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Introduction 
 

The Nicene Creed dates back to the fourth century and reflects much earlier 
declarations of faith.  For over 1500 years, it has been used by Christians as a 
way of declaring their collective faith and reminding themselves of the key 
facts about God, his acts in history, his activity in the present and what he will 
do in the future.  Along with Christians of many denominations around the 
world, we say it in our Communion services.  Christians disagree about many 
things but the truths in the Creed represent the core, non-negotiable basis of 
all true Christianity.   

The Creed is a human document and it should not be regarded as if it were 
part of Scripture.  However, it represents a distillation of the teaching of the 
Bible.  Christians in the centuries after Christ’s death and resurrection thought 
and prayed deeply about that teaching and wanted concisely to summarise it 
without speculating about matters in relation to which the Bible is silent or 
open to differing interpretations.  The fact that their work has survived so long 
is testimony to their success in this. 

We have, therefore, decided that our sermon series between June and 
September, both in the morning and in the evening services, will use the 
Creed to assist us in considering the Biblical truths which it summarises.  We 
may loosely say that we will be thinking about the Creed but, in reality, we will 
be looking at what the Bible teaches and using the Creed to provide a 
framework for this.  In other words, we will be considering the core truths of 
Christianity. 

This reading plan is designed to accompany the sermon series. It has Bible 
passages to read on five days each week.  Subject to two deviations, caused 
by the existence of All Age Services, these passages relate to the part of the 
Creed that is the subject of the sermon on the previous Sunday morning.  You 
may, therefore, find that, if you have missed that sermon, it is worth listening 
to it at some time during the week.

1
  As most of you will be aware, all of our 

                                                           
1
 The evening services will follow a slightly different timetable and will 

   sometimes be a little out of sync with the reading plan. 
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sermons are available on our website within a few days after the day on which 
they were given (http://www.stjohnsblackheath.org.uk). 

In relation to each day, this reading plan contains a brief reflection on the 
reading or readings for that day and one or more questions, which it is hoped 
will assist you in understanding the readings and applying them to yourself. As 
you use the plan, don’t forget that we need God’s help to do this.  Pray for 
that help before looking at each passage. 

As usual, I have enjoyed putting the reading plan together and I trust that you 
will find it helpful.  Most, if not all, of what is contained in the Creed will be 
very familiar to many of you and, if you have been a Christian for some time, 
you will find that the same is true of a large proportion of the Bible passages 
that form part of this reading plan.  Indeed, some of the passages have been 
included in other reading plans over the course of the past couple of year (and 
I confess that I have borrowed some of the notes from these plans as well). 
However, I hope that you, like me, will find it helpful to go back to the core 
truths and reflect on them in an orderly manner. I pray that this will enable all 
of us to understand better those things to which the Creed bears witness and 
to respond to God accordingly. 

 

Richard Godden 

30 May 2015 

 

 

 

 

Scriptural quotations in this document are taken from the Holy Bible, New 
International Version. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by the International 
Bible Society. Used by permission. 

http://www.stjohnsblackheath.org.uk/
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Overview of the Plan 

Week Sunday sermon topic Day Passages 

1 The Father Almighty Mon Isaiah 40:18-31 

 Isaiah 40:18-31  Tues Psalm 19/Psalm 24 

 Psalm 24 Wed  Exodus 3:1-17 

  Thurs Psalm 139 

  Fri Psalm 145 

2 The Divine Son Mon John 1:1-5/Colossians 1:15-17 

 John 1:1-5 Tues Hebrews 1:1-14 

 Hebrews 1:1-14 Wed  Isaiah 6:1-10/John 12:39-41 

  Thurs John 8:48-59 

  Fri Mark 14:43-65/Daniel 7:9-14 

3 All Age Service Mon Isaiah 46:1-13 

  Tues Deuteronomy 4:1-14/30:11-20 

  Wed  Psalm 2/Psalm 127 

  Thurs John 14:1-14 

  Fri John 9:1-41 

4 The Incarnate Son Mon Luke 1:26-38/Luke 2:1-7 

 John 1:6-14 Tues Mark 1:1-9/John 1:6-18 

 Hebrews 2:4-18 Wed  Hebrews 2:4-18 

  Thurs Luke 4:1-13/Hebrews 4:14-16 

  Fri Philippians 2:5-11 

5 The Crucified Son Mon John 19:17-42 

 John 19:17-18/25-29 Tues John 12:20-36 

 Hebrews 10:1-18 Wed  Isaiah 52:13-53:12/1 John 2:1-2 

  Thurs 1 Peter 2:20-25/1 Peter 3:18-22 

  Fri Hebrews 10:1-18 

6 The Risen and Mon Luke 24:1-12/36-49 

 Ascended Son Tues Luke 24:13-35 

 John 20:10-18 Wed  John 20:1-29 

 Acts 1:1-11 Thurs Acts 1:1-11 

  Fri Acts 2:14-41 

7 The Returning Son Mon Isaiah 24:1-23 

 Acts 17:29-31 Tues Acts 17:29-31/2 Peter 3:1-18 

 2 Peter 3:1-10 Wed  Revelation 6:1-7:17 
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  Thurs Matthew 24:36-51 

  Fri Psalm 130 

8 The Life Giving Spirit Mon Jeremiah 31:31-34/Ezekiel 36:24-32 

 John 3:1-16 Tues John 3:1-21 

 Ezekiel 36:24-32 Wed  Psalm 51 

  Thurs Romans 8:1-17/2 Peter 1:3-11 

  Fri Gal 5:16-6:8 

9 The Speaking Spirit Mon 2 Peter 1:12-21/Jeremiah 1:1-19 

 2 Peter 1:12-21 Tues John 14:15-27/John 16:5-16 

 1 Corinthians 2:6-16 Wed  Acts 2:1-21 

  Thurs 1 Corinthians 2:6-16/Matt 10:17-20 

  Fri 1 Corinthians 12:1-11 /13:1-13 

10  The Holy Catholic  Mon 1 Corinthians 12:12-30 

 Church Tues Ephesians 2:11-21/1 Peter 2:4-10 

 1 Corinthians 12:12-26 Wed  Ephesians 3:14-4:16 

 1 Peter 2:4-10 Thurs Acts 2:42-47/4:32-5:11/6:1-7 

  Fri 1 Corinthians 1:10-17/3:1-9/5:1-13 

11 The Baptism for the  Mon Luke 3:1-18 

 Forgiveness of Sins Tues Matthew 3:13-17 

 Luke 3:1-18 Wed  Acts 2:36-41/8:26-40 

 Acts 2:36-41 Thurs Romans 6:1-4/Colossians 2:9-12 

  Fri Titus 3:3-11 

12 The Life of the World Mon Isaiah 65:17-25 

 To Come Tues Revelation 20:11-21:5/21:22-22:5 

 1 Corinthians Weds 1 Corinthians 15:12-34 

 15:20-23 and 35-58 Thurs 1 Corinthians 15:35-58 

  Fri Psalm 103 
 

Note: The morning sermon relating to each topic will be on the Sunday 

at the start of the relevant week except that the sermon for Week 12 

will be at the end of that week (since the service on the previous Sunday 

will be an All Age Service).  
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Week 1 (5th – 11th July) 

The Father Almighty 

We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, 
of all that is, seen and unseen. 

1.  Monday:  Isaiah 40:18-31 

We believe in God.  But who or what is God?  The Bible never wastes space 
arguing that God exists; it simply declares, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is 
no God’” (Psalm 53:1).  In contrast, it takes a lot of trouble explaining who God 
is.   
 
Today’s passage tells us much about God.  First, he cannot be compared to 
anything on earth (Isaiah 40:18/25).  Any attempt to represent God is 
inadequate and thus blasphemous (v.18; see also Exodus 20:4).  We cannot 
possibly fully comprehend what he is like.  He is utterly “other” and people, 
indeed the whole universe, are as nothing before him (vv.21-22).   
 
He is also completely separate from the universe (vv.26/28).  This is crucial.  
The Bible declares pantheism (the belief that the natural universe is God) and 
panentheism (the belief that the universe is within God) to be wrong. God is 
the eternal creator; the universe is the result of his work.  God and his 
creation are completely different things. 
 
Yet, although he is separate from the universe, he is wholly involved in its 
affairs. He sees what is going on (v.27) and he may uproot people (vv.23-24) 
or bless them (v.29).  The belief that God created the world and then let it run 
itself (called “deism”) is wrong.  God is not remote but close to all of us, 
whether we know it or not.  Amazingly, we are able to put our trust in him and 
draw strength from him (vv.30-31).   
 
1. Think for a moment about the majestic otherness of God.  Is your concept 

of him too limited?  
2. Now think about the fact that he is involved in the world and relates to us.  

Is your concept of him too impersonal and remote? 
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2.  Tuesday: Psalm 19 and Psalm 24 

“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his 
hands” (Psalm 19:1).  The whole of creation points us to its creator.  Sadly, 
some people miss that pointer.  They respond to the world and the universe in 
awe and wonder but they then worship the created order rather than its 
creator.  This is inexcusable but it happens (see Romans 1:20).  In the days of 
King David (the psalmist), people worshipped the sun, moon and stars; in our 
day various New Age groups worship nature as manifest on earth and their 
approach is creeping into the main stream.  The mistake is identical:  the sun, 
moon, stars and every other thing in creation comes from God, who alone is 
to be worshipped (see Ps 19:4b-6).  In summary, “The earth is the Lord’s and 
everything in it” (Ps 24:1). 

Psalms 19 and 24 both make that point.  Then they both move on to consider 
God’s requirements of us:  Psalm 19 reflects their perfection, how we benefit 
from them and how desirable they are (Ps 19:7-11); Psalm 24 notes that we 
need to be pure to approach the creator God (Ps 24:3-6).  Why do both Psalms 
do this? What is the link between God’s role as creator and his requirements 
of us? 

The answer is obvious when you reflect on the question.  If God is our creator, 
he will know what is best for us.  As has been said many times, if you want to 
know how to get the best out of your car, you should find the manual 
provided by the manufacturer.  It is the same with ourselves:  if we want to 
live fulfilled lives, we should find out our maker’s instructions for life.   

Furthermore, if God is our creator, we should not be surprised if he expects us 
to follow his instructions and reacts adversely if we don’t.  Our disobedience 
damages his creation. 

1. Have you taken time to reflect on what creation tells us of God? Read   
Psalm 19:1-6 slowly and then reflect. 

2. Do you accept that God’s position as our creator gives him both perfect 
understanding of what you need and a right to demand compliance with 
his wishes? 

 



 
 

 7 

3.  Wednesday:  Exodus 3:1-17 

How can we know about God?  As yesterday’s passage makes clear, we can 
learn some things from creation itself:  we may appreciate his awesome majesty 
and power (see Romans 1:20).  However, such knowledge will only take us so 
far.  We may attain a reverent respect of the creator but we won’t truly 
understand the character of that creator.  To gain such understanding, we need 
God to reveal himself.  And the Bible tells us that he has done so. 

The Old Testament records many instances when God disclosed himself to 
people.  All are important but there is none more important than his 
disclosure to Moses recorded in Exodus 3.  What does this tell us about him?   

First, note that he is a God who communicates.  It is easy to miss that point 
since it is so obvious!  Secondly, that he is a personal God:  the God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Exodus 3:6) and, indeed, Moses.  Thirdly, that he 
cares about his people (v.7) and acts on their behalf (vv.8-10).  We can easily 
take all of this for granted, so pause for a minute and think about it.  Isn’t it 
amazing?  The creator of the universe communicates, has personal 
relationships with people and intervenes on their behalf! 

What are we to make of God’s answer to Moses’ request to know his name 
(v.13)?  Of course, Moses was using the term “name” figuratively: what he 
was really asking was “Who are you?” and God responded “I am who I am” 
(v.14).  This is a statement of eternal “being” and complete self-sufficiency 
(God is uncreated); it implies competency and authority far beyond anything 
in the created order; and it also implies that there is something unknowable, 
or beyond full comprehension, about God.  God needs no external support for 
his authority and power:  he is who he is. 

