed the Gospel; he was
the same John who was an eyewitness to
Jesus’ earthly ministry and who died in
Ephesus. 

The audience of John’s Gospel is
known as the Johannine community, that
is, followers of John. These people
regularly worshiped in the synagogue.
However, upon professing their faith in
Jesus and sharing their disagreement with

Introduction: Our lives are gifts from God,
and it is important to understand the love
and investment of time necessary for living
as Christians.

I. Preparation for Receiving the Ten
Commandments
A. The Israelites’ respite in Sinai on their

way to Canaan
B. The covenant forged between God and

Israel (Ex 19:1-8)
C. God instructs Moses to prepare the

people
D. The receiving of the commandments

was a time of worship

II. God Continues to Prepare (Jn 1:14-18)
A. New Testament allusions to the

Israelites’ Sinai experience 
B. God prepared and continues to prepare

for us
C. We can learn from God’s example
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❍ Realizing Our Love
Distribute a note card and pen to each
person. Instruct them to clear their minds
of the obligations that clutter their lives,
such as jobs, families, and schedules.
Invite them to think of a person in whose
future they would like to invest their time.
Ask them to write the person’s name on
the card along with why this person is
important to them. 

After everyone completes the task, ask
the group to write how much time they
might invest if they had the opportunity
to follow through with such a commitment.

Questions
➤ Why are these people important to

you?
➤ Why are they sometimes pushed aside?
➤ Is it possible to adjust your schedule to

accommodate time with these people?

❍ The Joy of Helping Others
Ask the group to imagine this scenario:
You have just acquired one of the most
prestigious companies in the world. You
can now live comfortably and retire on
interest alone without worries of an

uncertain economy. Also, you have
recently hired many of your friends to
work for you so that they may share in the
abundance. How does it feel to be able to
give so much to the people you love?

Now imagine that twenty years have
passed. Though you were always fair,
many of your employed friends became
angry with you about a variety of situa-
tions, and some even tried to steal from
you. You made a vow never to fire any of
these friends, though many of them quit
along the way. You have even asked those
who quit to return, but some remain angry.

Questions
➤ How might it feel to have money and

power to help others?
➤ How would employing your friends be

an investment in their futures?
➤ If your friends became angry with you—

even stole from you—after you showed
generosity, how might you feel?

➤ Where do we see God and the people of
Israel in this story?

➤ Where do we see God and ourselves in
this story?

God had a strong investment in the Israelites’ future. God had freed them from
slavery and promised to remain with them as they journeyed to the promised land.
The people of Israel were initially grateful to God, but when the journey became

difficult, they quickly seemed to forget all that God had done for them. 
God also invests in our future. As followers, we are called to reflect God’s love to others, so we

must ask ourselves, “Are we investing ourselves in the future of God’s people?” The best way to
show others we care is to give our time and energy. Money is important, but it is sometimes much
easier to give money than to give time. How much time do we invest in others’ lives? Choose one of
the following options to explore the power of investing in the lives of others.

A Way to Begin
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❍ Promises, Promises
Webster defines the term promise as “an
agreement to do or not to do something”
(noun); “to give a basis for expecting
(something)” (verb). Offer examples of
various promises made every day: to be
home at a certain time, to lose ten
pounds, to go to the doctor, to keep
wedding vows. Then ask the class to offer
other examples.

Now ask how it feels when we are on
the receiving end of a broken promise. It
is no wonder that Webster offers the
antonyms for promise as “deceive,” “deny,”
and “break faith.” Even when we have the
best intentions, broken promises cause
the other person to feel deceived, as
though we have denied them. When we
break a promise, the action angers, but so
does the lack of thought leading up to it.
Victims feel as though their emotions and
self-worth have been denied.

Questions
➤ How can we become more attuned to

what we have promised God?
➤ How are we similar to Israel in their

relationship with God?
➤ Why do we continue to break promises

to each other?

❍ Wisdom of the Desert Fathers
Locate the Resource Kit
item for this activity, and
cut the sayings printed
on it into five strips.

Explain to the group that you are about to
distribute excerpts from Daily Readings
with the Desert Fathers. These excerpts 
originated in Egypt from disciples of
fourth-century monks. The monks were
committed to living simple lives in the
solitude of the desert so they could listen
more closely for the words of God. 

Choose different people to read the
sayings aloud. After listening to each
saying, discuss it. Ask the following
questions, which correspond to each
numbered saying.

Questions
➤ What do these desert fathers teach us

about the effects of our promises?
➤ How do we alienate ourselves from

others when we don’t keep our  promises?
➤ What can we learn from the fathers

about our devotion to God and to others?
➤ How important is obedience to others?
➤ What do the desert fathers say about

people in right relationship with God
and with others?

