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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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Lesson

Bible Background
Rendering unto Caesar

The Matthew passage plunges
us into the controversy between
Jesus and the Jewish authorities,
an already heated situation well on its
way to boiling. According to Matthew’s
timeline, the day after Jesus triumphantly
enters Jerusalem, the chief priests and
elders question his authority at the
temple (21:23-27). Jesus responds to their
challenge with three pointed parables
(21:28-22:14), all casting the Jewish
leaders in a negative light. After Jesus’
third parable, Matthew tells us, “The
Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him
in what he said” (22:15). They’ve finally
heard enough from Jesus and are ready
to shut him down. In fact, the ensuing
conversation about taxes is the first of
three attempts by religious authorities (a
tit-for-tat response to the three parables?)
to embarrass Jesus with a controversial
question. Demonstrating once again that
politics makes strange bedfellows, the
Pharisees—zealous keepers of the Mosaic
law—form a convenient alliance here with
the Herodians, a Jewish party known for
being cozy with the pagan Roman government. A shared dislike for Jesus provides
the glue needed to hold this unlikely
coalition together.
The Pharisees send their disciples,
along with their new Herodian friends,
to see Jesus. The emissaries begin their
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mission with a burst of flattery that is
more revealing than they intend. Every
bit of praise thrown at Jesus (22:16)
boomerangs on these smooth talkers,
who have repeatedly shown themselves to
be insincere teachers of a distorted view
of God’s truth. Ironically, their flattering
description of Jesus reveals exactly what
they are not.
Buttering-up completed, they get to
the point, hoping to provoke Jesus into
saying something he shouldn’t. “Tell us,
then, what you think,” they demand,
maneuvering Jesus into an uncomfortable
corner. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the
emperor, or not?” (22:17). Taxes are rarely
popular in any time or place, but for Jews
chafing under the rule of imperial Rome
(Herodians possibly excepted), the tribute
to Caesar aroused particular resentment.
Not only did these taxes support a foreign
government, but they also had to be paid
in foreign currency—that is, with Roman
coins bearing the image of the pagan
emperor and his grandiose, divine title.
Forced to take a position on the religious
implications of paying tribute to Caesar
(“lawful” here refers to the Torah), Jesus
must either condemn the tax and attract
the unwanted attention of Rome, or
endorse the tax and earn the contempt of
the crowd.
Instead, he skillfully tiptoes around
the trap. Aware both of the malicious
game afoot and of its potentially high
stakes (22:18), Jesus asks to see a Roman

coin, which his inquisitors quickly
produce (22:19). This detail suggests
that while Jesus didn’t carry any
Roman money, his holier-than-thou
opponents did. No wonder Jesus calls
them hypocrites! After having established
that the emperor’s head and the
emperor’s title are indeed on the coin
(22:20-21), Jesus delivers his artful
response: “Give therefore to the emperor
the things that are the emperor’s, and to
God the things that are God’s” (22:21).
Jesus’ answer stuns his opponents,
who wander off amazed (22:22). His
words have long had a similarly vexing
effect on Christians seeking to clarify the
proper relationship between God and
Caesar. Like many of Jesus’ difficult teachings, this one challenges more than it
comforts. Far from providing a foolproof
formula for discerning what rightfully
belongs to whom, Jesus’ reply resists a
neat, paint-by-numbers approach to negotiating our priorities. In Matthew 6:24, for
example, Jesus speaks about conflicted
loyalties in much less cryptic terms: “No
one can serve two masters.” Sixteen chapters later, we have the same teacher
addressing a similar question about
conflicting loyalties—and he takes much
the same approach. Indeed, to the Jewish
way of thinking (see, for example, Ps
24:1), what in all of creation could there
possibly be that does not already rightfully belong to God? The answer, of
course, is “Nothing.” It all belongs to
God. So, says Jesus, choose accordingly.

Seeking the Welfare

The Jeremiah passage offers a biblical
imperative of a different sort. After King
Nebuchadnezzar’s forces destroyed
Jerusalem in 587 BC, thousands of Jews,
mainly from the higher classes and influential families, were exported to Babylon,
where their skills could be used for the
good of the expanding empire. Back in
the ruins of Jerusalem, the prophet
Jeremiah heard rumors of false prophets
among the exiles (see Jer 29:20-23). These
prophets predicted an early return from
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Introduction: Both of today’s Scripture
passages deal with the issue of dual citizenship—the reality that while God’s people
owe their ultimate allegiance to God alone,
they also have responsibilities as members
of their communities. In Matthew, Jesus
responds to a tricky question with an
equally tricky answer that acknowledges
our earthly obligations while placing them
in their proper context. Jeremiah, meanwhile, encourages God’s people in exile to
invest themselves in pursuit of the common
good, despite the fact that Babylon is not
their true home.
I. To Each Their Own (Mt 22:15-22)
A. The trap is set: Is it lawful to pay
taxes to the emperor? (vv. 15-17)
B. Jesus responds (vv. 18-21)
1. Why do you test me? (v. 18)
2. Whose face? Whose title?
(vv. 19-20)
3. Give to each his own (v. 21)
C. The trappers leave empty-handed
(v. 22)
II. Advice for Exiles (Jer 29:4-7)
A. God has put you where you are
(v. 4)
B. So what should you do? (vv. 5-7)
1. Put down roots (vv. 5-6)
2. Work for the common good
(vv. 7)
3. Pray for God’s blessing on your
community (vv. 7)
C. The common good is everybody’s
good (v. 7)

captivity and encouraged rebellion. Not
only was such talk untrue, it was also
dangerous. Jeremiah believed that the
LORD would bring God’s people home
from exile, but at God’s chosen time
and in God’s chosen way (29:10-14).
Presumptuous action on the part of the
exiles in Babylon could easily lead to
disaster.