God then gave a literal answer:  God’s name is “YHWH” (normally vocalised as 
“Yahweh” and translated as “the LORD”; v.15).  This is linked to the verb “I 
am” and so, whenever we see reference to “the LORD” in the Bible, we should 
remember God’s revelation to Moses and reflect on who God is. 

1. What are the implications of us needing God’s revelation of himself? 
2. How does God’s revelation to Moses affect your understanding of him? 
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4.  Thursday:  Psalms 139 

God is outside time (which is merely part of the created order).  He thus 
knows the end from the beginning (Isaiah 46:10).  Indeed, he knows 
everything (past, present and future) perfectly.  To use the technical 
expression, he is omniscient.  

And that means that he knows all of us perfectly (Psalm 139:1).  He sees what 
we are doing (v.2a) and knows all of our actions and habits (v.3).  He know our 
thoughts (v.2b) and is aware of what we are going to say (and do) before we 
say or do it (v.4).  Our whole lives are already known to him before we live 
them (v.16). 

Is that a bit unsettling?  It certainly impacts our perception of ourselves and 
our relationship with God.  As King David (who wrote this psalm) says, God 
“hems us in” (v.5).  We can’t escape from God (vv.7-12).  Any attempt at 
independence is utterly futile.  

But do we need independence?  Why should we want to be independent of 
the God who created us (v.13)?  What is our motive for wanting it?  Think for a 
moment.  Is it that we think that we will be better off without God?  That 
might be true if God were evil but the Bible tells us that God is love (1 John 
4:6).  Is it that we don’t want anyone (including God) to know what we are like 
or what we are up to (a bit like a teenager who does not want his parents to 
know what is going on in his life)? That is possible.  Or is it that we resent our 
dependence on God and we want to be our own masters?  We don’t like the 
idea that we are subject to a sovereign lord. That is much more likely.  In 
short, we are proud and want to be free agents. 

We can respond what is said in Psalm 139 in two ways:  we can fight against it 
or we can embrace it.  To put the matter another way, we can try to behave as 
if God were not our creator and were not present in all that we do or we can 
rejoice that we are “wonderfully made” (v.14) and welcome the searching of 
us that God undertakes (vv.23-24).   

1. Does Psalm 139 unsettle you?  Why?  
2. How are you going to respond to what Psalm 139 says? 
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5.  Friday:  Psalm 145 

The Creed says that we believe in God, “the Father”.  Why does it say that?  In 
what sense is God “the Father”?  

The Bible refers to “God the Father” in contrast to his son, Jesus (e.g. 
Philippians 2:11).  That is one sense in which God is “the Father”.  However, it 
is not the only sense.  God is our father in at least two other senses. 

First, he is our father because he created us.  He is our origin.  As such, he 
deserves our honour, respect and obedience (Psalm 145:3).  That would be 
true irrespective of his character but, fortunately, he is a good father:  he is 
“gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love”, he is “good to 
all; he has compassion on all he has made” (Ps 145:8-9; see also v.17).  He is 
all that we would hope for in an earthly father. 

Of course, as creator, God is father of all people, whether or not they 
acknowledge him.  He also gives good things to all people whether or not they 
acknowledge him (Ps 145:16).  As Matthew puts it, he “sends his rain on the 
righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45).  We should never forget this: 
God remains God whether or not he is acknowledged, just as our earthly 
fathers remain our fathers no matter how bad our relationships with them 
might be.  Furthermore, in God’s case, he continues to offer a good 
relationship to those he has created no matter how bad their behaviour may 
be (see the parable of the prodigal son: Luke 15:11-32). 

That said, God is the father of those who are Christians, his people, in a 
further sense.  He is the one who has given us new birth into a relationship 
with him (John 3:5-8, which we consider later in this reading plan).  We may 
call him “father” because we are part of his family.  He promises to teach and 
guide us (Psalm 32:8), to work in all things for our good (Romans 8:28) and to 
hear us when we pray (1 Peter 3:12). He is “near to all who call on him” (Ps 
145:18) and he “watches over all who love him” (Ps 145:20).     

1. Have you recently reflected on the fatherhood of God?  Use Psalm 145 to 
do so. 

2. What evidence is there in your life of God being your father? Ask God to 
reveal this to you and thank him for it.  
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Week 2 (12th – 18th July) 

The Divine Son 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of 
the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten 
not made, of one being with the Father; through him all things were made. 

1.  Monday:  John 1:1-5 and Colossians 1:15-17 

Jews and Moslems believe that God is our creator and that he is almighty.  
Jews believe that God is our father in a sense that is comparable to what 
Christians believe.  However, Christians alone believe that God is a trinity, 
three persons in one God, and that Jesus Christ is one of those three persons.  
The Creed assists us in grasping what the Bible teaches about this.   

Jesus is unique.  From time to time, we hear people say that Jesus was “the 
son of God in the same sense that we can be sons of God” or words to that 
effect.  This is not right (see John 3:16).  As the Creed puts it, Jesus is “the only 
son of God”. 

Next, Jesus is not part of creation (even the first part).  He did not come into 
existence when he was born of Mary.  There was never a time when he did 
not exist.  He shares in the eternity of God (John 1:1-2).  We don’t really 
understand the eternal relationship between him and God the father (how 
could we?) but we know that it is like that of a father to a son and that, in 
some sense, Jesus is “begotten” of the father. 

Above all, Jesus is not partly God; he is not “like” God; he does not simply 
show us what God is like.  No! He is wholly and completely God: “true God 
from true God … of one being with the father” (see John 1:1; Colossians 
1:15/2:9).  In particular, Jesus is the creator (John 1:3; Colossians 1:16) and 
sustainer (v.17) of the world.  All that exists is the result of his work. 

1. How do these passages help you to understand the nature of Jesus? 
2. What impact does that understanding have on how you respond to him? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Hebrews 1:1-14 

Today’s passage looks at the same things as we were considering yesterday 
but from a slightly different angle.  We don’t know who wrote the Letter to 
the Hebrews but whoever it was had exactly the same understanding of the 
significance of Christ as the apostles John and Paul (who wrote yesterday’s 
passages). 

Jesus is “the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” 
(Hebrews 1:3): not a reflection of God or a representation of certain aspects 
of God but an “exact representation” of God. In fact, the writer points out 
that, in a Psalm referring to God’s messiah (i.e. Jesus), he is actually called 
“God” (vv.8-9, quoting Psalm 45:6-7).  The Old Testament makes it clear that 
we are to worship no-one and nothing but God himself but we are called upon 
to worship Jesus (v.6). Why?  This is because he is God. 

The writer stresses that Jesus was the creator of the universe (vv.2/10) and, 
like Paul, he goes on to indicate that Jesus also sustains the universe (v.3b; see 
Colossians 1:17, “in him all things hold together”).  He is God! 

We are also told other things about Jesus, which we will consider in greater 
detail later in this reading plan. In particular, he is eternal (v.12) and he has 
been appointed “heir of all things” (i.e. the ultimate ruler of the universe; v.2).  
Of course: he is God! 

This means that we should in no way compare Jesus to any other person or 
creature in heaven or on earth.  He was a prophet through whom God spoke 
(vv. 1-2; see also Luke 1:76) but he is much more than a prophet.  He came 
from God like angels but he is superior to angels in every way (see vv.4-14 
generally). At times in history, some people have been tempted to accord 
angels some exalted status as a means of access to God but we are told that 
they are mere ministers sent by God to serve us (v.14). Christ is not in any way 
comparable to them: he is God! 

1. Do you ever wonder exactly what God is like?  Think about this in the light 
of Jesus. 

2. Do you worship Jesus as your God?  If not, why not?  
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3.  Wednesday:  Isaiah 6:1-10 and John 12:39-41 

Isaiah’s vision of God (Isaiah 6:1-4) is well known.  He was overwhelmed by 
the vision.  He recognised the majesty and purity of God and his own lack of 
fitness to be in the presence of God (v.5).  He was assured that his sin had 
been atoned for (i.e. the penalty for it had been exacted; vv.6-7). He 
responded to the call to go and speak for God (v.8), and the task that he was 
given was not easy or encouraging (vv.9-10). 

That much is clear but what was it that Isaiah actually saw?  We hear about a 
throne and the train of God’s robe (v.1) and about seraphs (vv.2-3) but these 
are not the main aspect of the vision: the main point is that Isaiah says that he 
saw God (vv.1/5).  Yet God is not physical.  He can’t be seen! That is precisely 
why we are prohibited from making images of him (Deuteronomy 4:15). So 
again we have to ask, what did Isaiah see? 

Isaiah never tells us expressly but the reference to God being seated on a 
throne and to him having a robe leaves us with the clear impression that what 
he saw was in the form of a man: a majestic king.  He also gives us a further 
hint later in his book. 

In his most famous prophesy about the coming messiah, Isaiah says that “he 
will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted” (Isaiah 53:13).  These words are 
strikingly similar to those used in today’s passage of his vision of God (v.1) 
and, even without the assistance of the New Testament; we might suspect 
that the prophecy and the vision are linked.   

This impression is confirmed by the apostle John. He quotes part of Isaiah 6 
and says, “Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him” 
(John 12:39-41).  What was it that Isaiah saw?  He saw a vision of Christ 
revealed as who he is - God.  

1. Try to imagine Isaiah’s vision. How might you have reacted to it had you 
received it? Would that have been the right reaction? 

2. How does the vision help you to understand the significance of Jesus? Pray 
that God would help you to understand this. 
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4.  Thursday:  John 8:48-59 

Jesus said and did many things that implied that he was God.  In particular, he 
claimed to be able to forgive sins (Luke 5:20-21) and gave many 
demonstrations of an ability to provide for people (Matthew 14:13-21) and 
control nature (Matthew 14:22-36).  Frequently, he left people to draw their 
own conclusions from what he said and did.  However, on some occasions, he 
made statements about himself. 

In today’s passage, John tells us of a two-fold challenge to Jesus: that he was a 
Samaritan and that he was demon possessed (John 8:48).  The first challenge 
aimed to undermine any messianic claim (the Old Testament prophets 
anticipated a Jewish not a Samaritan messiah). It was based on a 
misconception, since Jesus was from Jewish Galilee not from the surrounding 
Samaritan area. Jesus ignored it.  He simply took up the second challenge, 
denying it and saying that the evidence of his authority would be that “if 
anyone keeps my word, he will never see death” (vv.49-50). 

The religious leaders immediately realised that this was an astonishing claim:  
it put Jesus on a different level from the prophets and even from Abraham, 
the father of the Jewish people (v.52).  Understandably, they asked “Who do 
you think you are?” (v. 53). 

Jesus was not deterred by the implication of what he was saying and he did 
not back off.  On the contrary, he pressed on with his claims.  He asserted that 
Abraham had seen “my day” and “was glad” (v.56).  This resulted in derision 
from those questioning him:  he was not even 50 years old and he appeared 
to be suggesting that he had seen Abraham (v.57).   Was he mad? 

That was a possible conclusion but Jesus had not finished. He then made one 
of his most dramatic statements: “before Abraham was, I am” (v.58).  He used 
language echoing God’s declaration of his identity to Moses (Exodus 3:14) and 
asserted his own eternal nature and unity with God.  This was blasphemy 
deserving death (v.59), unless of course it was true. 

1. Do you share the astonishment of the Jewish leaders? Why or why not? 
2. What things can you think of that Jesus did and that implied his divinity?  
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5.  Friday:  Mark 14:43-65 and Daniel 7:9-14 

Mark the evangelist was in no doubt about whom Jesus was.  He opened his 
gospel by quoting Isaiah’s prophecy that God would send a messenger to 
prepare the way for God and said that it was fulfilled in John the Baptist 
preparing the way for Jesus (Mark 1:2-9).  Jesus is God!  Today’s passages 
indicate one of the reasons why Mark reached this conclusion. 