Understanding that this text is a symbol of preparation and promise-keeping is
essential for applying it to our lives. God chose Israel and made a covenant with

them—rooted in their exodus from Egypt and 
established on Mount Sinai—as a seal of their commitment to each other. These promises between
God and Israel serve as the crux of the relationship for all future generations. 

How do we regard the promises we make to others and to God? Help the group understand the
importance of making covenant with others and the strength that forms within a relationship when
promises are kept.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Preparing for Life
Ask the class to name events they plan.
Now ask if they’ve ever considered plan-
ning to be a Christian on a daily basis.
Explain that it is easy to be deliberate
about big events in our lives, but it is
equally important to put the same care
into remembering our covenant with God
in Christ and how dedicated God is to us.
Close your time with “A Prayer from the
Desert” (from Daily Readings with the Desert
Fathers) as a challenge toward the prepara-
tion and deliberation essential to living a
fulfilling Christian life.

Lord Jesus Christ, whose will all
things obey: pardon what I have done
and grant that I, a sinner, may sin no
more. Lord, I believe that though I do
not deserve it, you can cleanse me
from all my sins. Lord, I know that
man looks upon the face, but you see
the heart. Send your Spirit into my
inmost being, to take possession of
my soul and body. Without you I
cannot be saved; with you to protect
me, I long for your salvation. And now
I ask you for wisdom, deign of your
great goodness to help and defend me.
Guide my heart, almighty God, that I
may remember your presence day and
night. Amen. (10) 

❍ Looking Ahead
During the four weeks before Christmas,
we take part in Advent (literally, “a
coming”), a holy period in which
Christians look toward the birth of
Christ. In John’s birth narrative, we see

that God prepared for this day long ago.
We celebrate it even now. 

These four verses record what was
done to prepare for the arrival of the
Messiah: The law was given through
Moses; John testified to Jesus’ arrival; the
Word became flesh and dwelt among us;
and finally grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ. Even when it is not the
Advent season, we can still appreciate the
time and preparation required of some-
thing as important as the birth of Jesus.
To illustrate the importance of prepara-
tion, close the session with this responsive
reading. Challenge your learners (and
yourself!) to look ahead and prepare for
what is to come.

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.

A voice cries out:
“In the wilderness prepare the way of the
LORD, make straight in the desert a highway
for our God.”

Then the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,
and all people shall see it together: For the
mouth of the LORD has spoken.

He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will
gather the lambs in his arms,
and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead
the mother sheep.
—Isaiah 40:1, 3, 5, 11

How do we apply these words from Hebrew Scriptures to our lives today? Are we to
consecrate and wash ourselves each time we prepare to be in the presence of God?

Are we to live in fear of being stoned or shot with arrows if we enter the sacred area
before the appointed time? If not, then how does all of this make sense? The time of preparation is
indeed a holy time. God does not take the task of preparation lightly. 

How, then, are we to prepare for important events in our lives? What events in our lives require
sacred preparation? How do we prepare ourselves to be in the presence of God?

A Way to End
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Bible Background

The Gospel of Matthew is
often called the “Jewish”

Gospel, and many attribute its
authorship to the tax collector

Matthew, the disciple of Jesus. Most
people believe the Gospel of Matthew was
written between AD 80 and 100 and that
Matthew relied on the Gospel of Mark
(written AD 70) as his source. Given the
tone and content of the text, namely the
subtle referral to the destruction of
Jerusalem in AD 70 (22:7), it is clear that
this Gospel was written after that catas-
trophe. In addition, the author does not
seem extremely concerned with these
devastating events, implying that they
occurred long before he began to write.
Thus, many believe that the Gospel was
written in Antioch at least ten years, if
not as many as thirty, after the Gospel of
Mark (Boring, 105). 

Matthew was likely written for a
Jewish audience with the author himself
being of Jewish descent. The frequent
references to distinctively Jewish concerns
(the law, Sabbath, temple) without expla-
nation of Jewish customs, as found in the
Gospel of Mark (compare Mt 15:1 to Mk
7:1-4), make this point clear (Boring, 97).
In addition, from the beginning, Matthew
shows his Jewish roots by tracing Jesus’
lineage from Abraham through David to
the time of the Jewish exile in Babylon,
and then to Joseph, a Jew. As a Jewish

Christian ministering to Gentiles,
Matthew wanted to spread the love of
Christ to all people—crossing cultural,
economic, and gender lines while preserv-
ing the Jewish tradition and Scriptures
upon which this new religion was founded.