Therefore, Jeremiah writes these exiled Jews with instructions from God describing
how they should live in Babylon, implicitly preparing them for a lengthy stay in that
foreign land. He tells them to build houses, plant gardens, and start families (29:5-6).
These are activities that require patience and assume some degree of stability. People
who make these kinds of investments tend to stay put, at least for a while—which is
exactly the point. Put down roots, God says, and make the best of your time in Babylon.
As resident aliens in a pagan culture, God’s people should nevertheless work for the
common good in their temporary home—“seek the welfare of the city” is how Jeremiah
puts it (29:7)—and pray to God on its behalf, because in its prosperity, they will find
their own. That’s how God’s people must live while in exile.
Understandably, New Testament writers adopted the metaphor of “exile” to describe
the experience of Christians on this side of heaven (see Eph 2:19, 1 Pet 2:11, Heb 11:1316). This world is not our home. One day, God will deliver us from exile and bring us
to where we truly belong. That is the hope of all Christians. While we wait, though,
Jeremiah’s advice to God’s people living as strangers in a strange land remains as relevant now as the day it was written.

A Way to Begin
Christians are sometimes accused of focusing on heaven’s glory while neglecting
the world’s needs. It’s true that, as followers of Jesus, our bodies and souls
belong to God alone. Moreover, the Bible tells us that regardless of where we
live, our true citizenship is in heaven. But God also expects us to improve our communities
while we live in this world. How can we seek this world’s welfare without losing focus on
what truly matters most of all?

❍ What Makes Life Good?

Distribute copies of the resource page
“What Makes Life Good?” (page 23). Ask
participants to list what they consider the
basic elements of a good life. (Examples
might be food, water, quality education,
opportunities for work, or affordable
housing.)
Have members share their answers,
recording them on the board. Discuss why
each element is important.
Ask the class to decide whether each
item is of greater importance to God or
to society. Encourage class members to
explain the rationales behind their
decisions.
Discuss how we can distinguish
between what is important to God and
what is vital to the common good of our
communities.

❍ Good Citizen, Good Christian

Divide the class into two groups. Ask one
group to describe the qualities of a good
citizen. Ask the other to describe the qualities of a good Christian.
Next, have one member from each
group record that group’s findings on the
board. Circle the qualities that are on
both lists.

Questions

➤ We hear a lot about the separation of
church and state, yet it seems that
many of the same qualities that make
someone a good, active Christian also
make someone a good, active citizen.
How can this be?
➤ Describe the difference between a
concerned Christian and a concerned
citizen. Is there a difference?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Both Jesus and Jeremiah encourage us to consider how we can best serve God
while also being active, contributing members of our communities. These
communities, however, may be skeptical of—or even hostile to—our belief that
God alone has authority over all creation. Jeremiah gives the exiles practical advice that
emphasizes the common interests they share with the Babylonians. Jesus reminds his listeners
that regardless of the demands placed upon them as citizens of this world, they must always
keep their priorities in order. Where do these two perspectives overlap?

❍ Seek Your City’s Welfare

Remind the class of the context in which
Jeremiah wrote his letter to the exiles in
Babylon. Discuss how the exiles might
have responded to their circumstances.
(Possible suggestions include despair,
resentment, anger, and rebellion.) Discuss
how and why these emotions might all
have been reasonable responses to a difficult situation.
Next, have a volunteer read Jeremiah
29:4-7. What were the specific activities
that God asked the exiles to do while in
Babylon? Write these on the board.

Questions

➤ How would you describe or classify
these activities?
➤ Why do you think God asked the exiles
to do these specific things?
➤ What message might God have been
sending through these instructions?
➤ Why might the exiles have been hesitant to make themselves at home in
Babylon?
➤ Are there dangers associated with
getting too comfortable in the places
where we live while in this world? How
can we guard against these dangers?
➤ What does it mean to seek the welfare
of our cities?
➤ When working to improve our communities, how do we distinguish sacred
motives from secular ones? Is such a
distinction helpful or necessary? Why
or why not?
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Ask another volunteer to read
Matthew 22:17-21.

Questions

➤ How does Jesus’ teaching relate to
God’s instructions to the Babylonian
exiles?
➤ Do the words of Jesus either reinforce
or challenge the advice in Jeremiah’s
letter? Explain.

❍ Either/Or? Both/And?

Divide the class into two groups. Ask one
group to read Jeremiah 29:4-7 and the
other to read Matthew 22:15-22. Ask each
group to create a good, biblical definition
of Christian citizenship based on the
Scripture text they read.
Bring the class back together and
have a volunteer from each group read
its assigned passage. Then have each
group share its definition. Compare and
contrast the two perspectives. Where is
there common ground? Where do the
perspectives differ? How can we account
for these similarities and differences?

A Way to End
Sometimes we have to work hard to make sense of God’s word and apply it properly
to our lives. Indeed, when it comes to God, Caesar, and our communities,
Scripture points us in the right direction, but with enough ambiguity to leave us
permanently uneasy. Given this ongoing tension, how can we serve our communities in a way
that leaves no doubt where our true devotion lies?

❍ Investment Strategy

Distribute paper and pens or pencils to
each participant. Often the Holy Spirit
will stir our hearts and imaginations
when there is an opportunity to make a
positive difference in our communities.
Rarely, though, does change happen by
chance. Having an “investment strategy”
helps us use our time and energy more
effectively. Have participants write their
responses to the following questions:
➤ When you think about your community, what are you passionate about?
➤ How could this area be improved?
➤ What gifts do you have that could help
make a difference?
➤ Who could help you get involved?
Ask volunteers to share their “investment strategies.” Encourage the group to
consider a community need that they
could address as a class. Begin the process
of formulating together an “investment
strategy.”
End with prayer, asking God for the
vision to see opportunities for positive
community investment and for the imagination to respond effectively.

❍ All or Nothing?

Describe the spiritual practice of lectio
divina (divine reading), which is listening
contemplatively to Scripture in order to
hear the specific words, images, or phrases
that the Holy Spirit wants to bring to our
attention. Read Psalm 24:1-2. Spend a full
minute in silent reflection, then read the
verses again. Spend another minute in
silence. Ask volunteers to share how God
spoke to them through this Scripture
passage.
Follow the same procedure again, but
this time read Jesus’ words at the end of
Matthew 22:21. After the second period of
silence, have the class reflect on those
places in their lives where they are not
giving God what belongs to God. Where
are those places? What needs to change in
order to restore proper balance?
End with prayer, praising God’s greatness, confessing our misplaced priorities,
and asking for God’s guidance as we seek
to follow Jesus faithfully in our world.