There are many obvious messianic titles in the Old Testament that Jesus might 
have applied to himself but the title that he chose was by no means obvious:  
he called himself the “Son of Man” (see, for example, Mark 2:27 and 8:31).  
What did this imply?  He did not say but it became clear at the time of his trial 
before the Jewish council (the Sanhedrin). 

The trial was getting no-where since the evidence against Jesus was not 
consistent (Mark 14:59) and so the High Priest tried a direct approach:  he 
challenged Jesus to say whether or not he was the Messiah, the Son of God 
(vv.60-61).  Jesus confirmed that this was indeed who he claimed to be (v.62).  
This claim was of itself extraordinary but Jesus went on to say something even 
more dramatic, “And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of 
the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven” (v.62).  Suddenly, the 
significance of the term “Son of Man” became clear: Jesus was applying the 
vision in Daniel 7 to himself. 

Daniel saw a vision of God as judge (Daniel 7:9-10) and, in that vision, saw 
“one like a son of man coming with the clouds of heaven” (v.13).  This “son of 
man” appears to be a human being but is led into God’s presence and then 
given eternal power and dominion and is worshipped in the same way as God 
(vv.13-14).  In fact, he seems himself to be God.  And Jesus was telling the 
High Priest and the Sanhedrin that he was this “son of man”.  He was making 
sure that everyone understood that his claim to be the Messiah was a claim to 
be God himself. His hearers immediately understood this claim (vv.63-64).  
However, their reaction suggests that they did not even consider the 
possibility that it might be true. 

1. What statements of Jesus can you think of that imply that he is God? 
2. In what ways does Daniel’s vision help you understand the true nature of 

Jesus? 



 
 

 15 

Week 3 (19th – 25th July) 

Pause for thought 

Since there is an All Age Service on 19
th

 July, the sermon series on the Creed is 
taking a week off.  This gives us a good opportunity to pause for thought and 
look at some passages of the New Testament that cast further light on the 
things that we have been looking at over the past two weeks. 

1.  Monday:  Isaiah 46:1-13 

Religious observance can be a burden.  In fact, in some religions it is literally a 
burden.  Isaiah recalls the religions of the countries surrounding Israel. He 
mentions Bel and Nebo, gods of the Babylonians of his day (Isaiah 46:1).  Their 
images were carried around and were doubtless pretty heavy, constituting a 
burden to the weary (v.1).  How sad!  Those who worshipped such gods did 
not realise that far from them needing to carry the burden of their gods, the 
true God was prepared to carry their burden (v.3).  Worse still, it was all to no 
avail (vv.2/7).  In contrast, God will sustain his people and, indeed, rescue 
them (vv.4/13). 

Some may say that no-one in the West today is so stupid as to believe in the 
idols of the Babylonians.  We know that there is only one God (v.9; see also 
v.5) and that we can rely on him.  Yet there is always a danger that we slip 
back into a situation in which our mental image of God and understanding of 
his character requires that we carry a burden.  It may be that we think that we 
have to persuade him to love us and favour us; it may be that we regard his 
laws as burdensome and not in our interests; it may be something else.  In any 
event, we need to ensure that we understand what having God as our father 
really means. He is our creator and sustainer.  What he wills happens (v.10b).  
We simply need to trust in and rely on him. 

1. How can you ensure that your mental image of God is not wrong or 
misleading? 

2. Do you find religious observance burdensome?  What might you need to 
change in your thinking or actions in order to remedy the problem? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Deuteronomy 4:1-14 and 30:11-20 

Today’s passages record some of the things that Moses told the Israelites as 
they were on the brink of entering the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 1:1-5).  
He reminded them that God had given them rules by which to live their lives, 
such as the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 4:1/13; also 5:6-21).  He 
instructed them to keep these rules (Deuteronomy 4:2b) and to ensure that 
they were remembered and passed on from generation to generation (vv.9-
10).  He stressed that the rules were good for the people (v.5-8) and 
obedience would result in God’s blessing (Deuteronomy 30:16). 

The ceremonial laws contained in the Old Testament (e.g. the sacrificial 
system and the food laws) have been superseded and some of the other laws 
related to the specific circumstances of the ancient Israelite people and 
likewise are not binding on us.  However, the rest of God’s law is eternal and 
the things that Moses said about it are as applicable to us as they were to his 
original audience (see, for example, Matthew 5:18-20).  We are still called 
upon to obey God and promised that we will be blessed if we do so. 

Above all, the people of Israel were called upon to recognise that they were 
the people of a holy God.  He was “the LORD your God” (a phrase used eight 
times in today’s passages alone) and the people were to recognise that they 
were set apart for his service (this is what being “holy” means – see Leviticus 
19:2).  They were to love him (Deuteronomy 30:16/20) and to recognise the 
exclusivity of their relationship with him (Deuteronomy 4:3/30:17).   

Again, there is no difference in our case.  We are called upon to recognise that 
we are God’s holy people and serve him accordingly (see 1 Peter 1:15-16).  In 
short, the basic commands of the Old Testament still apply to us: “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 
… and love your neighbour as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). 

All of this follows from the fact that God is our father.  What also follows is 
that, if we disobey him, and especially if we reject him, judgment will follow 
(see the second of today’s passages).  We will return to this issue. 

1. Why is obeying God’s laws good for you? Do you ever doubt this? 
2. How can you ensure that you remember what is required by God? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Psalm 2 and Psalm 127 

On Monday, we noted that God is sovereign and what he wills happens (Isaiah 
46:10b).  That is important and there is another side to the same coin:  things 
that are contrary to God’s will don’t happen!  Our two passages for today 
make that point in different ways. 

Psalm 2 reflects on the futility of rebellion against God.  People, even powerful 
people, may oppose God and even organise themselves (consciously or 
unconsciously) to do so (Psalm 2:1-3) but it is pointless.  God simply laughs at 
them (v.4).  This does not mean that he treats rebellion against him as a small 
matter.  On the contrary, it incurs his wrath (v.5).  It simply means that he 
scorns its futility.   

The conclusion from this is obvious: we should stop any thought of rebellion 
against God. Instead we should “serve the Lord with fear and rejoice with 
trembling” (v.11). 

But even when we have taken heed and decided to do this, there is a danger.  
Even as Christians we can end up relying on our own wisdom and actions 
rather than God. That point is made clearly in Psalm 127: “Unless the Lord 
builds the house, its builders labour in vain.  Unless the Lord watches over the 
city, the watchmen stand guard in vain.  In vain you rise early and stay up late, 
toiling for food to eat” (vv1-2). 

This does not mean that we should simply sit back and do nothing.  On the 
contrary however, we are called upon constantly to seek God’s will and not to 
rush ahead doing things without relying on him.  Nehemiah probably got the 
balance right when he was in charge of the rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem 
in the mid fifth century BC.  He heard that an attack on Jerusalem was being 
planned and he says “But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and 
night to meet this threat” (Nehemiah 4:9).  He relied on God and acted.  So 
should we. 

1. How should Psalm 2 impact your attitude to those who oppose God? 
2. How can you avoid trying to do things that are not God’s will? 
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4.  Thursday:  John 14:1-14 

Jesus used his last evening with his disciples before his arrest to teach them 
many things.  His exchange with the apostles Thomas and Philip is particularly 
illuminating.   

It began when Jesus assured the disciples that they did not need to worry 
since he was going to his father’s house “to prepare a place” for them (John 
14:2).  Unsurprisingly, they did not understand what he was saying and they 
became concerned when he said “You know the way to the place where I am 
going” (v.4).  Thomas made the obvious comment (v.5) and received as an 
answer one of the most famous of Jesus’s statements (v.6).  Jesus was 
asserting that people who want to have a relationship with God can do so 
through him.  In fact, the only way to have such a relationship is through him: 
“No-one comes to the Father except by me”.  

This was a dramatic enough claim but Jesus then made another remark that 
led the disciples to explore further: he said that they had “seen” his father (i.e. 
God the Father; v.7).   

This time it was Philip who responded.  He clearly had not listened carefully to 
what Jesus had said since he asked to be shown the Father (v.8).  The 
response that Jesus gave him was one of Jesus’s clearest statements of his 
divinity: “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father … Don’t you believe 
that I am in the Father, and the Father is in me?” (vv.9-10; see also v.11). 

This takes us back to the statements that were later made by the New 
Testament writers: “No-one has ever seen God but God the One and Only, who 
is at the Father’s side” (i.e. Jesus) “has made him known” (John 1:18; see also 
the passages that we looked at in Week 2).  If we want to know what God is 
like then we should look at Jesus because Jesus is God. 

1. What are the implications of Jesus being the only way to God? 
2. In the light of what Jesus’s statements, how can we learn more about 

God? 
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5.  Friday:  John 9:1-41 

We have looked a lot at what Jesus said about himself and what his disciples 
later said about him.  It is also worth reflecting on what he did.  Today’s 
passage is the longest in this reading plan but it is worth reading in full.   

Jesus healed many people including many who were blind. What makes the 
story recorded in today’s passage special is what happened after the healing 
and, in particular, the reaction of the various people involved. 

First, there were the neighbours of the healed man.  They must have known 
him well but, even so, some doubted that the person they saw following the 
healing was indeed the same man (John 9:8-9).  There may have been a little 
more justification for this than we might at first imagine since the man may 
well have turned from a nervous, shuffling, dishevelled figure to a confident, 
upright, tidy figure as a result of his healing.  However, it is notable that some 
people were reluctant to believe their own eyes.  

Whatever the truth about the neighbours, there is no doubt about the 
culpability of the Pharisees. They investigated what had happened and we are 
told that they were initially divided in their reaction (v.16).  At first, they may 
have had some excuse for this since they did not know the man.  However, 
their excuse disappeared after his parents had testified (vv. 18-23).  Sadly, 
instead of accepting that a tremendous miracle had occurred, they refused to 
believe and instead ended up abusing the man (vv.28-34). 

And what about the man himself?  He appears to have been a bit bemused at 
first.  He knew that it was Jesus who had healed him but he did not know 
where Jesus was (vv.11-12) and he must have been daunted by the cross 
examination of the Pharisees, although he conducted himself very well (see 
especially v.30).  It was left to Jesus to find him again (v.35) and to move from 
a physical healing to a spiritual one.  Once Jesus challenged him to believe and 
said who he was, the man responded “’Lord, I believe’, and he worshipped 
him” (v.38).  We don’t have to be theologians to get to that to that point. We 
simply need to link what Jesus did and what he said. 

1. What did the healing of the blind man reveal about Jesus? 
2. How do you react to that healing? 
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Week 4 (26th July – 1st August) 

The Incarnate Son 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven, was incarnate from 
the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and was made man. 

1.  Monday:  Luke 1:26-38 and Luke 2:1-7 

So far in this reading plan, we have focussed on the fact that Jesus is God.  
That is vital.  However, there is another fact about Jesus that needs to be 
absorbed:  he became a man.  Understanding what it means to say that Jesus 
is both God and man is not easy and we will doubtless never completely 
understand what happened.  So let’s start at the beginning and recall how he 
came to be born. 

Today’s passages will be very familiar to most Christians.  It is easy to skate 
over them but it is worth deliberately reading them slowly and making sure 
that we absorb all of what they are saying. 

Note that the angel who went to Mary told her two main things:  that she 
would give birth to a child even though she was a virgin (Luke 1:31/35) and 
that this child would be an eternal king in the line of David (vv.32-33).   

We cannot possibly understand how the conception of Jesus occurred or what 
part was played in this by Mary (clearly no part was played by Joseph).  What 
we can understand is that the result was a baby like any other (Luke 2:6-7); a 
new human being who was to grow up like other children. 