Matthew’s audience seems to have
been a wealthy urban community. First,
we see the difference in the Beatitudes
between Matthew’s and Luke’s versions:
“Poor” and “hungry” in Luke are the
“poor in spirit” and those who “hunger
and thirst for righteousness” in Matthew
(Lk 6:20-21; Mt 5:3, 6). Also, Matthew uses
gold and large-denomination coins in his
writings as opposed to Mark and Luke,
who use copper coins (Mk 6:8; Mt 10:9; Lk
19:11-27; Mt 25:14-30). In Matthew’s
story, there are accounts of extravagant
gatherings (22:1-14) and parables of
wealthy people (18:23-25). Unlike Mark,
when Matthew mentions Joseph of
Arimathea, the disciple who buried Jesus,
he reveals that he was a wealthy man
(27:57) (Boring, 105).

The people in Jesus’ genealogy in
Matthew 1 are all Jewish, with the excep-
tion of four Gentile women: Tamar (v. 3),
Rahab (v. 5), Ruth (v. 5), and Uriah’s wife
(Bathsheba, v. 6). The use of Tamar and
Ruth is likely attributed to Matthew’s
reliance on the genealogy in the book of
Ruth (see 4:12, 18-21). Also, Rahab was
the mother of Boaz, who married Ruth. In
the same way that the book of Ruth
reveals the power of a Gentile woman
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(Ruth would become the grandmother
of King David), so does Matthew in his
record of the lineage of Jesus. Matthew
records three Gentile women in King
David’s ancestry, and the fourth in the
lineage of Jesus. This fourth Gentile
woman, Bathsheba, serves as a reminder
of King David’s sin and repentance
(Michaels, 559). Sinners and saints,
Gentiles and Jews had a place in the years
leading up to Jesus’ birth. 

Matthew can be divided into five
discourses: ethics (chs. 5–7); missionary
instructions (ch. 10); the nature of the
kingdom of heaven (13:1-52); relationships
among people in the believing community
(ch. 18); and the destruction of Jerusalem
and the end of the age (chs. 24–25). Each
of the five divisions ends with a form of
the phrase, “And it came to pass when
Jesus finished.” With this arrangement, it
seems clear that Matthew could serve as
an instruction book for Jesus’ disciples in
carrying out Jesus’ teachings and
commands (Michaels, 559). Additionally,
Matthew’s purpose was to teach Gentiles
about Jesus. Matthew urged fellow
Christians to proclaim Christ’s identity as
the Messiah and to baptize others in
Christ’s name. Emphasizing this idea,
Matthew concludes this work with what
we know today as the Great Commission:
“Go therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey every-
thing that I have commanded you. And
remember, I am with you always, to the
end of the age” (28:19-20).

Introduction: The Gospel of Matthew is
unlike any other. The genealogy alone
reflects the rich heritage and radical life of
Jesus.

I. The Background of Matthew
A. Time, place, and authorship of the

Gospel
B. Audience and purpose of the Gospel

II. Who Am I? 
A. Digging into our past to learn about

the richness of the present
B. Learning to take others’ circumstances

into consideration 

III. Taking a Look at the Scripture 
A. Seeing Matthew’s intention for his use

and structure of the genealogy
B. Learning about Jesus all over again

through his ancestors

IV. A New Lens
A. Being intentional to learn more about

a person before passing judgment,
and learning to encourage each other
to do things that we may not have
thought possible

B. Challenging each other to use Jesus’
life as a guide to a better understand-
ing of ourselves and each other
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❍ Who Are We, Really?
After reading the
Scripture passage aloud,
talk about the impor-
tance of being aware of

your family’s history. We know of the
biological importance, but many do not
think to learn about the personalities and
habits of our ancestors. We might find
that we are more like our relatives than we
ever imagined possible. Our heritage is
part of us.

Distribute the Resource Kit page.
Explain that the blanks down the left side
of the page are for your learners’ names
and the names of their relatives (as many
as they can list). Instruct group members
to offer a word or phrase to characterize
each family member, even if they did not
know the person and the description is
based on hearsay. Allow the group a few
minutes to complete the page. 

When most people have completed at
least three generations, ask them to study
the sheet and note any similarities. 

Questions
➤ What similarities do you see among

your relatives?
➤ Did you discover similarities between

you and another relative? 
➤ Did any of the Old Testament characters

in Jesus’ lineage affect his life? Explain.

Challenge the class to complete these
sheets at home by talking with their fami-
lies to learn more about their ancestors.