Resources
Terence E. Fretheim, Jeremiah, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2002).
Ben Witherington III, Matthew, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2006).
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Lesson

Bible Background
We begin with Amos 7:10-15.
The first verse in the book of
Amos establishes the prophet’s
career with the context of the
reigns of two kings, Uzziah of Judah
(783–42 BC) and Jeroboam II of Israel
(786–46 BC). Amos 1:1 describes Amos as
a herdsman from the village of Tekoa.
Right away, we recognize an imbalance of
power at work here: royalty on the one
hand, a shepherd on the other. What
could a blue-collar nobody have to say
to two purple-robed somebodies? As it
turns out, if that “nobody” happens
to be speaking on behalf—and at the
command—of God, he might have quite
a lot to say.
The stage thus set, Amos delivers a
scathing message to God’s people in Israel
detailing their failure to live as God
would have them live (Am 3–6). The
litany of Israel’s sins is extensive and
covers a lot of ground—self-indulgence,
careless affluence, spiritual complacency,
moral indifference—but what truly fuels
the Lord’s anger is how the rich, powerful, and religious ignore the needs of the
poor and vulnerable in their midst. The
rich are getting richer while the poor get
poorer, and God will not stand for it any
longer. Because of Israel’s sin, there will
indeed be a reckoning.
This painful truth is at the heart of
Amos’s message. God will punish Israel,
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Amos 7:9 declares, for God has decreed
that “the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid
waste, and I will rise against the house of
Jeroboam with the sword.”
Not surprisingly, this last announcement is what gets Amos in trouble with
the “powers that be.” As long as Amos
confined his preaching to justice for the
poor and spiritual rededication, the royal
power structure felt free to dismiss him.
Those sorts of issues rarely appear on the
radars of movers, shakers, and decisionmakers. Once Amos started talking about
the destruction of Jeroboam’s kingdom,
however, ears began to perk up in Bethel,
home to one of the royal sanctuaries.
Suddenly, there’s something important at
stake.
Amaziah, the priest at Bethel, informs
the king of what Amos has been saying
(7:10-11). Notice the motive Amaziah
attributes to Amos’s warning. “Amos has
conspired against you,” he tells Jeroboam,
implying that sinister designs lay beneath
the prophet’s harsh critique of the
regime. In verse 11, he also undermines
the prophet’s credibility, suggesting that
Amos speaks only on his own authority
(“For thus Amos has said….”). The powers
that be have ways of dealing with people
who tell inconvenient truths: they silence
them—one way or another. In that light,
Amos is actually fortunate here. Amaziah
merely tells him to leave town and take
his sideshow “prophet” act with him. Go
“earn your bread” elsewhere, he sneers,

and stop insulting the dignity of this
cherished place so sacred to our
national pride (7:12-13). Rather than
deal with the substance of the message,
the priest portrays Amos as an unpatriotic, publicity-seeking loose cannon who
is somehow trying to turn a quick buck
by spreading fear.
Amos, however, stands his ground. He
can’t brandish his prophetic credentials
because, as he readily admits, he doesn’t
have any! “I am no prophet,” he says,
“…but I am a herdsman and a dresser of
sycamore trees” (7:14). What he does have,
though, more than makes up for any lack
of education, grooming, or eloquence.
“The LORD said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to
my people Israel’” (7:15). In other words,
Amos is in Bethel only because God called
him to go there. He speaks only the words
that God has put in his mouth. For Amos,
obedience is the only credential that
matters.

Shut Up!

A similar scene unfolds in Acts 4:13-22.
As in Amos 7, the action occurs at a
holy place. This time, it is the temple
complex in Jerusalem. Also, as in Amos 7,
this scene features another apparent
mismatch in power: the Jewish council of
“rulers, elders, and scribes…and all who
were of the high-priestly family” (4:5-6)
arrayed against two “uneducated and
ordinary men,” Peter and John (4:13).
The council is in session because the
two disciples have been preaching the
gospel and even healed a crippled beggar
in Jesus’ name (Acts 3). At this point in
Acts, the church is still in its infancy. It is
still small enough, its opponents believe,
to be nipped in the bud before it can grow
too big or too strong. For that to happen,
though, these public spectacles had to
stop. So, hoping to put a good, effective
scare into the disciples, the council
demands that Peter and John stand up
and explain themselves. “By what power
or by what name did you do this?” they
ask (4:7). “This man is standing before
you in good health by the name of Jesus

Introduction: Our two Scripture passages
provide glimpses of both the power and the
perils of speaking God’s truth to people who
don’t want to hear it. It is important to
remember that neither Amos nor Peter and
John necessarily wanted to be in this uncomfortable position. When they speak up, it’s
not because they have something to say, but
rather because God has something to say
through them. The distinction is crucial.
I. Go away!
A. Amaziah relays Amos’s message to
the king (Amos 7:10-11)
B. Amaziah confronts Amos: “O seer,
go” (Amos 7:12-13)
C. Amos responds (Amos 7:14-15)
1. “I am no prophet” (7:14)
2. “The LORD said to me, ‘Go’”
(7:15)
II. Shut up!
A. The opposition is stumped
(Acts 4:13-14)
B. A gag order is imposed
(Acts 4:15-18)
C. Peter and John respond
(Acts 4:19-22)
1. Right or wrong? You must judge
(4:19)
2. We can’t stop talking (4:20)
3. The evidence is clear (4:21-22)

Christ of Nazareth,” Peter replies sharply,
“whom you crucified, whom God raised
from the dead” (4:10).
Peter’s “boldness” (4:13) presents a
problem the council had not anticipated.
Routine intimidation apparently will not
work on these men. Therefore, the
council members go into executive
session to discuss their next move. They
can’t deny that something momentous
has happened (4:16). After all, the crippled beggar is now walking around in
front of everyone (4:14). Instead, they
flip through the playbook of bad crisis
management until they come up with
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Plan B: “To keep it from spreading further among the people, let us warn them to speak
no more to anyone in this name” (4:17). If denial won’t work, then maybe stonewalling
will.
But it doesn’t. Peter and John don’t so much respond to the council’s orders (4:18)
as ignore them. Judging whether we’re doing right or wrong in God’s eyes is up to you,
they say, because for us this isn’t a debatable question: “We cannot keep from speaking
about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).
Just as the prophet Amos did years earlier, Peter and John confess that they are not
in control of the message they proclaim. On the contrary, the message controls them.
People with such conviction, it seems, simply cannot be reasoned with. So after
another round of threats, the council has no other recourse than to let Peter and
John go.