The prophecy that Jesus would be a king in the line of David is important in 
linking together various Old Testament themes in the person of Jesus.  King 
David was promised that his house and kingdom would “endure for ever 
before [God]” and that his throne would “be established for ever” (2 Samuel 
7:16).  The angel was indicating that this would be fulfilled in Jesus, although 
at that stage, it was by no means clear how this would occur. 

1. Are you prepared to accept that Jesus was God incarnate even though you 
don’t understand how that could be? 

2. In what ways was Jesus a king? 



 
 

 21 

 

2.  Tuesday:  Mark 1:1-9 and John 1:6-18 

Both Mark and John open their gospels indicating the significance of he 
incarnation (birth as a human being) of Jesus.  As we have already seen, both 
indicate that he is God and this point is developed in today’s passages (e.g. 
John 1:10/14/18).  In addition, these passages explain something of Jesus’s 
mission on earth. 

Mark, characteristically, is briefer and uses simpler language than John.  He 
reminds us that the prophets (specifically Isaiah) indicated that God would 
come to his people (Mark 1:3).  Jesus’s mission, we thus understand, is God’s 
mission as described in the Old Testament.  Mark hints at a key element of 
this by indicating that the “preparing the way for the Lord” anticipated by 
Isaiah was fulfilled in John the Baptist’s work in calling people to repentance 
of their sins (Mark 1:3-4). 

The apostle John also recognises that John the Baptist was preparing the way 
for Jesus (John 1:6-9/15) and goes on to explain more about Jesus’s ministry.  
He describes him as “the true light that gives light to every man” (v.9; i.e. he 
shows us the ways of God) and says that “to all who received him, to those 
who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (v.12).  
John says that we have received “one blessing after another” from Jesus (v.16) 
and draws a contrast between Moses, who brought God’s law, and Jesus, who 
brought “grace and truth” (v.17). 

We will return to the significance of this later in the reading plan.  For the 
moment simply note that Jesus came to undertake God’s mission in coming to 
his people; that this is something to do with becoming “children of God” 
(remember that God is our father); that it is not about God’s law (his rules for 
our lives and the judgment that may follow breaches of those rules) but about 
his grace (his undeserved favour).  In summary, Jesus became incarnate to 
benefit us!  As the Creed puts it, “For us and for our salvation, he came down 
from heaven … and was made man”. 

1. How would you describe Jesus’s mission on earth? 
2. Why is the distinction between the roles of Moses and Jesus important? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Hebrews 2:4-18 

Today’s passage contains things that go beyond the points about Jesus’s 
incarnation that we are considering this week.  However, we shall simply focus 
on the question, why was it necessary for Jesus to become man?  Hebrews 
gives a number of complex interlocking answers to this. 

To understand these answers, we need to understand God’s purpose for 
mankind.  The book of Genesis indicates that we have been made “in the 
image of God” (Genesis 1:26) and the Old Testament generally indicates that 
God’s plan is to exalt us as the pinnacle of his creation (Genesis 1:26; and see, 
for example, Psalm 8, part of which is quoted in Hebrews 2:6-8).  Yet this has 
not occurred.  There is a problem.  It is the problem of our rejection of God 
that results in spiritual death. We need a representative who will help us to 
get out of the problem and that representative is Jesus. 

He came to “taste death for everyone” (v.9). He became a human being so 
that he could die as a human being and rise as a human being and thus 
provide a way in which all might have eternal life (vv.14-15). He needed to be 
a man in order to be an intermediary between God and us and to make 
atonement for humanity (v.17).  We shall return to this point. 

To put the matter another way:  we need to be holy to enter God’s presence 
and Jesus was the perfect holy man who can be our representative (v.11).  
Furthermore, this perfection would not be real if Jesus had not suffered or 
been tempted to do wrong.  If that were the case then Jesus would not have 
really shared in the human experience at all and would not have been a true 
representative.  But he did suffer (v.10) and he was tempted (v.18). 

Although we may not yet see mankind in general exalted, we do see Jesus 
exalted (not least by his resurrection, see Hebrews 2:9, but that is for later in 
the reading plan).  He is the first exalted man.  

1. How does realising that Jesus is your representative affect your perception 
of him? 

2. How does it affect your perception of your standing before God? 
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4.  Thursday:  Luke 4:1-13 and Hebrews 4:14-16 

Let’s think further about the reality of Jesus’s experience of life.  Even leaving 
aside his arrest, trial and crucifixion, he certainly did not have an easy life.  
From the time when his ministry began, he was constantly on the move and 
constantly under pressure from his religious opponents. However, many 
people have had even more difficult lives and we should not try to pretend 
that in some way Jesus’s life was much worse than that of anyone else.  That 
is not the point.  The point is that he suffered like us and was tempted like us. 

The gospels only give us glimpses of Jesus’s suffering (as when he wept when 
confronted with the tomb of Lazarus; John 11:35) and his temptations (as in 
Luke 4) but these glimpses are enough to tell us what we need to know.   

It is hard to imagine precisely what occurred during the 40-day period 
mentioned in Luke 4.  Clearly, Jesus was under immense pressure both 
physically (we don’t know why he did not eat; perhaps there was simply 
nothing to eat in the desert) and spiritually.  He was tempted to use his power 
to relieve his suffering but he declined to do so, responding by saying that he 
would simply rely on God’s word (Luke 4:3-4); he was tempted to claim 
immediate authority, renouncing his mission of being our representative but 
responded by affirming his commitment to the service of God (vv.5-8); and he 
was tempted to test God but responded by remembering God’s prohibition of 
this (vv.9-12).  Luke tells us that the devil then left him alone (v.13) but it is 
clear that further temptations were to follow (see, for example, Matthew 
16:23).   

The result is that Jesus can “sympathise with our weaknesses” yet did not sin 
(Hebrews 4:15).  He is thus perfect to be our intermediary with God, our “high 
priest” (Hebrews 4:14/15).   

1. Do you worry that God expects too much of you and does not allow for 
your weakness? 

2. How does today’s passage assist you in understanding God? 
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5.  Friday:  Philippians 2:5-11 

Since Jesus was a man, there are many things about his experience that we 
can relate to.  However, there is one thing that he experienced that is 
completely beyond our comprehension: he was God becoming man.  He was 
(and is) the sovereign, omnipotent, omniscient lord of the universe and he 
became a man, subjecting himself to temptation, humiliation and suffering.  
What does that tell us about him? 

As has already been said, we will never completely understand either the 
relationship between God the Father and Jesus or how it is that Jesus could 
become man.  However, what is clear is that Jesus, although “in very nature 
God” (v.6) was happy to “take the very nature of a servant” (v.7; see Matthew 
20:28).  He “made himself nothing” (v.7) and “humbled himself and became 
obedient” even to the point of death (v.8).  We have heard that he was a king 
in the line of David but he accepted a life little like that expected by a king let 
alone what we might have expected of God incarnate. 

Some people suggest that this means that, when he became a man, Jesus 
limited his knowledge and power (so called “kenotic theory”, derived from the 
Greek word “kenosis”, meaning “emptiness”).  This may be true but it is 
doubtful and it is not the point that is being made today’s passage.  The point 
is that Christ emptied himself of all the glory and honour due to him and 
accepted servanthood and, as our previous readings this week indicate, he did 
this for our sake. 

That is what God is like.  The creator of the universe cares so much about us 
that he sent Jesus to be our servant and to be humbled for us.  Of course, that 
humiliation was not the end of the story:  God the Father was to exalt Jesus to 
the greatest extent possible (v.9) but that is another matter. 

1. What does this passage tell us about the character of God? 
2. How can we have the same attitude as Jesus (v.5)? 
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Week 5 (2nd – 8th August) 

The Crucified Son 

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was 
buried. 

1.  Monday:  John 19:17-42 

Last week, we considered why Jesus was incarnate. We saw that the answer is 
that he came to carry out God’s mission of salvation for his people (Mark 1:1-
3), to bless us (John 1:16), to enable us to become “children of God” (John 
1:12) and, specifically, to “taste death for everyone” (Hebrews 2:9).  It is this 
last, and most specific, aspect of his work to which we now return:  “For our 
sake he was crucified”.  We start by simply recalling the key facts. 

Jesus had been condemned to death by the Jewish leaders, who regarded him 
as a blasphemer (Mark 14:64) but they had no authority to execute him (John 
18:31) so they had to persuade the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate to execute 
him as a subversive (John 19:12; Luke 23:2).  Pilate knew that he was being 
used by the Jewish leaders but he was frightened and gave way (cf. John 
18:31/38; John 19:4; Matthew 27:24).  So Jesus was crucified. 

The four gospels complement one another by giving us different information 
about the crucifixion but all mention the notice on the cross: “The king of the 
Jews” (John 19:19).  They realised that, unintentionally, Pilate had acted 
prophetically.  John also notes that Old Testament prophecy was being 
fulfilled (vv.24/28/36-37; also Matthew 27:46). In other words, what was 
happening was in accordance with God’s long announced plans.  The Jewish 
leaders thought that they were in control but they weren’t; Pontius Pilate 
knew that he was not in control but it was the Jewish leaders and people that 
he wrongly feared.  In fact, as Jesus had pointed out to Pilate, it was God who 
was in control and who should have been feared (John 19:11). 

1. What do you find most striking about the crucifixion?  Why? 
2. How can you ensure that you recognise that God is in control of 

everything in your life even when things seem to be going wrong?  
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2.  Tuesday:  John 12:20-36 

Jesus knew that he was going to die and, from immediately after the time of 
Peter’s confession of who he was, he spoke a lot about his death (Matthew 
16:21).  However, he did so in terms that resulted in his disciples not being 
able to understand what he was saying until after he had died and been raised 
from the dead  (e.g. Matthew 16:22; Luke 18:34). 

In today’s passage, Jesus’s first explanation of the reason for his death is that 
it would be rather like a seed dying and thereby producing many more seeds 
(John 12:24).  This may seem cryptic but the context of today’s passage is 
significant.  Some Greeks (i.e. those who were not Jews) had asked to see 
Jesus (vv.20-22) and Jesus’s comment was linked to this.  In other words, in 
some way, Jesus’s death would enable his work to be carried on more broadly 
and, especially, to those outside the narrow confines of Judaism.  His later 
comment that, “when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to 
myself” also stresses the universality of the significance of his death (v.32). 

Jesus also said that “now the prince of this world will be driven out” (v.31; see 
also John 16:10).  To whom was he referring? presumably Satan, the devil.  He 
was saying that, by his death, the forces of evil would be defeated, although 
he didn’t say how.  For an explanation of that we have to look elsewhere in 
the Bible (see especially Romans 6-8). 

Jesus knew how he would die (vv.32-33) and he was naturally troubled by the 
thought of what lay ahead (v.27).  However, he had a clear understanding of 
the purpose of his suffering and he realised that his death was “the very 
reason” that he came to earth (v.27).  Furthermore, he realised that his death 
would be the means by which he himself and his heavenly father would be 
glorified (vv.23/28).  In other words, he knew that all that was going on was in 
accordance with God’s will and that the end result would be a great triumph 
for God that would be to God’s glory and praise. 

1. In what ways does what Jesus said help you understand his death? 
2. How can you gain Jesus’s confidence that the will of God is being fulfilled 

in your life? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Isaiah 52:13-53:12 and 1 John 2:1-2 

Bearing in mind that Jesus’s death was in accordance with God’s plan and a 
fulfilment of prophecy, it is not surprising that some of the key passages that 
explain its significance are in the Old Testament.  Today’s passage is the 
greatest example of this.  It is one of the most famous parts of the whole of 
the Old Testament.  All but one verse of it is referred to in the New Testament 
(some being referred to on several different occasions).  It is not hard to see 
why.   