❍ History Shapes Our Future
After reading the text, ask the class for
movie titles about someone who overcame
his or her circumstances (for example,
Rudy, Mr. Holland’s Opus, Lean on Me,
Radio). Many of these films gained popu-
larity because they focused on someone
who defied the odds to fulfill his or her
potential. These “feel-good movies” help
us realize that we, too, can achieve more
than we sometimes believe possible. They
also remind us that people can surprise
us, given the chance. We are products of
our heritage; we have no choice in that.
However, we choose how our heritage
shapes us—for better or for worse.

Questions
➤ Given your talents and your family

dynamics, when have you surprised
yourself by achieving something you
once thought impossible?

➤ How can we use our history construc-
tively (for example, to hone our
inherited skills; to overcome events
from our past)?

➤ How can we contribute to someone
else’s fulfillment? 

It is easy to skip over the lineage of Jesus and quickly move to the more “exciting”
part of the story. Oddly enough, Matthew offers a lengthy genealogy, recounting
fourteen generations. Ancient readers placed a high value on relationships. Who

you were had everything to do with your family, your kin. Those relationships not only told others
about you, but they also determined your position in life. It was hard to climb the ladder of personal
status higher than the rung where your family lived. 

In that sense, your genealogy was not unlike your life story. It gave others a sense of who you were
based on who your ancestors were. For Jesus especially, the line of characters Matthew lists tells
significant stories about God’s interaction in the life of this family. In this session, your group can
gain a better understanding of the importance of Jesus’ heritage and the ongoing work of God.

A Way to Begin
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❍ Writings Revealed
Have your class imagine that while they
are on a trip to Nazareth, one of them
stumbles upon some of the writings of
Jesus himself—Jesus’ personal diary.
Among other entries are thoughts about
his ancestors. His parents had told him
many stories about Jacob and his distant
aunts and uncles.

Ask the group to think about those
included in Jesus’ genealogy, both male
and female, Jew and Gentile. Distribute
paper and pencils and ask them to
compose a journal entry that describes
what Jesus may have thought about some
of his ancestors. If the group is large,
suggest that they form pairs or groups.
Share some of the entries with the class.

Questions
➤ What do Jesus’ ancestors reveal about

God’s intentions for Jesus’ ministry? 
➤ Why do you think Matthew included

people of questionable reputation in
Jesus’ ancestry?

➤ How important is a person’s ancestry
today?

➤ How can we open our minds to learn
more about others’ circumstances and
histories before we prejudge their abilities?

❍ Who Would Have Thought?
Use the following short stories to help the
class understand that to truly engage
people, we must be willing to move
beyond preconceived notions. 

• An ambitious young man tricked his
older brother into selling his birthright.
He then lied to his dying father so that he
might receive the only blessing the father
had to give. 

• A woman’s husband died. When she was
not allowed to marry her brother-in-law,
as was the custom, she pretended to be a
prostitute and seduced her father-in-law,
bearing a child.

• A proud king committed adultery with
the wife of one of his loyal soldiers who
was away fighting for his country. Upon
learning of his mistress’s pregnancy, the
king arranged for her husband’s murder.

Remind the group that these stories are
about people Matthew included in the
Messiah’s ancestral history. However, the
stories of these people remind us of God’s
love for everyone, including us. (Story
characters, respectively: Jacob; Tamar;
David and Bathsheba).

Questions
➤ What can we learn from those included

in the genealogy of our Lord?
➤ What people or events serve as the

“Tamars” or the “Jacobs” in our lives?
➤ How can we offer grace to others with

bleak pasts or present circumstances?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Though the genealogy records the lineage of Jesus, Matthew gives us more than a
simple list of Jesus’ ancestors. Matthew was making a statement; he revealed the

importance of Jewish tradition by dividing the genealogy into periods of fourteen years
(common in Jewish writings). Further, he included four people in Jesus’ Jewish ancestry who were
not only Gentiles, but also women. 

Jesus’ heritage included sinners and saints alike. Including Gentile women in a Jewish patriarchal
genealogy was unheard of, but so were the actions and teachings of the person represented in the
genealogy. Consider one of the following ways to help the group understand the significance of this
list of names.

16 Lesson 3



❍ A Different Lens
All of us have talents and skills that we
can use for the work of God. Ask everyone
to keep a journal in the coming week,
remembering instances when it would
have been helpful to take into account a
person’s history before judging him or
her. It is important to remember that we,
too, want the opportunities that we some-
times deny others.

Challenge everyone to view others
through a different lens, one colored with
the richness of history. In addition, urge
your group to recognize when they have
overcome hardships and enhanced their
triumphs.