A Way to Begin
As people who believe that Jesus Christ is “the way, and the truth, and the life”
(Jn 14:6), Christians are called to tell God’s truth, regardless of the consequences. This kind of bold witness requires courage, though, especially when
God’s truth threatens to upset or overturn the comfortable status quo.

❍ What Is a Prophet?

Write the word “prophet” on the board.
Ask what images, ideas, or characteristics
come to mind when we hear the word
“prophet.” Record participants’ answers.
As a class, come up with a good definition
of a prophet. Write this definition on
the board. (Note: Someone likely will
make the connection between being a
prophet and predicting the future. While
it’s true that many prophecies had a
future orientation, biblical prophets
did not understand themselves to be
fortune-tellers.)

Questions

➤ What are the distinguishing characteristics of a prophet?
➤ How can we know when we are listening to a “prophetic” message?
➤ Have you ever been in the presence of
someone you believed to be a prophet?
Describe that experience.
➤ What challenges arise for people who
speak with a prophetic voice?
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❍ Prophets among Us

Share this definition of the word
“prophet”:
A person who is called and inspired by
God to proclaim God’s truth and challenge others to bring their behavior into
conformity with that truth.
Can you think of people, either in
history or today, who fit this description?
Have participants explain why they
consider their examples to be prophets.

Questions

➤ What makes someone a prophet?
➤ Why have prophets generally been so
poorly received throughout history?
➤ How do skeptics try to discredit people
who speak prophetically?

A Way to Explore Scripture
There are many examples in the Bible of people who took great risks in order
to speak God’s truth. In today’s Scripture readings, we meet three of these bold
witnesses: Amos, Peter, and John. Despite obvious differences of time and place,
their stories share a number of similarities that can help us appreciate what is at stake when
we are called to speak up and speak out in God’s name.

❍ Put Yourself in Their Shoes

Divide the class into four groups and
assign each group one of the following
Scripture passages:
➤ Amos 7:10-13
➤ Amos 7:14-15
➤ Acts 4:15-18
➤ Acts 4:19-20
Ask the groups to read their assigned
verses and imagine together what the
mindset of the main character(s) might
have been. Why did they act as they did?
What were they trying to accomplish (or
prevent)? How did they justify their
actions?
Reconvene the class and invite each
group to read its verses aloud and then
describe the imagined mindset of the
passage’s main character(s).

Questions

➤ Why might people resist a prophet’s
message?
➤ What compels prophets to speak?
➤ How do they understand the significance of their actions?

❍ Compare and Contrast

Ask for two volunteers: one to read the
Amos passage and the other to read the
Acts passage. Discuss how these two
stories are similar and different. Allow
ample time for discussion and encourage
participants to explore, explain, and
expound further on the responses they
offer.

Questions

➤ What is the difference between being a
prophet and being a witness?
➤ If these were the only two biblical
accounts we had of God’s people
speaking the truth to power, what
would they teach us about God? What
would they teach us about what God
expects from us?
➤ What do you find encouraging about
these stories?
➤ What do you find intimidating about
these stories?

❍ Modern Examples

Invite participants to name contemporary
figures who speak God’s truth boldly.
What is admirable about such people?
How are they treated by society?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
Neither Amos, nor Peter, nor John spoke boldly out of their own authority. They
were all quite clear that their witness was grounded firmly in God’s call upon
their lives. The Lord gave them a message to proclaim, and they were obedient.
But was it really that simple? It never is. When called upon to witness boldly in Jesus’ name,
how can we untangle our personal opinions and ulterior motives from the truth that God
wants to speak through us? How can we say what needs to be said in a way that others can
hear it? Thinking through these questions now can help prepare us for later, when we might
well be called upon to give an account like the prophets of old. Times may change, but bold
witnesses are always needed.

❍ Lessons Learned

Just about all Christians agree that it is
important to speak up and speak out
when God calls us to do so, even (and
especially) when the message we have to
share is unpopular. Like most other
worthy endeavors, however, speaking
prophetically is easier in theory than in
practice.

Questions

➤ What practical lessons can we learn
from the examples of Amos, Peter, and
John, and how can we apply these
lessons to our own lives?

❍ Live to Tell

Distribute copies of the resource page
“On the Hot Seat” (page 24). Have the
class answer the questions provided on
their own. Then invite volunteers to share
their responses. Use these responses as
starting points for further discussion on
these stories of bold witnessing in difficult circumstances.
End with a prayer. Thank God for
providing us with examples of bold
witnesses, both in the Bible and in our
lives. Ask God to give us both the wisdom
and the courage to speak the hard truth
when called upon to do so.