Isaiah, writing in the eighth century BC, foresaw a time when God would send 
a servant to earth.  He says a lot about this servant:  “he will bring justice to 
the nations” (Isaiah 42:1); he will be “a covenant for the nations and a light for 
the Gentiles, to open the eyes of the blind, to free captives from prison and to 
release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness” (Isaiah 42:6-7); he will 
“bring [God’s] salvation to the ends of the earth” (Isaiah 49:6).  Most 
importantly, Isaiah says that the servant will be rejected and suffer (Isaiah 
53:3) and ultimately die (vv.8-9).  Yet, extraordinarily, all that will happen to 
him will be in accordance with God’s will.  God will be presenting him as “a 
guilt offering” (v.10) on account of “our transgressions” (v.5).  He will bear 
“the sins of many and make intercessions for the transgressors” (v.12) and the 
result will be that “the punishment that bought us peace was upon him and by 
his wounds we are healed” (v.5).   

Isaiah memorably sums up what he foresaw happening by saying “We all like 
sheep have gone astray, each one of us has turned to his own way; and the 
Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (v.6).  

The servant to whom Isaiah was referring was, of course, Jesus.  Our 
wrongdoing deserves God’s punishment.  However, Jesus has stood in our 
place.  He has borne the punishment that should be ours.  As the apostle John 
put it in our second reading, Jesus “is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not 
only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2). 

1. Think of how Jesus fulfilled the various prophecies of Isaiah.  Does that 
help you understand what he did? 

2. What are the implications for you personally of what Isaiah says?  



 
 

 28 

4.  Thursday:  1 Peter 2:20-25 and 1 Peter 3:18-22 

The New Testament contains many statements about the significance of 
Christ’s death.  We looked at a number of them last year as part of the reading 
plan relating to Paul’s letter to the Romans.  If you want to think about this 
subject in more detail, it would be worth looking at Romans 1-5 and the 
readings in the first six weeks of that reading plan.  Today, however, we are 
looking at two brief passages that were not included in that plan. 

Peter stresses that Jesus did nothing wrong (1 Peter 2:22, quoting Isaiah 53:9).  
He was sinless yet he suffered, relying on the fact that God is just and in 
control (v.23).   

What then was the significance of his death? Peter says the same thing as 
Isaiah, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree” (v.24).  Jesus has 
carried the punishment that we should have borne.  However, Peter goes on 
to say something more: “so that we might die to sins and live for 
righteousness” (v24b).  As Paul also stresses (e.g. in Romans 6), Jesus’s death 
does not merely free us from punishment, it frees us from the power of sin 
such that we are able to live a life pleasing to God.  That is its objective. Peter 
takes Isaiah’s analogy of sheep going astray (Isaiah 53:6) and adds a new 
aspect to it:  in our iniquity, we were like sheep going astray and, in addition 
to God laying all that iniquity on Jesus (as Isaiah says), we have to returned to 
Jesus, “the shepherd and overseer of [our] souls” (v.25) 

Our second passage is more complex than the first but it makes some similar 
points.  We will consider what it says about baptism later in the reading plan.  
For the moment just note a couple of things.  First, “Christ died for sins once 
for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God” (1 Peter 3:18).  
That is about as concise a statement of the effect of Jesus’s death as you will 
find.  It is worth memorising.  Secondly, what has happened to us is not like 
some kind of external washing but rather an internal cleansing, “the pledge of 
a good conscience towards God” (v.21b). It is linked to Christ’s resurrection 
(v.21c-22), but that is for next week! 

1. Was it fair of God to punish Jesus for our wrongdoing?  Think of what we 
learned about Jesus in Week 2. 

2. Do you respond to Jesus by seeking to live a life pleasing to God? 
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5.  Friday:  Hebrews 10:1-18 

The book of Hebrews focuses on Jesus’s relationship with the Old Testament 
law, the Old Testament priesthood and the Old Testament sacrificial system.  
That system was complex (see especially the description of various forms of 
offering and the priestly roles in Leviticus 1-9). When you first read about it, 
you may assume that the system was instituted as some kind of primitive, 
naïve way of propitiating God.  Some pagan religions teach that animal 
sacrifices are of themselves adequate to win the favour of some deity or 
another and, in ancient Israel, some people may have believed that the 
sacrifices in the temple at Jerusalem were the effective cause of a good 
relationship with God.  However, they were not.  They were merely “a shadow 
of the good things that are coming – not the realities themselves” (v.1).   

The sacrificial system was designed to point to the fact that our wrongdoing 
offends God and breaks our relationship with him and that sacrifice is 
necessary to restore that relationship.  However, the sacrifices themselves 
could never result in our acceptance by God (vv.2-3 and 11).  They were 
merely pictures not the reality.  The reality is Christ.  His sacrifice of himself is 
effective (v.10).  There is no more need for any form of sacrifices to be made:  
there is no need for the shadow when the reality has been revealed. 

This enables us to approach God with confidence. The arrangements in the 
temple were designed to remind people of the unapproachability of God.  In 
particular, only the High Priest could enter the “Most Holy Place” in the 
temple (also known as the “Holy of Holies”).  However, the curtain preventing 
entry was torn in two when Jesus died (Matthew 27:51).  Metaphorically, we 
can now enter the Most Holy Place.  We can “draw near to God with a sincere 
heart in full assurance of faith”.  As Charles Wesley put it (in the hymn “And 
can it be?”), “Bold I approach the eternal throne and claim the crown through 
Christ my own”. He probably had vv.19-22 in mind as he wrote this.   

1. Do you recognise the sufficiency of Jesus’s sacrifice for you and thus 
approach God with confidence? 

2. What are the implications for you of Jesus’s sacrifice being “once and for 
all” (v.10)?   
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Week 6 (9th – 15th August) 

The Risen and Ascended Son 

On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended 
into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 

1.  Monday:  Luke 24:1-12 and 36-49 

It is hard to imagine what it was like for the disciples immediately after Jesus’s 
death.  They were scattered and fearful. Yet within a few weeks they were 
triumphantly asserting their faith in the face of the very authorities that had 
killed Jesus.  The event that changed everything was, of course, the 
resurrection. 

Jesus had been buried in a hurry on the Friday night before the Sabbath and 
so, early on the Sunday morning, a group of women went to his tomb to 
perform burial rituals.  Luke records what happened next. It would have been 
impossible for the women to take in what they saw and heard and it is hardly 
surprising that, as Mark tells us, they fled (Mark 16:8). 

They went to the disciples, who were understandably sceptical about what 
they said (Luke 24:11).  However, Peter and John went to the tomb to check 
the position (v.12; also John 20:3-9).   At that stage, Peter at least was left 
confused but, as the day progressed, Jesus started appearing to people.  Mark 
tells us that Mary Magdalene was the first to see him (Mark 16:9), shortly 
after Peter and John had left the tomb (John 20:10-18); he also appeared to 
the other women, who were filled with joy as well as fear (Matthew 28:9-10); 
then to Peter (Luke 24:34, where Peter is called by his birth name, Simon);  
and as the day drew to a close, he appeared to all of the apostles together 
(v.36).  Their reaction was indicative of their confused state (contrast v.34 and 
v.41) but he demonstrated that he was not a ghost (vv.42-43) and then began 
to explain the significance of what had occurred (vv.45-48).  Jesus was alive! 
What a day. 

1. What is the significance of Christ’s resurrection for any fears you have? 
2. Does Jesus’s resurrection fill you with joy? Why or why not? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Luke 24:13-35 

We are not sure of the identity of the two people to whom Jesus appeared on 
the road to Emmaus, a village seven miles from Jerusalem.  One is name as 
“Cleopas” and may have been related to Jesus (v.18).  The second is unnamed 
but the circumstantial detail at raises the possibility that it was Luke himself.  
In any event, the two were part of the inner circle of the disciples.  They had 
left for Emmaus between the disciples being told of the empty tomb and the 
first accounts of Jesus’s resurrection reaching them (Luke 24:22-24). 

They believed that Jesus was a prophet (v.29) and they had placed high hopes 
in him.  They hoped that he would “redeem Israel” (v.21).  It is unclear 
precisely what they meant by this (perhaps that he would restore Israel’s 
independence under a Davidic king) but, in any event, Jesus’s crucifixion had 
dashed their hopes and they were left confused, not least by the reports of 
the women who had gone to the tomb (vv.22-24). 

They had no idea of the identity of the companion who joined them but there 
was something about the way that he talked that engaged them (v.32).  Jesus 
gave them a talk explaining “what was said in all the Scriptures concerning 
himself” (v.27).  People have since lamented that we don’t have a record of 
that talk but, in reality, we do since it doubtless comprised the same teaching 
that Jesus gave his disciples on other occasions and that they subsequently 
recorded in the Bible. 

It was only when Jesus began to re-enact the “Last Supper” that his disciples 
recognised him.  Nothing altered in Jesus’s appearance: they just suddenly 
realised who he was (v.21).  They immediately returned to Jerusalem to 
discover that their experience corroborated those of others (vv.33-34).  Jesus 
was alive!  He had “redeemed Israel” but in a manner very different from that 
which Cleopas and his companion probably expected. 

1. When did you first recognise Jesus for who he is?  Were you excited by 
this? Are you still excited? 

2. Do you think about Jesus’s death and resurrection when we take 
communion?  Could you use the story in today’s passage to help you do 
this? 
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3. Wednesday:  John 20:24-21:25 

During the course of the first Easter Day, Jesus appeared to Mary Magdelene; 
Mary the mother of James, Salome and, possibly, Joanna; Peter; Cleopas and 
his companion; and, finally, most of the apostles together.  We are not sure 
what happened next.  Jesus had told his disciples to return to Galilee 
(Matthew 28:10) and they, presumably, made preparations to do so.  A week 
later, however, they were still in Jerusalem. 

The story of “Doubting Thomas” is well known.  It is easy to condemn Thomas: 
he refused to believe what his friends were telling him about no less than five 
appearances of Jesus.  However, Jesus did not reject him: he gave him the 
evidence that he was seeking and then rebuked his unbelief (John 20:27).  
Thomas then moved to a comprehension that had previously eluded the 
disciples, declaring “My Lord and my God” (v.28).  He realised what may have 
realised subsequently: by his acts and words, Jesus claimed to be God 
incarnate and, by his resurrection, his claim was vindicated (see Romans 1:4). 

The disciples then returned to Galilee.  It was a period of waiting and some of 
the disciples returned to their work as fishermen.  Jesus then did what he had 
done when he originally called Peter, James and John to follow him (Luke 5:1-
11): he enabled them to catch an extraordinary number of fish.  As was often 
the case, there was something different about Jesus’s appearance that 
prevented immediate recognition but Peter soon realised who was present. 

Following the first miraculous catch of fish, Jesus had said to Peter that, “From 
now on you will catch men” (Luke 5:10) but, since then, Peter had denied 
Jesus (Luke 22:54-62).  He might have feared rejection in return but the first 
appearance of Jesus to him in Jerusalem probably dispelled this fear.  What 
followed in Galilee was a re-commissioning both for Peter and for the other 
disciples.  They were to serve their risen Lord and God. 

1. Can you join Thomas in declaring “My Lord and my God”?   
2. Do you need to accept Jesus’s call to service and re-commissioning?  
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4. Thursday:  Acts 1:1-11 

The resurrection of Jesus is such an amazing event that it is easy to forget his 
ascension.  Furthermore, some Christians seem a bit embarrassed by it:  not 
helped by centuries of Christian art, they have a picture of Jesus taking off like 
a rocket and they worry that the ascension betrays a naïve view of heaven “up 
in the sky”.  This is unfortunate because, far from being embarrassing and 
incomprehensible, the ascension is important to our understanding of what 
God was and is doing through Jesus. 

We know no more about what happened than is recorded in today’s passage.  
However, it is worth noting that Acts does not say that Jesus went vertically 
up and the idea that an educated Jew like Luke (the author of Acts) believed 
that heaven was above the sky is absurd.  There is nothing ridiculous about 
the ascension. But what is its significance? 

Many Christians, perhaps without much thought, assume two things: that the 
essential difference between earth and heaven is that earth is physical (at 
least in part, tangible) whilst heaven is spiritual (whatever that means); and 
that Jesus was once God, became a man and then went back to being God 
again.  The ascension contradicts both of these assumptions. 