Questions
➤ What can we learn from Jesus’ genealogy?
➤ Does our heritage significantly affect us? 
➤ What can we learn from others’ histories?
➤ How can we use each other’s  histories

to offer each other grace?

❍ Understanding Christ’s History 
for Us

As you close this session, remind the
group that Jesus revered his genealogy.
Challenge your group members to view
each other with a new and different way
of thinking, using Christ’s genealogy as a
guide. Help the group to remember that
Jesus’ genealogy is more than a list of
names. It is a story about all types of
people, created equally and woven into
the tapestry of the radical and beautiful
life of Jesus. 

Read (or sing) “There’s a Wideness in
God’s Mercy” as your benediction in
remembrance of Jesus, rich with grace and
compassion and born from a line of
imperfect people. 

There’s a wideness in God’s mercy,
Like the wideness of the sea; 

There’s a kindness in God’s justice,
Which is more than liberty.

There is welcome for the sinner,
And more graces for the good;

There is mercy with the Savior;
There is healing in His blood.

But we make His love too narrow
By false limits of our own;

And we magnify His strictness
With a zeal He will not own.

For the love of God is broader
Than the measure of one’s mind;

And the heart of the Eternal
Is most wonderfully kind.

If our love were but more simple,
We could take Him at His word;

And our lives would be more loving
In the likeness of our Lord.

What does Jesus’ genealogy have to do with us? Matthew chose carefully the people
included in Jesus’ history. There are all types of people, many like you and me. They

made mistakes but repented and continued their relationship with God. Jacob strug-
gled with God and prevailed; David repented and continued as one after God’s own heart; through
her pregnancy, Tamar entered into King David’s ancestry; and Bathsheba bore Solomon, another
great king of Israel. Good can come even from negative circumstances. From the most unexpected
places, we can find strength to use our past as an instrument for positive works. Jesus was
remarkable; the perfect love and grace he showed all people is exemplified in his imperfect earthly
heritage.

A Way to End
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Bible Background
Formed by a rocky terrain that
rose almost 2,000 feet above

sea level, Corinth was founded
in the tenth century BC by Dorian

Greeks (Laughlin, 170). In 146 BC, the
people of Corinth defied Roman power
and were subsequently destroyed. The city
was not rebuilt until 44 BC when Julius
Caesar reestablished it as a Roman colony
(Barr, 103). Hence, the city of Corinth,
built on this ancient site, was no more
than 100 years old when Paul arrived
there around AD 50. A pivotal crossroads
of the Roman world, Corinth was a
seaport located on a slim isthmus
connecting upper and lower Achaia.
Many Jews settled there, and it was a
major meeting place for many people. At
least half a dozen languages were spoken
in addition to the native Greek and Latin.
Corinth was a cosmopolitan area, rich
with business and a variety of religions.
Corinth also held the key to the economy
throughout the region, and it was known
as the center of military personnel and
economic interests. 

When Paul initially began his
ministry in Corinth, at least two other
people helped him (Acts 18:11). During
those months, synagogue leaders did not
approve of Paul’s contentious attitude
and radical teaching style, so they quickly
forced him out. However, Titus Justus
took Paul and his co-workers into his

home so that they could continue teach-
ing. Like Titus, many Corinthians were
hospitable to Paul, and he was able to
establish a church. However, after about a
year, proconsul Gallio charged him with
violating the Jewish Law (Acts 18:12-17)
(Wilson, 171). Though this charge did not
lead to imprisonment, government offi-
cials may have coerced Paul to find
another city in which to minister. After
Paul left, other ministers filled his shoes.
Some, such as Apollos (1 Cor 3:6), came
to “water” the seeds Paul had planted, but
others discounted Paul’s teachings and
claimed authority to Christ’s story, which
left many confused. Factions within the
community began to form. 

In his letters, Paul reveals that there
were likely four factions competing for
power in Corinth. Some people held their
allegiance to Apollos (who ministered to
the Corinthians after Paul’s departure),
asserting that he was the founder of this
new religion; others were loyal to Paul;
still others claimed Cephas (the disciple
Peter, who attracted loyalty because of his
role as a disciple; he did not travel with
Paul); and another group was loyal to
Christ alone (1 Cor 1:10). Despite the
turmoil, Paul remained faithful to the
people of Corinth and continued his
guidance through visits and a number of
letters.