Resources
J. Bradley Chance, Acts, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2007).
James Limburg, Hosea–Micah (Atlanta: John Knox Press,
1988).
James Nogalski, The Book of the Twelve: Hosea–Jonah,
Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth &
Helwys, 2011).
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POWER CORRUPTS
Daniel 3:8-12, 16-18; Revelation 13:1-10

Bible Background
We Will Not Serve Your Gods

Daniel and Revelation are both
rooted in the grim experience
of persecution and were written to
encourage God’s people suffering under
unjust governments. Their shared
message? Stand firm, keep the faith, do
not give up, and do not bow down to
anyone or anything other than God.
The events recounted in Daniel occur
during the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar
of Babylonia (605-562 BC), whose armies
conquered Jerusalem and carted off the
city’s best and brightest into exile. Most
scholars believe, however, that the book
was written during another difficult
period in Israel’s history. The historical
context for the book was actually a later
time, when Syria dominated the region,
and its rulers attempted to impose their
laws, customs, and—worst of all—their
religion on God’s people. The situation is
thus somewhat like the way the classic
1970s movie and television series
M*A*S*H was set during the Korean
conflict but actually served as a commentary on the war in Vietnam. Likewise, the
book of Daniel tells of heroic Jews experiencing persecution in Babylon in order to
encourage Jews facing similar circumstances four centuries later at the hands
of the cruel Syrian king Antiochus IV
Epiphanes.

When faced with such pressure, some
Jews openly revolted. The Hannukah
story of Judas Maccabeus comes from this
period. Other Jews quietly resisted the
repressive measures of Antiochus.
Our passage from Daniel begins in
the middle of an account of King
Nebuchadnezzar’s grandiose plans for
self-glorification—a campaign built
around an enormous, brand-new golden
statue (Dan 3:1-7). A decree goes out
across the empire, summoning the
various courtiers and royal minions who
serve Nebuchadnezzar to come and bow
down before this oddly proportioned
statue, roughly ninety feet tall but only
nine feet wide. The whole exercise sounds
like the work of an egocentric royal bully.
What better way to humiliate your underlings than by forcing them to worship a
big, golden carrot!
Not everyone living under King
Nebuchadnezzar’s thumb, however, is
willing to indulge the king. Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego—three Jews
appointed by the king to government
positions, thus bound by the decree to
worship the golden statue—refuse to
participate in this blatant act of idolatry.
Their disobedience comes to the king’s
attention courtesy of some boot-licking
Chaldeans, grateful for the opportunity
to flatter Nebuchadnezzar and denounce
those despised Jews at the same time
(Dan 3:8-12). Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abednego “pay no heed to you, O king,”

the Chaldeans charge. “They do not
serve your gods and they do not
worship the golden statue that you
have set up” (3:12).
This, of course, is precisely the
point. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abdenego
are faithful Jews who take the commandments of the Lord seriously. They refuse
to compromise their commitment to God,
regardless of the circumstances or potential consequences—including the fiery
furnaces of Babylon (3:6).
These three young men know better
than to worship other gods or bow down
before idols (Ex 20:4-5). They are not
about to disobey the God of Israel in
order to please the king of Babylon. So
they simply say no. “If our God whom we
serve is able to deliver us from the furnace
of blazing fire,” they declare, “…let him
deliver us.” Nevertheless, regardless of
what God does, “be it known to you, O
King, that we will not serve your gods and
we will not worship the golden statue that
you have set up” (3:17-18).
These are words designed not only to
put a monarch in his place, but also—and
perhaps more importantly—to inspire
God’s people in similar situations to be
strong in the Lord, resist the temptations
of idolatry, and remain faithful in the
midst of persecution.

The Beast

It is a message echoed in Revelation,
likely written in the late first century
during the reign of the Roman emperor
Domitian (81-96). At this time, Christian
fears of persecution were growing in Asia
Minor (modern-day Turkey).
A fascination with Revelation’s many
fantastic images tends to distract us from
the primary purpose of the book, which is
to encourage hard-pressed Christians to
keep the faith. The book’s strange figures,
however, do serve a purpose. Apocalyptic
literature, of which Revelation is an
example, tended to be subversive in
nature, written by people oppressed by
their governments. Because criticizing
their oppressors openly could be
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I. Refusing to Bow (Dan 3:8-12, 16-18)
A. A ridiculous ritual (vv. 8-10)
B. The fiery alternative (v. 11)
C. A dangerous accusation (v. 12)
D. The brave response (vv. 16-18)
1. Our trust is in God (vv. 16-17)
2. We will not worship idols (v. 18)
II. Resisting the Beast (Rev 13:1-10)
A. The beast emerges (vv. 1-3)
B. The world responds (vv. 3-4)
C. The beast in action (vv. 5-7)
1. Speaks arrogant and blasphemous words (vv. 5-6)
2. Makes war on the saints (v. 7)
D. The saints respond (vv. 8-10)
1. Refuse to worship (v. 8)
2. Pay the price (vv. 9-10)
3. Endure and keep the faith
(v. 10)

dangerous, apocalyptic authors used
symbolic language to convey their
messages. In the same way that moviegoers familiar with Westerns can tell
whether a cowboy is good or bad simply
by looking at his hat color, first-century
readers of apocalyptic works implicitly
understood the meanings behind all the
mysterious figures. We don’t share the
context of the first readers, however, and
our lack of apocalyptic fluency makes
reading Revelation a challenge.
Our passage from Revelation 13 is a
case in point. There are plenty of responsible commentaries on Revelation that
provide detailed analysis and explanations of the various symbolic features of
the beast rising out of the sea in verse 1.
For our purposes, however, let’s get right
to the point. The beast represents the
Roman Empire, portrayed here in all its
arrogant, blasphemous infamy (Rev 13:5).
As the greatest power on earth in the first
century, Rome’s armies, laws, and civil
engineering achievements inspired both

widespread wonder and fear throughout the known world (13:3). Generally tolerant of
local customs and practices, the Romans insisted only that conquered populations
worship Caesar alongside their own traditional gods.
For Christians in the Empire, of course, this was an impossible demand. It
suggested a darker, demonic influence lurking underneath all the worldly glory of
Rome. Earlier, Revelation identified Satan with the figure of a great dragon (Rev 12:9).
Now, in 13:4, the connection between Satan and Rome becomes clear. All who bow
down to worship the beast are, in reality, worshiping the dragon, who gives the beast its
authority.
Idolatry of any kind is the work of the devil, and the names of those who succumb
to its temptations will not be found in the book of eternal life (13:8). Under the circumstances, then, passive resistance—that is, refusing to worship the emperor, yet accepting
the consequences of that refusal—stands as the only faithful option available to those
who truly belong to Jesus Christ (13:9-10).