First, the ascension shows Jesus being received into heaven physically.  
Heaven is part of the created order.  It exists in parallel with our universe.  It 
involves a different kind of physicality (one that is not subject to decay) but it 
is just as physical as our earth. 

Secondly, if Jesus went to heaven physically, he clearly was not simply “going 
back to being God”; he went there, into the presence of God the Father, as a 
human being.  And he is still there! The incarnation did not end 2000 years 
ago:  Jesus is still alive, he is still a man and he is in heaven. And one day we 
will join him there.  That above all is the significance of the ascension. 

1. What is the significance in your life of Jesus being alive right now? 
2. What difference does Jesus’s ascension make to your hope for the future? 
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5.  Friday:  Acts 2:14-41 

Ten days after the ascension of Jesus, there occurred the extraordinary events 
of the day of Pentecost.  The Creed does not expressly mention these but they 
are implicit in what it says and we shall be thinking about the gift of the Holy 
Spirit in a few weeks’ time.  Today, however, we are looking at the very first 
apostolic sermon.  It was given by Peter and it is worth noting what he 
thought it important to say. 

He began by explaining the extraordinary events that his hearers were 
witnessing (the apostles declaring the wonders of God in different languages, 
Acts 2:11).  He said that this was the fulfilment of a prophecy of Joel (vv.15-
21) that is linked to God’s salvation (v.21).  He then put these events in 
context. He noted that Jesus’s “miracles, wonders and signs” were his 
accreditation by God (Acts 2:22).  This left without excuse those who rejected 
him although, in common with the other apostles, Peter stressed that what 
happened was in fulfilment of God’s purpose (v.23).   

Peter then mentioned Jesus’s death and resurrection (vv.23-24), explaining 
that these were as prophesied (vv.25-31), and alluded to Jesus’s ascension, 
noting what the Old Testament says (vv.33-35, quoting Psalm 110).  Then, 
finally, he drew his conclusion:  the only explanation of the facts is that “God 
has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (v.36).  The 
people of Israel had crucified Jesus as a blasphemer but God had declared him 
to be Lord (the ruler of the world) and Christ (Messiah, God’s anointed 
saviour). Jesus’s death and resurrection were ushering in a new era, the era of 
God’s salvation as promised in the Old Testament (see v.21). 

What Peter said is either nonsense or it is the most important message 
conceivable.  We have to respond to it either by rejecting it or by accepting its 
implications.  It does not permit a neutral response. 

Encouragingly, the people to whom Peter was speaking (or, at least, a lot of 
them, v.41) accepted the message and responded in repentance and faith 
(vv.37ff). The Church was being born. 

1. What is your response? 
2. Do you need to do anything to give effect to your response? 
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Week 7 (16th – 22nd August) 

The Returning Son 

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom 
will have no end. 

1.  Monday:  Isaiah 24:1-23 

There is a danger that we regard God, and specifically Jesus, as our saviour but 
not consider that there is more to it than this.  When Peter spoke on the day 
of Pentecost, he said that Jesus was “Lord” (Acts 2:36).  What are the 
implications of this?  We begin with judgment.  

God constantly reminded the people of Israel that he is a holy God and 
expects his people to be holy (set apart as his people; Leviticus 19:2).  He also 
warned them of the consequences of not obeying his laws (e.g. Deuteronomy 
28:30).  However, it is not merely the people of Israel to whom warnings are 
directed.  The Old Testament prophets emphasised that God would judge the 
pagan nations as well as Israel (see, for example, Amos 1:3-2:5).  More 
generally, we are told that God is “the judge of all the earth” (Genesis 18:25), 
that he will “judge the ends of the earth” (1 Samuel 2:10) and “judge the world 
in righteousness” (Psalm 9:8).  God demands the allegiance of all people and 
judges those who refuse to give it. 

The prophet Isaiah has a lot to say about this.  His prophecies are best 
remembered their famous passages about Jesus (e.g. “The virgin will be with 
child and will give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel”, Isaiah 7:14; “For 
to us a child is born”, Isaiah 9:6 etc.).  However, these passages come within a 
framework of prophecies that talk of coming judgment and some of these, like 
today’s passage, are terrifying.   

Many people are uncomfortable with the idea of God bringing terrifying 
judgment but, time and again, the Bible clearly says that he will and would we 
really want a God who ignored wrongdoing?  

1. In what ways does this passage challenge your understanding of God? 
2. Do you accept that God has the right to judge all people? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Acts 17:29-31 and 2 Peter 3:1-18 

When speaking in Athens, Paul said that God “has set a day when he will judge 
the world with justice by the man he has appointed” (Acts 17:31). In other 
words, God will judge the world and this judgment will be done by Jesus.  
Jesus is not just our saviour, he is our judge. 

Nearly, two thousand years have come and gone since Paul spoke and many 
doubt that Jesus is coming as judge.  As today’s second passage indicates (see 
v.4), such a view has a long pedigree.  It is frequently said that the early 
Christians expected Jesus’s return imminently and clearly some did so but that 
is not the view of the writers of the New Testament.  They urged patience 
(Romans 8:25). 

We need to remember that God is outside time (see v.8).  He is also patient 
(v.15) and wants to work out his whole plan but he will fulfil his purpose in 
due time.  Don’t forget that, had he returned a century ago none of us would 
ever have existed to enjoy his salvation so we at least should be pleased that 
he did not! 

Like Jesus and Paul, Peter says that the “day of the Lord” will come “like a 
thief” (v.10).  Unlike Paul, however, Peter focuses on the fact that this will 
involve judgment (vv.10-12).  The concept of the “day of the Lord” comes 
from the Old Testament and it involves the final intervention of God in the 
world to vindicate himself and his people in a mighty act of judgment and 
salvation (see Isaiah Chapters 2, 13 and 61-63 for an overview of this).   

That is an awesome prospect but one that, granted our security in Jesus, we 
can look forward to (vv.12 and 13).  In the meantime, we should “live holy and 
godly lives” (v.11), be careful to avoid dangerous error (vv.16-17) and “grow in 
the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ” (v.18). Not a 
bad summary of our purpose as Christians! 

1. What changes would you make in your life if you were sure that Jesus 
would be returning tomorrow? 

2. What does “growing in grace” (2 Peter 3:18) involve? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Revelation 6:1-7:17 

The book of Revelation is not easy reading but it contains some of the most 
memorable imagery in the Bible and helps to write on our hearts and minds 
truths that might otherwise feel a bit distant or academic.  Today’s passage is 
a classic example of this. We may argue for years about the precise 
significance of all of the symbolism in the passage but its basic messages are 
clear and vividly set out. 

The “Lamb” is Jesus (i.e. the sacrificial lamb of God, see Revelation 5:6).  In the 
vision, he is at the centre of the throne and he holds the key to the future. It is 
a future that holds both judgment and salvation.  These are two sides of the 
same coin (see Isaiah 63:1-6).  

First, in Chapter 6, we see God’s the famous “four horsemen of the 
Apocalypse” (vv.1-8).  Whatever the significance of there being four such 
horsemen, we are being told that Jesus will bring judgment on the earth in the 
form of war, famine and disease as well as “natural” disasters (v.12).   

But there is another side to this.  In Chapter 7, we move from judgment to 
salvation.  The people of God, we learn, are protected from the evils that are 
to befall the earth (v.3).  The reference to the tribes of Judah has produced 
endless debate but, from our point of view, this is largely beside the point: we 
are told that those who are part of God’s people comprise “a great multitude 
… from every nation …” (v.9). 

We are told that these people are those “who have … washed their robes and 
made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (v.14).  In other words, they have 
availed themselves of the benefits of Jesus’s death. Their destiny is to serve 
God (v.15) and be protected by him (vv.16-17): “For the Lamb at the centre of 
the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water.  
And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes”.  

No-one need be among those being judged by Jesus; all may be among those 
being saved by him.  Unfortunately, many reject the invitation to be in the 
latter group.  

1. Why is it that judgment and salvation often go together in the Bible?   
2. Have you accepted God’s invitation to join his people?  



 
 

 38 

4.  Thursday:  Matthew 24:36-51 

Some Christians are keen to know when all of the things that are 
prophesied in the Bible will come about.  Specifically, they want to know 
when Jesus will be revealed as judge and when all of the things about 
which we read yesterday will occur.  However, the Bible warns us against 
such speculation.  “No-one knows about that day or hour” said Jesus, “not 
even the angels in heaven, nor the Son but only the Father” (Matthew 
24:36).  In fact, we are told that Jesus will come in final judgment and 
salvation when we do not expect him (v.44b).  Our task is not to know 
when he will come but to be ready for him when he does (v.44a). 

What does being ready involve? Jesus is quite clear about this:  it involves 
being a “faithful and wise servant” (v.45).   

Jesus used the analogy of a servant on a number of occasions in his 
teaching.  God has entrusted us with a task.  We are called upon to serve 
him in our everyday lives.  Negatively, this means not doing things that 
displease God but that is not the main point of what Jesus is saying.  We 
are called upon actively to serve God, to do things that are in accordance 
with his will, to do his work and to promote his kingdom.  This is the object 
of our salvation (Hebrews 9:14). 

In doing this, we are called upon to use all of the gifts that he has given us 
to the best of our ability (see Matthew 25:14-28) and to devote our whole 
being to the task: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul and with all your strength” (Deuteronomy 6:5). 

If we do this, Jesus promises that we will receive our reward (Matthew 
24:46-47).  Conversely, if instead we conclude that we will live our lives for 
ourselves and ignore God then we will reap the consequences of this 
rejection of him (vv.48-51). 

1. Are you a “faithful and wise servant”?  Do you need to seek God’s 
forgiveness for not being one? 

2. What can you do to improve in your service of God? 
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5.  Friday:  Psalm 130 

The statement that Jesus “will come again in glory to judge the living and the 
dead, and his kingdom will have no end” is an awe inspiring one.  Depending 
upon our relationship with God, it may be one that rightly fills us (or, at least, 
should fill us) with dread or it may be one that fills us with expectation and 
longing.   

We have thought a lot this week about judgment and that is necessary and 
right.  It is a reality that we ignore at our peril.  What we read in the Bible 
should cause us to be concerned.  It should cause us to focus on our own 
behaviour and recognise that we have done a lot that rightly causes God to be 
angry with us and it should cause us to realise that we need help in avoiding 
the consequences of this. As the Psalmist puts it, “If you, O Lord, kept a record 
of sins, O Lord, who could stand” (Psalm 130:3). 

We thus need to turn to God and beg forgiveness (vv.1-2).  If God were an 
unforgiving God, if the world were governed by justice without grace and 
forgiveness, then this would be futile.  However, as the Bible tells us time and 
again, on the contrary, God is a forgiving God (v.4).  He has “unfailing love” 
(v.7) and he “will redeem Israel from all their sins” (v.8): he will take the action 
necessary to secure that his people – which now includes all Christians of 
whatever race – do not suffer the consequences of their wrongdoing.  In fact, 
as we know (see Week 5 of this Reading Plan), Jesus has already done this. 

Consequently, we can plead with God for mercy in the knowledge that he will 
not reject us (Matthew 11:28-29).  We can wait confidently for him to 
complete our salvation (vv.5-6).  There is no need for anyone to suffer the 
judgment that we have been considering since “God so loved the world that 
he gave his one and only son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life” (John 3:16).  There is, however, a condition attached to this: 
like the Psalmist, we need to turn to God in repentance and faith. 

1. Do you need to turn to God in repentance and faith? 
2. Why not use Psalm 130 as a personal prayer? 
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Week 8 (23rd – 29th August) 

The Life Giving Spirit 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the 
Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son is worshipped and 
glorified … 

1.  Monday:  Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 36:24-32 

Human beings have a serious problem.  It is not just that we do wrong: it is 
that we have a disposition to do wrong.  In other words, our problem is not 
just our sins: it is that we are sinners.  The problem is within us.  No amount of 
effort on our part will result in us being as God intended us to be because we 
are corrupted by sin.  The result is that we do things that we don’t even want 
to do and we don’t do things that we want to do (see Romans 7:14-20).   