Paul had a longstanding relationship
with the Corinthians. In fact, there is
substantial evidence that he wrote more
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than two letters to them—some believe
as many as nine. We know 1
Corinthians is not Paul’s first letter to
these people. “I wrote you in my
letter…but now I am writing” (1 Cor
5:9) indicates that there was at least one
previous written 
correspondence. Also, some believe 
2 Corinthians was two letters placed out
of order (letter one, chs. 10–13; letter two,
chs. 1–9). Chapters 10–13 contain words
of reconciliation, seemingly in reference
to chapters 1–9, where Paul cites
instances of anger and hurt feelings
(Wilson, 172). Nonetheless, Paul invested
an enormous amount of time and care
into the Corinthian church.

This passage of encouragement,
including 2 Corinthians 5:16-21, comes
after much correspondence with this
church. Paul had taught the Corinthians
that Christ’s death was a transforma-
tional event, urging them to realize that
after having confessed their belief in
Christ, they have become new people. In
this passage, Paul seeks to reconcile his
relationship with the Corinthians,
reminding them of their uniqueness as
new creations in Christ. Desiring this
church to view both him and each other
in a way that reflects this newness of life,
Paul reminded them that “if anyone is in
Christ, there is a new creation!” (2 Cor 5:17). 

Paul introduced a new way to handle
conflict and bring peace to the commu-
nity by challenging the Corinthians (and
us) not only to believe in Christ but to be
Christ’s ambassadors. With this comes
the responsibility of being reconciled to
God and, in turn, to others. Only when
this reconciliation takes place can it
spread outward. Thus, we are charged
with the responsibility of not only seeing
others in this new light but being ambas-
sadors for Christ, modeling our beliefs
with Christlike actions.

Introduction: The words of Paul in 
2 Corinthians serve as an inspiration in our
calls as Christians. Paul reminds us of our
responsibilities when we decide to follow
Christ.

I. The Background of 2 Corinthians
A. History and community of Corinth
B. Purpose of the Corinthian letters as a

whole as well as 2 Corinthians 5:16-21
in particular

II. Discovering the Lives of the Corinthians
(5:16-21)
A. Who are they, and what are the events

behind the correspondence?
B. How are we similar to the Corinthians,

and how can we apply this text more
directly to our lives?

III. Understanding Our Responsibilities as
Christians (5:16-18)

A. What opportunities do we have that we
do not use?

B. We are to be a new creation, and our
living should reflect it.

IV. Accepting the Call (5:19-21)
A. In what ways can we be more creative

in addressing the needs of others as we
seek to emulate Jesus’ earthly ministry?

B. How can we come to understand that
being Christian is something of which
all people are capable? It is a matter of
recognizing the places in our lives where
we can apply this way of thinking and
living.
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❍ You’ve Got Mail 
To help the class under-
stand the importance of
learning the context
behind a text, use the

Resource Kit page as a guide for discus-
sion. Before asking the group to read the
letter from the page, tell them they are
reading someone else’s mail. Ask someone
to read the letter aloud and ask these
questions: Who are the characters in the
letter? What is going on in their lives?
What is happening historically?

After the class speculates on the
details of the letter, explain that Susanne
Dress, sister of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, wrote
the letter while Bonhoeffer was in prison
(Bethge, 47). Bonhoeffer was a brilliant
and dedicated German theologian and
pacifist who opposed Nazism and Hitler’s
government through his writings and
teachings. Eventually, he joined a resist-
ance movement to stop Hitler and to help
Jews escape to Switzerland. Before he
completed many of his plans, he was
arrested and sent to various prisons and
ultimately to Flossenburg concentration
camp where he was hanged on April 9,
1945, along with his brother.

Questions
➤ How does the historical background

shape the meaning of the letter?
➤ How can certain phrases be taken out

of context without a complete under-
standing of the writer’s intention?

➤ What must we learn about Paul’s
ministry and the Corinthians before we
try to interpret the text?

❍ Understanding Before Judging
Ask everyone to imagine this situation:
You are a Corinthian. You have practiced
Judaism all your life. Your church
includes mostly adults, entrenched in
Jewish customs. Then, a renegade comes
to town, preaching a new religion that in
some ways seems to negate your own.
However, you appreciate his message, and
his enthusiasm brings a new excitement
for religion and its way of life. The syna-
gogue leaders quickly toss him out, which
offends some but excites others. You join
the new church. The preacher stays 
eighteen months, and soon after being
charged with violating the Jewish law, he
leaves your community. 

Now what? This new leader has taught
and guided your small new church, but
now he is gone. In fact, other teachers
have come to negate his teachings. You
were bold enough to trust a stranger and
even convert to a new religion, but now
things seem to be falling apart. Church
members are confused and they have sent
word to your former leader. Responses on
paper do not seem like enough. 

Questions
➤ What emotions do you think the

Corinthians were experiencing? 
➤ How can the strength and courage of

the Corinthians be a source of strength
for us? 