A Way to Begin
Every Sunday, we’re reminded that God must be our top priority.
Unfortunately, we live in a world filled with idols that engage in fierce competition every day—even Sunday!—for our attention and loyalty. Money, career,
appearance, possessions, Facebook, and favorite teams are a few of the many things that can
distract us from a wholehearted commitment to God. During a campaign season especially,
our political passions can lead us to devote unhealthy amounts of time, energy, and resources
to the glorification of worldly leaders and institutions. At what point does patriotic civic
engagement become another form of idolatry?

❍ Habitual Rituals

Discuss the patriotic rituals with which
participants are familiar (for example, the
Pledge of Allegiance in schools, the
national anthem at sports events, etc.).
Write these on the board. After everyone
has had an opportunity to respond, ask
the following questions.

Questions

➤ What purpose do these rituals serve?
➤ How do people typically react to those
who either refuse to participate in these
rituals or do so half-heartedly? Why?
Explain that some Christian groups
refuse to participate in these rituals for
reasons of conscience. Some, for example,
will not say the Pledge of Allegiance
because they consider it wrong to pledge
allegiance to anyone or anything but God.

Discuss the fact that even if we don’t
agree with the reasoning of such believers,
they raise an important point about how
closely we identify with the countries in
which we live.

❍ What Is Worship?

Provide copies of the resource page “What
Is Worship?” (page 25). Ask participants
to answer the questions provided individually. Once everyone has finished, invite
volunteers to share their answers.
Encourage further discussion when
appropriate.
Divide the class into small groups.
Ask each group to write a definition of
“worship.” Have each group share its
definition. Based on these definitions,
seek a consensus understanding of what
worship is.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
When teaching these passages, it’s important to keep focused on the main point,
namely, the need for God’s people to resist the temptations of idolatry, regardless of how attractive they might look. The Daniel text is straightforward, but
Revelation always presents a challenge for conscientious teachers. Understandably, people are
fascinated by Revelation’s bizarre imagery and may want to spend a lot of time unpacking it
all. Don’t dwell too long there. If prompted, take a few minutes to introduce the main themes
of apocalyptic literature, but then move on with the lesson.

❍ The Seductive Power of Evil

It’s hard to resist idols that we can’t recognize, especially when they’re hidden
behind attractive disguises that make
them appear harmless or even beneficial.
Divide the class into two groups, one
to study Daniel 3 and the other
Revelation 13. Have each group brainstorm reasons someone might be tempted
to worship either Nebuchadnezzar’s
statue or the beast. Nudge class members
to imagine more seductive reasons for
idolatry.

Questions

➤ What makes something an “idol”?
➤ Why can it be so hard to recognize the
idols in our lives?
➤ Can good intentions be turned to evil
purposes? What are some examples?

❍ Standing Firm

Read Exodus 20:4-5. What are the practical implications of these commandments?
Why might God have put them at the top
of the list? Invite a volunteer to read
Daniel 3:8-12, 16-18.

Questions

➤ How does Nebuchadnezzar’s decree put
the three Jews in an awkward position?
➤ Why do they refuse to mount a defense
for their conduct?
➤ What kind of a witness do they offer to
the king and his court?
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Invite a volunteer to read Revelation
13:1-10.

Questions

➤ What are the consequences of worshiping the beast?
➤ What are the consequences of not
worshiping the beast?
➤ What kind of a witness are the saints of
God encouraged to offer the nations of
the earth?
Read Exodus 20:4-5 again. Encourage
class members to reflect on their own
lives. Where might they be in danger of
violating these commandments? How
might they resist the temptation to
commit idolatry? What could be the
consequences if they fail to resist this
temptation?

A Way to End
The powers of this world can easily overstep their boundaries and make demands
that only God has a right to make. Today’s passages describe what happens when
ordinary people agree to go along with these delusions of grandeur. How can we
learn to recognize idolatry when we see it, or more importantly, when we are asked to
participate in it?

❍ A Clear Conscience

Read Psalm 24:3-5. Discuss how the
psalmist describes the kind of person who
is worthy “to stand in [God’s] holy place.”
Write responses on the board.

Questions

➤ In what ways do we “lift up [our] souls
to what is false”?
➤ How does idolatry distort our understanding of who God is and what it
means to trust God?
➤ What are the benefits of resisting the
lure of idolatry?
➤ What spiritual disciplines do we need
in order to recognize and resist idols?
End with prayer, asking God to give
each class member the wisdom, patience,
and courage to be faithful in a world
filled with idols.

One way to sharpen our sense of spiritual discernment is to be clear about what
we believe and, more importantly, whom
we believe.
Provide copies of the Apostles’ Creed.
Explain that this ancient document is not
meant to be coercive, but rather instructive as a summary of basic Christian
beliefs. Invite the class to recite the
Apostles’ Creed as an exercise in faithful
witness and worship.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring, Revelation (Louisville KY: John Knox,
1989).
G. B. Caird, The Revelation of Saint John (Peabody MA:
Hendrickson, 1966).
James M. Efrid, End-Times: Rapture, Antichrist, Millennium
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 1986).

❍ In God We Trust?

During a campaign season, candidates
often promise that if elected, they will
improve our lives in a variety of ways.
Solicit examples of such promises.
Display a dollar bill and read the motto:
“In God We Trust.”

Questions

➤ If we applied this motto literally to our
lives, how would our perspectives
change?
➤ How are we encouraged to trust in
people, parties, or institutions other
than God?
➤ How can our tendency to trust in
worldly institutions compromise our
trust in God?
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4
Lesson

Bible Background
Introduction

As we consider what our
Scripture passages from Psalms
and 1 Timothy can teach us about
praying for those who hold positions of
civil authority, we do well to remember
that neither the psalmist nor the Apostle
Paul were writing with the realities of a
twenty-first century Western democracy
in mind. When the psalmist composed
the prayer that makes up Psalm 72, Israel
was ruled by a king who governed (at
least in theory) according to God’s divine
law. When Paul sent his first letter to
Timothy, the pagan Roman Empire occupied the entire Mediterranean world and,
on occasion, actively persecuted
Christians.
Not surprisingly, then, these authors
approached the question of praying for
earthly leaders from very different
perspectives—and commended the practice for very different reasons.