To put the matter another way, our problem is not merely that we need God’s 
forgiveness for our wrongdoing (although we do).  We also need a solution to 
our internal corruption.  What is that solution? 

This issue is the subject of a number of Old Testament passages.  In them God 
indicates that he will provide a solution, although it is unclear precisely what 
this will be.  For example, rather cryptically, God says, “Return, faithless 
people; I will cure your backsliding” (Jeremiah 3:22) and, in our first reading 
today, he says, “I will make a new covenant” (Jeremiah 31:31) and “I will put 
my law in their minds and write it on their hearts” (v.33).  Similarly, in the 
second reading he says “I will give you a new heart” (Ezekiel 36:26). The basic 
promise it that God will act so as to transform us from within and he says that 
he will do this by putting his Spirit in us and moving us to follow his decrees 
(Ezekiel 36:27).  The New Testament then tells us how we benefit from this. 

1. Do you recognise the problem of internal corruption? 

2. Have you asked God to change you from within? 
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2.  Tuesday:  John 3:1-21 

Are you a “born again Christian”?  Read today’s passage before you answer. 

Nicodemus was a Jewish leader and, recognising that Jesus was sent by God 
(John 3:2), was prepared to listen to him.  Indeed, Nicodemus was clearly keen 
to learn and Jesus chose their encounter to explain something that he did not 
explain to his closest disciples until much later in his ministry. 

He began with an unqualified statement that “no-one can see the kingdom of 
God unless he is born again” (v.3). If Nicodemus had fully understood the Old 
Testament passages that we looked at yesterday, he might have guessed what 
Jesus meant, but he didn’t and so he asked a fairly wooden question (v.4).  It 
is perhaps as well for us that he did so since this led to one of Jesus’s most 
famous statements: “I tell you the truth, no-one can enter the kingdom of God 
unless he is born of water and the Spirit” (v.5). 

There is much controversy over what Jesus meant by the expression, “born of 
water”.  Many think that he is referring to water baptism but that is not clear 
and it suffers from some severe problems.  In any event, it is clear that Jesus’s 
focus is on being “born of the Spirit” (v.8). He is saying that, to “see the 
kingdom of God” we need to receive God’s Holy Spirit in a way that is best 
described as being “born of the Spirit”. In other words, we need the Holy Spirit 
give birth to a new nature in us, a nature that is not corrupt like the old.  We 
need God to do the things in us that are promised by Jeremiah and Ezekiel.  In 
fact, it is not merely that we need this:  it is essential. 

But how can we secure this “birth of the Spirit”?  Jesus explains that it is by  
faith in him and specifically his sacrifice for us (vv.14-16).  In other words, we 
are born of the Spirit when we accept Jesus.  At that moment, the guilt of our 
wrongdoing is taken away and we receive the purification of God’s Spirit.  We 
are forgiven and we are born again such that we can live for God. 

So are you a “born again Christian”? I hope so, because according to Jesus 
there is no other type of Christian! 

1. Are you uncomfortable with the term “born again”? Why or why not? 
2. Are you conscious of having been “born of the Spirit”?  If not, ask that God 

would make you conscious of the work of his Spirit in you.  
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3.  Wednesday:  Psalm 51  

King David recognised the things that we are thinking about this week.  
Today’s psalm was written at possibly the lowest point of his life.  His lust for 
Bathsheba had led him into adultery and murder and he knew of his guilt 
before God (see 2 Samuel 11:1-12:25).  So what does he ask of God? 

Of course, he begins by asking for mercy, reminding God of his unfailing love, 
on which David was relying (Psalm 51:1).  He realised that he needed two 
specific things.  First, he needed forgiveness.  So he asked God to “blot out” 
his transgressions (v.1b) and to hide his face from his sins (v.9): to forget them 
and pass over them.  He asked that God would not condemn him and cast him 
out on account of what he had done (v.11a). 

Secondly, he needed internal transformation.  So he asked God to “wash away 
all [his] iniquity and cleanse [him] from [his] sins” (v.2).  He realised that his 
problem was not superficial but deep within his nature (v.5) and that God 
desires “truth in the inner parts” (v.6).  So he famously prayed “create in me a 
pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me” (v.10; see also 
v.12b).  With this in mind, he asked that God would not take away his Holy 
Spirit (v.11b). 

We have probably not descended to the depths to which David descended 
(although, if we have, the example of his forgiveness by God should be a great 
encouragement to us).  Nonetheless, our basic position before God is the 
same as his.  We have also done wrong and continue to do wrong in God’s 
eyes.  We need to recognise that we are transgressing against God (vv.3-4) 
and that we need his mercy.  And we need to realise that there are two 
aspects to this:  first the need for forgiveness and, secondly, the need for 
internal transformation.  It is for this reason that parts of his psalm have been 
used in Christian services for many centuries (including in our regular services 
at St John’s). 

1. Do you regularly ask God to purify you?  Why or why not? 
2. Why not use Psalm 51 in your own prayers? 
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4.  Thursday:  Romans 8:1-17 and 2 Peter 1:3-11 

So far this week, we have thought about the need for new birth by the Holy 
Spirit; spiritual birth.  However, there is something more.  When someone is 
born physically, we don’t expect that they will remain a baby; we expect that 
they will grow up to maturity.  It is the same with spiritual birth. 

It is possible to understand the idea of forgiveness and accept what Jesus has 
done for us with joy and to understand that we are called to serve God and try 
earnestly to do so, yet miss something very important:  the Bible tells us that 
God has not merely done something for us (through Jesus’s death); he is doing 
something in us (by his Spirit).  This begins with us being “born of the Spirit”, 
when we become Christian.  It then continues throughout our lives as the Holy 
Spirit lives within us. 

Think again about the problem of struggling with sin, struggling to obey God 
and to do what he wants us to do.  Are we in no better position as Christians 
than we were previously?  Certainly not!  God has promised to give us his 
Spirit to transform us from within.  To put the matter another way, there is an 
objective difference between a Christian and a non-Christian. 

If we have faith in Jesus then the Spirit of God lives in us (Romans 8:9).  We 
have God’s help to live our lives in the way that God desires (2 Peter 1:3-4; 
Romans 8:10-11).  Hence, Paul was able to say that God would rescue him 
from his “body of death” (Romans 7:24) and that “the law of the Spirit of life 
set me free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:2).  We now have the 
ability to serve God.  Indeed, we have an obligation to do so (2 Peter 1:5-6; 
Romans 8:12-13). 

Some have taken this to mean that Christians can be perfect but the Bible 
does not say this.  What it does say is that we are being changed for the 
better.  We should pray for this and, as we try our best to serve God, expect to 
see signs of it in our lives. 

1. Do you seek to be transformed by the Holy Spirit and make every effort to 
do the things mentioned by Peter? 

2. Have you seen any improvement in your service of God over the months 
and years?  If so, good; if not, why not? 
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5.  Friday:  Galatian 5:13-6:8 

The truth that “For our sake [Jesus] was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he 
suffered death and was buried” is liberating:  we don’t have to work our way 
into God’s presence, we are free from those things within us that drag us 
down and God will help us in our lives.  However, as we saw when considering 
Romans 6 in last year’s reading plan, there is a danger: we might confuse 
liberty for licence.  We need to be careful about this.  The Bible contains many 
warnings about it. 

In today’s passage, Paul says that we should not “indulge the sinful nature” 
(Galatians 5:13).  It is not difficult to identify those things that we should avoid 
(“acts of the sinful nature” , v.19) and Paul’s letters are full of warnings about 
them (see, for example, 1 Corinthians 6:9-20, Colossians 3:5-9 and 1 
Thessalonians 4:3-8).  Furthermore, as we saw yesterday, since we have new 
birth by the Holy Spirit (the Holy Spirit living within us) we are able to avoid 
them.  

Turning to the positive side of this, Paul calls on us to “serve one another in 
love” v.13) and to “live by the Spirit” (v.16).  We are called on to exhibit the 
signs of God’s spirit working within us, which Paul calls the “fruit of the Spirit” 
(v.22).  Like the things that we are to avoid, these fruit are easy to identify and 
we should seek them.  As we do so, we should remember that, if we work in 
co-operation with the Holy Spirit, we can change and serve God, living lives 
that are in accordance with his will, productive and fulfilling. 

This is important and Paul issues a warning:  those who live in accordance 
with the sinful nature “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (v.21) and “The 
one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap 
destruction” (Galatians 6:8). Is this back to working our way into God’s 
presence? Has Paul forgotten that we are “justified by faith” (Romans 3:21-
28)?  No!  The point is that, if we turn our back on God and reject what he has 
given us then we will “reap what we sow” (v.7).  We should beware. 

1. Do you still engage in the “acts of the sinful nature” (v.19)? What are you 
going to do to change that? 

2. How are you going to seek to keep in step with the Spirit (v.25)? 
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Week 9 (30th August – 5th September) 

The Speaking Spirit 

…who has spoken through the prophets … 

1.  Monday:  2 Peter 1:12-21 and Jeremiah 1:1-19 

Peter tells his readers that he realises that he is nearing the time of his death 
(2 Peter 1:14).  He, therefore, wants to make sure that they will remember the 
things that he has taught them (v.15) and he wants them to be sure that these 
things were not made up by him (v.16) but that they are firmly founded in 
objective fact and the revelation of God. 

First, Peter stresses the objective facts: he and his fellow apostles were 
witnesses of the events that constitute the basis of his faith and ours.  They 
were “eyewitnesses of [Jesus’s] majesty” (v.16).  The event that he particularly 
has in mind is the transfiguration: the time when Jesus took Peter, John and 
James up a mountain to be witnesses to his body being transformed and his 
speaking to Moses and Elijah (Matthew 17:1-13; see especially the mention of 
the voice from the cloud in v.5). 

Peter then says that, as a result of these events “we have the word of the 
prophets made more certain” so that we “will do well to pay attention to it” 
(v.19).  What Jesus did bears witness to the reliability of the Old Testament 
prophets and so we should listen to what they say.   

And why are the Old Testament prophets reliable?  Because they were 
speaking the very words of God, inspired by the Holy Spirit (vv.20-21).  This is 
the consistent testimony of the Bible as to its own authority.  The prophets 
were themselves conscious of this. Take Jeremiah as an example.  In our 
second passage, we read that God told him that he had been set apart from 
before birth (Jeremiah 1:5) and was called upon to preach as God commanded 
him (v.17). God has spoken by his Holy Spirit through the prophets and we 
should listen. 

1. Do you recognise that the Holy Spirit spoke through the prophets? 
2. What practical steps can you take to seek to learn more from them? 
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2.  Tuesday:  John 14:15-27 and John 16:5-16 

It was not merely the Old Testament prophets who were inspired by the Holy 
Spirit.  At the meal on the night before his arrest and trial, Jesus spoke to his 
disciples about many things among which was the work that the Holy Spirit 
was to do.  He said that the Holy Spirit “will teach you all things and will 
remind you of everything that I have said to you” (John 14:26; see also John 
15:26-27).  This was to be crucial to the apostles’ ministry.  Jesus did not leave 
us with any writings but he entrusted his message to the apostles, who were 
inspired and guided by the Holy Spirit.  It is their teaching that we have in the 
New Testament. 

What about us?  Can we be inspired by the Holy Spirit? Not in the same way 
as the apostles. The canon of Scripture is closed (e.g. Revelation 22:18) and 
we should never expect to have the kind of revelation that was delivered 
through the Old Testament prophets.  However, God has not suddenly 
stopped working and Jesus promised his disciples that the work of revelation 
of the Holy Spirit would continue. 