Professor Fred Craddock has said that reading the letters of the New Testament is
like reading someone else’s mail. We are privy to only one side of the conversation,
and the letters were written 2,000 years ago. It is difficult for us to gain a full

understanding of what these words mean for us today unless we learn why they were written.
In this lesson’s text, Paul challenges us with the responsibility of being “ambassadors for

Christ,” taking on Christ’s character and following Christ’s example. What was going on within the
community to prompt Paul’s writing? What does this mean for us today?

A Way to Begin
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❍ A World of Opportunity
Ask the group about the opportunities
your church has to serve others within the
church, the community, and the world.
These opportunities may include teaching
Sunday school classes, keeping nursery,
donating to your food pantry, giving
money to or being a participant on a
mission trip. Now ask the group what
opportunities their workplace offers. Do
they adopt a family for Christmas? Work
on a house for Habitat for Humanity?
Give donations to organizations? 

There are countless ways to get
involved and to serve others. When we
adopt the demeanor of Christ, looking for
ways to bless others becomes second
nature. Ask the group what it means to
“regard no one from a human point of
view.” When we disregard outer appear-
ances, what does this do to our views of
others? Discuss what it means to be a
person “in Christ” and therefore a “new
creation.” 

Questions
➤ How can being “in Christ” enhance our

daily lives?
➤ Is living a changed life important to

you? What does it mean to be a “new
creation”? 

➤ We, like the Corinthians, know that the
“ministry of reconciliation” is not easy.
What can we learn from this 

community when dealing with our own
worldly issues?

❍ Understanding Paul 
Refer to the Resource Kit
page for this activity.
Explain to the group
that we must not only

understand the background behind the
text, but we also need to understand what
the analogies Paul uses mean. Distribute
the Resource Kit page, asking that each
person match the phrase with its meaning
(key: 1. e; 2. a; 3. b; 4. d; 5. c). 

In light of the worksheet, discuss each
verse again to discover how we can apply
Paul’s words to our lives. By writing on a
whiteboard or reading aloud, reconstruct
parts of the passage with the new mean-
ings. Your “new” passage may look
similar to this: From now on, therefore, we
regard no one from outside appearances, only
looking inward to learn who they are.… So if
anyone shares an intimate relationship with
Christ, there is a new creation; we have surren-
dered our lives to the One who will make us
complete; see, we have been transformed into
something beautiful! So we are Christians, ones
who strive to be like Christ in every way.

Questions
➤ What does it mean to be “in Christ”?
➤ What opportunities are available for

you to practice being “a new creation”
in Christ?

As Paul challenged the Corinthian community to lead lives that were more productive
both spiritually and emotionally, so he urges us to do the same. This new way of living

is difficult indeed. 
As believers, Paul asserts that God holds us to a higher standard. We must view people

differently—not by human standards, but with the love and understanding of Christ. Paul assured
the Corinthians of their status as new creations while invoking their cooperation in relating with one
another. Paul knew how difficult being a Christian was going to be. He himself was once a persecu-
tor of Christians. However, he was overcome with the love of Christ and realized his mission to
share Christ’s teachings and love with all people. What opportunities do we have to do the same?
Reflect on the following options as you jointly seek the potential each person has in following
Christ’s example.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Big Shoes to Fill
Close your class time by discussing the life
of Mother Teresa. Ask why she is famous.
Explain that though we know her for her
countless good deeds, each of us has the
capacity to affect another’s life in big and
small ways, regardless of our position in
life. It is easy to allow the status of
Mother Teresa to intimidate even the
most Christlike person because we feel we
can never measure up to such a devout
woman. But can each of us bless another? 

Mother Teresa shared Christ’s love
with thousands and is also recognized for
showing mercy. Having experienced
poverty herself, she knew how much the
little things mattered: a kind word from a
stranger, a smile to a passerby on the side-
walk, the gift of time from another
person. She reflected the love of Christ,
showing others a glimpse of God’s pres-
ence and perseverance in this world.

Questions
➤ To what task is God calling you?
➤ How are you sharing the love of Christ?
➤ Why are we sometimes afraid of stand-

ing up for the less fortunate or the less
popular?

❍ Unsung Blessings
Challenge the class to think about people
who have been ambassadors for Christ in
their lives. Who has encouraged them?
Spoken kind words? Offered a simple
smile? Then consider the likelihood that
we, too, are blessings to others without
realizing it.

As you close, read the following
excerpt about St. Francis of Assisi, by
Murray Bodo, to help the group under-
stand the influence that we can have on
each other’s lives, even through little
things.