Prayers for the Davidic King

First, let’s take a longer look at Psalm
72:1-7. These verses are part of what was
most likely a royal coronation hymn. As
Old Testament scholar James L. Mays
observes, however, this psalm was not
written with any particular king in mind
(Mays, 236). Instead, it was a song about
kingship in general, one that could be
used repeatedly by the people of Israel,
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PRAYER FOR RULERS
Psalm 72:1-7; 1 Timothy 2:1-4

both to celebrate the accession of new
kings to the throne and also to remind
them of their awesome responsibilities.
As a combination of blessing, prayer, and
charge for new kings as they began their
rule over the nation, this psalm provides a
revealing glimpse of how the Israelites
understood the organic connection
between their king and their God.
In a very real sense, the king served as
a sort of middleman between God and
God’s people. Justice, righteousness,
peace, prosperity—even life itself—flowed
from God through the king and, ideally,
on to the nation. The rule of good kings
enabled these blessings to flow abundantly. Bad kings, however, had the
opposite effect. As such, the people of
Israel had a powerful incentive to pray for
their new monarchs, asking God to
provide the wisdom and guidance they
needed to rule well. It’s impossible to
miss this passionate, hopeful yearning in
the psalmist’s words: “In his days may
righteousness flourish and peace abound,
until the moon is no more” (Ps 72:7). The
prayer, in other words, is for God’s blessing on the new king (and, by extension,
the nation), not merely for a season or a
year, but until the end of history. These
are the high expectations with which the
psalmist, speaking for the people, greets
Israel’s new king.
So, for what does the psalmist pray?
The first petition asks God to grant the
king a measure of God’s justice and

righteousness (72:1), certainly a much
higher standard than what would
normally be expected of ordinary
mortals. Indeed, the psalmist hopes
Israel’s new king will govern in the same
way that God governs—with generosity,
compassion, mercy, and patience. The
king, acting on God’s behalf, will be the
one to whom the people turn for sound
judgments and impartial decisions (72:2).
On God’s behalf, he will be the one to
ensure that the nation prospers and the
people flourish (72:3). On God’s behalf,
he will be the one to defend the poor and
needy against oppression (72:4). On God’s
behalf, he will be a source of spiritual
refreshment for his people (72:6) and
bring peace to Israel (72:7).
Without a doubt, these are lofty
expectations for any ruler. But given the
Israelites’ expansive concept of kingship,
they are understandable. If a king should
rule on earth as God rules in heaven, then
it makes sense to set the bar high. It also
makes the prayer that the psalmist offers
here on the king’s behalf a virtual necessity. Without God’s help, no king could
live up to his subjects’ expectations. And,
unfortunately, as the Old Testament
books of the kings attest, not many did.

Prayer for the Roman Emperor

Next, we turn our attention to 1 Timothy
2:1-4. New Testament scholars have been
arguing for decades over the question of
whether the Apostle Paul himself actually
wrote this letter. There are strong cases to
be made on either side. For the purposes
of our study, though, we will assume that
these words serve as Paul’s personal
instructions to his friend and coworker,
Timothy. Accordingly, then, this first of
Paul’s two letters to Timothy is written to
encourage the young pastor as he ministers to the Christians in Ephesus. Most of
the letter deals with the importance of
teaching sound doctrine and promoting
strong leadership within the church.
In our passage from 1 Timothy, Paul
urges Timothy to lead his church in
praying not only for those inside the

Introduction: In both the Old and the New
Testaments, God’s people are taught to pray
for those who hold positions of worldly
authority. Psalm 72 offers an expansive,
positive view of what can be expected from
the rule of a godly king. By contrast, in
1 Timothy 2, the Apostle Paul has more
modest ideas about what Christians can
expect from the powers of this world.
Both passages, however, assume that
neither godly kings nor pagan emperors can
properly fulfill their obligations to the
common good without God’s blessing. For
this reason, the Bible tells us to pray for our
leaders.
I. High expectations for a godly king
(Ps 72:1-7)
A. What he needs from God (v. 1)
B. What he will do for his people
(vv. 2-4)
C. What his reign will be like (vv. 5-7)
II. Limited expectations for a pagan emperor
(1 Tim 2:1-4)
A. For whom should we pray? (vv. 1-2a)
B. Why should we pray? (vv. 2b-4)

family of believers but for those outside
of it as well. Christians should lift up
“supplications, prayers, intercessions, and
thanksgivings” on behalf of “everyone,”
he writes (2:1).
There is one group, however, that
Paul singles out for particular prayerful
attention: “kings and all who are in high
positions” (2:2). His motive in urging
Timothy and his church to pray for
those who exercise civil authority is
rather modest. Unlike the psalmist, Paul
isn’t looking for a leader who will act
generously on God’s behalf. As Paul
understands the gospel, Jesus Christ has
already done that. Instead, Paul simply
hopes for leaders who will allow his
fellow Christians to “lead a quiet and
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peaceable life in all godliness and dignity” (2:2). When Christians pray for their leaders
in this way, he tells Timothy, they do what “is right and acceptable in the sight of God
our Savior” (2:3).
Given the circumstances in which he is writing—when Christians were a vulnerable
minority living under the thumb of an always-pagan and sometimes-hostile, imperial
authority—Paul’s desire for a government that would maintain public order and create
an environment friendly to virtuous, productive pursuits must have seemed anything
but simple. It is a fairly limited view of what civil authority can (and should) do, but it is
also, from Paul’s perspective, a fairly realistic one.

A Way to Begin
As Election Day nears and campaigns crank up the energy for one final push to
victory, most of us have probably by now developed fairly strong opinions about
who we want—and don’t want—to win the various public offices that will be
contested on our ballots. How can we put aside our partisan passions and pray sincerely for
our leaders, whomever they may be?

❍ Why Does It Matter?

Invite participants to name all the
public leaders they can think of and,
as each name is called, write it down
on the board. Invite them to consider
which three leaders affect their lives the
most. Encourage volunteers to respond
and share why they picked the leaders
they did.

Questions

➤ Why do some leaders seem more
important to us than others?
➤ In our daily lives, how are we affected
by what our leaders do, or fail to do?
➤ In an age of increasing globalization,
how do leaders in other countries affect
our lives?

❍ Faith in Our Leaders

In the election of 1960, some Americans
feared that because he was a Roman
Catholic, candidate John F. Kennedy
would allow his religious beliefs to shape
his public decisions as president. Share
this quote by Kennedy:
I will make my decision[s] in accordance with what my conscience tells
me is the national interest, and
without regard to outside religious
pressures or dictates. And no power
or threat of punishment could cause
me to decide otherwise.

Invite participants to reflect on
Kennedy’s statement.

Questions

➤ What qualities do we look for in a good
leader? As Christians, are our standards
for good leadership different from
those of non-Christians?
➤ How should our leaders’ decisions be
shaped by their religious faith (or lack
thereof )?
➤ At what point do personal convictions
affect public policy in an unhealthy
way? Can you think of an example?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Not only does God command us to pray for those who hold positions of civil
power, God’s word provides examples of what these prayers should sound like.
When considering how best to pray for our leaders, it makes sense to ground our
reflections in the most reliable source we have for spiritual guidance and direction: the Bible.

❍ A Biblical Job Description

Direct participants to Psalm 72. Have
extra Bibles available for those who do
not have one. Invite a volunteer to read
aloud Psalm 72:1-7.
According to the psalmist, what are
the responsibilities of a good ruler? Write
down participants’ responses on the
board. Then, have participants turn to
1 Timothy 2:1-4, and repeat the process.
Again, record the responses.

Questions

➤ What are the similarities between the
perspectives of the psalmist and Paul
when it comes to good public leadership? What are the differences?
➤ Why might these two biblical writers
have had different ideas about what
civil power can, or should, accomplish?
➤ How can we apply these biblical job
descriptions to our own expectations of
public leaders?

After several minutes of study and
conversation, ask the groups to share
their lists.

Questions

➤ Where are the similarities in the two
approaches to prayer?
➤ Where are the differences?
➤ What should Christians expect from
their civil government?

❍ Praying “For” or “About”?

Some Christians seem to find it easier to
pray “for” leaders we like but merely
“about” those we don’t. What might this
tendency say about our faith? How might
our two Scripture passages encourage us
to pray earnestly and sincerely for leaders
with whom we disagree?

❍ Learning from the Experts

Observe that both of our Scripture
passages for today provide examples of
how to pray for those in positions of civil
authority. Using the prayers of the
psalmist and Paul as the testimony of
“expert witnesses,” let’s consider how
people of faith should pray for our
leaders.
Divide the class into two groups,
assigning the Psalm 72:1-7 to one and
1 Timothy 2:1-4 to the other. Have each
group study the assigned verses together
and then, based on what they’ve read,
come up with some basic principles to
guide us in formulating our own prayers
for those who hold worldly power.
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A Way to End
We read in the book of James that “the prayer of the righteous is powerful and
effective” (Jas 5:16). As such, we have to believe that the prayers we lift up on
behalf of our public leaders do, in fact, make a difference. So, what does this look
like in practice? How can we best pray for those who have been elected and appointed to
positions of civil authority?

❍ All Together Now

Using the examples given by the psalmist
and Paul as inspirations, lead the class to
compose a corporate prayer for those who
serve in positions of worldly power. Use
the “ACTS” acronym to guide the composition process: Adoration, Confession,
Thanksgiving, and Supplication. For each
letter in the acronym, have participants
think specifically about how it relates to
government leaders.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“A Prayer for Our Leaders” (page 26).
Have each participant copy the prayer in
the space provided. Invite class members
to sign the commitment challenge at the
bottom of the page. Close by praying the
prayer together.

❍ From Theory to Practice

Collect the official addresses of various
elected leaders in your community. Bring
enough envelopes, paper, and pens for
each participant. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What does it feel like to know that
others are praying specifically for you?
➤ Leaders must wrestle every day with the
pressures, complaints, and challenges
that come with public office. What
difference could it make for them to
know that someone was praying for
them?
➤ What are some specific ways that we
can pray for those in civil authority,
regardless of their political persuasion
(or ours)?
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Invite class members to write a brief
letter to a local government leader telling
him or her how they will be prayed for,
and why, during the coming month.
Have participants put these prayers in
envelopes, address them, and take them
home to mail.
Close with prayer asking God to bless
our leaders and help each participant to
be faithful prayer supporters of our public
servants.

Resources
W. Hulitt Gloer, 1 & 2 Timothy–Titus, Smyth & Helwys Bible
Commentary (Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2010).
James L. Mays, Psalms, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John
Knox, 2004).

WHAT MAKES LIFE GOOD?
What are the basic elements of a good life? List all the “goods” you
can think of in the center column. For example, one “good” might be
“clean water to drink.” For each good, decide whether it is of greater
priority to God or to society. Place a check in the appropriate column.
God

!
Good
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ON THE HOT SEAT
Our Bible passages recall episodes when individuals took courageous,
unpopular stands to tell God’s truth. Have you (or someone you know)
ever been in a similar situation? Reflect on that experience, then answer
the following questions:

• What was it like to be in that difficult situation?
• Where did you find support?
• How did you know what to say?
• How did others respond?
• If you had to do it over, would you do
the same thing, or would you do
something different?
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WHAT IS WORSHIP?
• When do you worship?

!

• How do you know you are worshipping?

• What kinds of activities constitute worship?

• Why do you worship?
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A PRAYER FOR OUR LEADERS
(This prayer was composed by ____________________________ on _________, 20__.)

I commit to praying this prayer for my public leaders
at least once a day for the next month.
Signed: ________________________________________
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