There is something about Francis
himself and the way he lives the
Gospel that has an irresistible attrac-
tion for me. He dares to live the
Gospel the way I would like to live it,
and he loves Jesus the way anyone
would like to be loved.… But there is
something more. Francis makes me
feel loved; he makes me feel that I
matter, that I am exciting and interest-
ing and full of potential. (Howell, 179)

We can understand the text for what it was then and what it is today, but how do we
apply it to our lives? When the Corinthians accepted Paul into their community, they

embarked on a lifelong journey of learning and growing as followers of Christ. This
way of life is not easy; however, Christ promises to be our constant companion. Christ assures us of
his presence in the Great Commission (Mt 28:20), and Paul constantly reminds us of this through-
out his letters.

To be an “ambassador for Christ” is a high calling. Christ does not expect constant success but
challenges us to constantly strive to imitate his demeanor and to encourage others along the
way. When we fall, we will be in the company of fellow pilgrims, and the ever-loving Christ will
always be there to catch us. Consider these ways to close the session as we challenge and encourage
each other to remember what it means to live for Christ.

A Way to End
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My eyes serve as stumbling blocks toward ____________________________________________

because __________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

I can use this obstacle that is holding me/others back in a positive way to __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

My hands serve as stumbling blocks toward ____________________________________________

because __________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

I can use this obstacle that is holding me/others back in a positive way to __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

My feet serve as stumbling blocks toward ______________________________________________

because __________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

I can use this obstacle that is holding me/others back in a positive way to __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

I feel that I serve as a stumbling block toward __________________________________________

because __________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

I can use this obstacle that is holding me/others back in a positive way to __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________.

BUILDING WITH OUR
STUMBLING BLOCKS



Page 24

WISDOM OF THE DESERT FATHERS
(PARAPHRASED EXCERPTS FROM DAILY READINGS WITH THE DESERT FATHERS)

Cut out these five stories/sayings and distribute them to class members for discussion.

(1) Abba Antony said, “Both our life and death reside with our neighbor. When we gain our brother

or sister, we have gained our God; but if we offend our brother or sister, we have sinned against

Christ.” (36)

(2) Amma Matrona said, “There are many people in the mountains who behave as though they

were inside the city, and they are truly wasting their time. Is it not better to have many  people

around you and to choose to enjoy a solitary life than to be alone and constantly yearning to be

with a crowd?” (40)

(3) Someone asked Abba Antony, “What must we do to please God?” The old man replied, “Listen

to what I say to you: whoever you are, always have God before your eyes; whatever you may do,

be sure that it is in accordance with the testimony of the holy Scriptures;  wherever you live, do

not readily leave it. Abide by these three precepts and you will surely be saved.” (74)

(4) Abba Hyperichius said, “Obedience is the proper service of a monk and if this is practiced, what-

ever one asks for will be given and one will have confidence when standing before the Crucified.

This was how the Lord went to his cross, being made obedient even until his death.” (80)

(5) Some brothers said, “The words of our father, Pachomius, were greatly helpful and enticed us

with zeal to do good works; we saw how, even in silence, he taught in his actions. He amazed us,

and we used to say to each other, ‘We thought that all the saints were created as saints by

God…and we thought that sinners could not live devoutly because they had not been created

good. But we see the goodness of God manifested in our father, for he is of pagan origin and he

has become devout; he has put on all the commandments of God. Thus even we also can follow

him and become equal to the saints whom he himself has followed, as it is written, Come unto

me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28).’ ” (86)

Benedicta Ward SLG, ed., Daily Readings with the Desert Fathers (Springfield IL: Templegate Publishers, 1988.)
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YOUR NAME:

____________________________________

RELATIVES’ NAMES:

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS:

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

WHO ARE WE, REALLY?
HOW WE RELATE TO THE REST OF THE WORLD
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(1) recapturing of our old being and
allowing the love of Christ to
transform us into something even
more beautiful

(2) having become Christians, ones
who have accepted the responsi-
bility to strive to be Christ-like
toward others  

(3) seeing and judging others based
on their outward appearances and
life circumstances instead of
understanding who they truly are 

(4) the recognition that our way of
life needs the example of Christ
for fulfillment and surrendering
our lives

(5) to share an intimate relationship
with Christ so that minds, hearts,
goals, and actions become one

(a) “ambassadors for Christ”

(b) “human point of view” 

(c) “in Christ”

(d) “everything old has passed away”

(e) “everything has become new” 

UNDERSTANDING PAUL
2 CORINTHIANS 5:16-21

Instructions: Match the phrase with its meaning.