He said that the Holy Spirit “will convict the world in regard to sin and 
righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8).  The Holy Spirit works in our hearts 
to convict us regarding our rejection of God and the truth of God’s 
righteousness and judgment.  In this way, we are brought to new birth and 
continually reminded of our need for God:  it is only through the work of the 
Holy Spirit that we can become Christians in the first place and only by his 
grace that we remain accepted by him. 

Jesus also said that the Holy Spirit “will guide you into all truth”. This may be a 
further promise that the apostles would have what they needed to act as the 
founders of the Church and the sources of the New Testament.  However, the 
promise is general. The Holy Spirit takes God’s word and applies it to our 
personal circumstances.  He speaks to all of us as we read the Bible and pray.  
That is just as well since we could not understand God’s word and apply it to 
ourselves without his help.  

1. What are the practical implications of the Holy Spirit convicting of “sin 
and righteousness and judgment”? 

2. How can you ensure that the Holy Spirit gives you understanding? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Acts 2:1-21 

As we have seen, Jesus promised his disciples that he would ask God the 
Father to give a “counsellor” to them to replace his presence with them (John 
14:16).  On the day of Pentecost, this promise was fulfilled.   

It is hard to visualise exactly what happened on that day.  The account in Acts 
is too brief to enable us to get a clear picture.  We are told that “they” 
(presumably the apostles and, perhaps, others among the believers) “were all 
gathered together” (Acts 2:1) in a house (v.2) when there was a “sound like 
the blowing of a violent wind” (v.2) and “they saw what seemed to be tongues 
of fire that separated and came to rest on them” (v.3).  They then began to 
speak in languages that they had not been taught (v.4). 

Clearly, at some point they went out from the house, since a crowd came 
together (v.6).  Unsurprisingly, there was confusion and a combination of 
amazement and ribaldry (vv. 7 and 11-13).   

We tend to focus on the phenomena and, specifically, the fact that God 
inspired the apostles to speak in other languages.  However, it is clear that the 
Holy Spirit inspired them to do this not for their own benefit but for that of 
other people.  He gave them the ability to “declare the wonders of God” in 
languages that would enable those wonders to be understood by everyone in 
Jerusalem (v.11).  Equally extraordinarily, as we saw at the end of Week 6, he 
then gave Peter the ability to stand up and explain the gospel to the crowd 
even though, so far as we are aware, he was unschooled and had never given 
a speech in his life (vv.14-41).   

The result was exactly as Jesus had prophesied:  people were convicted “in 
regard to sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8 and Acts 2:37).  The 
Holy Spirit spoke through his disciples both in “miraculous” and “natural” 
ways and applied their words in the hearts of their audience such that people 
came to faith in him.  He still speaks today. 

1. What is necessary to convince your friends of their need for Jesus?  What 
should you be doing about this? 

2. What gifts of God do you need to take the message of Jesus to other 
people?  Have you asked God for these?  
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4.  Thursday:  1 Corinthians 2:6-16 and Matthew 10:17-20 

The Holy Spirit speaks to us in various ways.  The starting point is God’s 
revelation through the prophets and apostles: his revelation in the Bible.  We 
have already thought about this and, in the first of today’s passages, Paul 
touches on it again: he says that he speaks “God’s secret wisdom” 
(1Corinthians 2:7) and that “God has revealed it to us by his Spirit” (v.10a).    

This revelation is vital but, without a work of God’s Spirit in us, it would 
remain external to us and useless.  That work of the Spirit is vital and it 
comprises several elements: there is his work in giving us new birth (which we 
thought about last week); his work in convicting us of “sin and righteousness 
and judgment” (John 16:8) (which we thought about two days ago and which 
is part of the process leading to new birth); and his work in enabling us to 
understand his revelation and, especially, the gospel and more generally 
“what God has freely given us” (which Paul mentions in today’s first passage – 
v.12 – and which is both a part of the process leading to new birth and 
something that goes on throughout our Christian lives). 

This is good news but we need to remember its implications: we can’t 
understand our position before God or what God has done for us without the 
help of the Spirit (v.14).  We can read the Bible for as long as we like, listen to 
innumerable sermons and think things through but, without the illumination 
of the Spirit, all that we read and hear will be foolishness to us (v.14).  Hence, 
if we don’t understand things in the Bible, or can’t apply them to ourselves, 
we should pray that the Holy Spirit would assist us.  Equally importantly, we 
should never expect to be able to use mere reason or mere emotion to 
persuade someone to accept Jesus.  The Christian message is reasonable and 
appeals both to the mind and the heart but, unless God works in a person, 
they will not accept it.  Hence, we should never rely on our persuasive words 
or anything else that we do when speaking to others.  Instead, we should ask 
that the Holy Spirit would work in our hearers and that he would speak 
through us.  The good news is that we can be sure that he will (see our second 
reading). 

Today’s questions are exactly the same as yesterdays.  Do today’s passages 
in any way alter your answers? 
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5.  Friday:  1 Corinthians 12:1-11 and 13:1-13 

In this reading plan, we cannot consider all of the things that the Holy Spirit 
does. However, even though they are not mentioned in the Creed, it is worth 
thinking briefly about the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  This subject has proved 
controversial over the past fifty years, which is a pity since the disputes have 
centred on a few contentious points and have obscured some bigger truths 
that are non-contentious and well worth absorbing. 

Of course, the Bible reminds us constantly that all that we have comes from 
God (see, for example, King David’s famous prayer in 1 Chronicles 29:10-19) 
and that God provides for us in every way.  It is he who has given us the 
abilities that we need to survive on earth and is the source of all of our 
abilities and talents.  He blesses us irrespective of whether or not we 
acknowledge him (Matthew 5:45).  In addition, however, the Holy Spirit 
particularly equips God’s people with what Paul call’s “spiritual gifts” (1 
Corinthians 12:1).   

People sometimes talk about the “nine gifts of the Spirit”  (see vv.8-10) but 
different parts of the New Testament mention different gifts and it seems 
unlikely that any definitive list can be produced (see, in addition to 1 
Corinthians 12, 1 Corinthians 14, Romans 12:6-8, Ephesians 4:11 and 1 Peter 
4:10-11).  What we have are illustrations of the range of “manifestations of 
the Spirit” that may be given to different people at different times. 

Some of these manifestations are clearly of a dramatic type (e.g. gifts of 
healing and miraculous powers, vv.9-10) but others are much more mundane 
(e.g. gifts of administration, 1 Corinthians 12:28).  The important point is not 
the nature of the gifts but their origin and purpose.  They come from God and 
are to be used “for the common good” (v.7).  Furthermore, the distribution of 
the gifts is entirely a matter for God (v.11).  Consequently, we should expect 
to be equipped by God with gifts and should accept them with thanks but we 
should beware of pride and keep God’s perspective on ourselves.  There is a 
reason why 1 Corinthians 13 follows 1 Corinthians 12! 

1. What gifts (of any kind) has God given you? 
2. How do you use these gifts for the common good?  
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Week 10 (6th – 12th September) 

The Holy Catholic Church 

We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

1.  Monday:  1 Corinthians 12:12-30  

What is the Church? The New Testament does not give us any precise 
definition and, at first glance, it may not seem to have much to say about the 
Church at all.  However, once it is appreciated that the Church is nothing more 
than God’s people collectively, it becomes clear that the Bible has a lot to say 
on the subject.  The Church is not a building (as in, “I am going to the Church); 
it is not an organisation (as in, “What does the Church have to say on this 
subject?); it is us! 

The Creed says that there is only one Church and that it is “catholic” (i.e. 
universal, encompassing all God’s people).  That is implicit in many parts of 
the New Testament and none more so than our passage for today.   

Paul likens God’s people collectively to a body of which we become a part (1 
Corinthians 12:13).  The human body is a unity but it has lots of different parts 
and the same is true of the Church (v.20).  In fact, there are as many different 
parts as there are individual Christians and God has given each of us a part to 
play in the life of the “body” (vv.18/27). We cannot opt out (v.15-17).  That is 
not an option. 

This has a number of implications.  We all need to work out what part of the 
body we are (i.e. what role we are to play in the Church); we need to make 
sure that we are using all of the gifts that God has given us to assist the other 
parts of the body (i.e. “for the common good”, v.7); we need to be concerned 
for one another and honour one another’s respective roles in the Church 
(vv.24b-26); and, in doing this, we must recognise that all parts of the body 
have equal value (vv.21-24a).  In short, we need to serve one another with 
love and mutual respect. 

1. Do you acknowledge that, like it or not, you are part of the Church? 
2. To what extent do you serve others in the Church? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Ephesians 2:11-21 and 1 Peter 2:4-10 

In Old Testament times, God selected the descendants of Abraham through 
Isaac to be his chosen people and worked through them. This did not mean 
that all of the Israelites were within God’s people (see Romans 9:6) and it was 
possible for non-Israelites to become part of God’s people (see, for example, 
the book of Ruth).  Nonetheless, subject to this possibility, those who were 
not Israelites were excluded from God’s people. (Ephesians 2:11-12 and 1 
Peter 2:10a).   

However, all that has now changed.  As Paul puts it, “in Christ Jesus you who 
once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ” 
(Ephesians 2:13; see also 1 Peter 2:10).  Christ’s death on the cross result in 
the offer of salvation to all, the offer to all to become part of God’s people. 
The distinction between Jews and Gentiles has been abolished.  In fact, all 
distinctions are abolished; all people have the same standing in the Church: 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).  We are all “fellow citizen with God’s 
people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets” (Ephesians 2:19-20; this is what the Creed means 
when it says that the Church is “apostolic”).   

Peter expands what Paul says.  He likens the Church to a building and each of 
us to stones that are part of that building (1 Peter 2:5).  This is similar to Paul’s 
body analogy (see yesterday’s passage). Then he takes a number of things said 
in the Old Testament of the people of Israel and applies them to the Church: 
we are a “chosen people” (we are not just each individually chosen but we are 
to be part of a people collectively chosen to God); a “royal priesthood” (that 
is, a people with privileged access to God and dedicated to the service of 
God); a “holy nation” (our primary identity is not now determined by our 
nationality or race but by being part of a “nation” set apart by God, 
comprising God’s people); a “people belonging to God” (we have been 
redeemed by him and are now his; v.9). This is who we are as God’s people. 
We are, as Paul calls us, “the Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16).  

1. What is the significance for St John’s of what Paul says about the Church? 
2. What doe us being “members of God’s household” mean in practice? 
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3. Wednesday:  Ephesians 3:14-4:16 

Being part of the Church is not always easy.  Church history is littered with 
problems.  In some cases, these have been unavoidable.  For example, clearly 
it is important to stand up and be counted when people in the Church are 
seriously prejudicing the gospel.  Paul did this even at the expense of conflict 
(see, for example, Galatians 2:11-21).  However, much conflict is unnecessary. 
We need to be careful to distinguish between conflicts that we have to 
tolerate for the sake of the gospel and conflict that is a result of our sin, and 
try to avoid the latter.  In today’s passage, Paul gives us a number of 
commands and guidelines that may help us in this. 

We need to start with our basic attitudes.  In other words, we should try to fix 
the cause of problems not their symptoms.  Paul says that he prayed that “out 
of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in 
your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” 
(Ephesians 3:16-17a) and that we the Ephesians would be “rooted and 
grounded in love” (v.17b).  Whenever we experience frustration, 
disagreement or conflict in the Church (or elsewhere for that matter), we 
should go back to God, asking that we too would be strengthened by the Spirit 
in us and rooted and grounded in love. 

Then, we need to be humble, gentle and patient (Ephesians 4:2) and we 
should “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of 
peace” (v.3).  That should be no surprise but it requires work and we need 
God’s help to do it.   We need to remember that, whatever appearances may 
suggest, there is only one Church.  Why? Because there is only one Jesus and 
only one God, hence only one hope, one faith and commitment through one 
baptism (v.4). We also need to remember that the Jesus has given grace to us 
all (v.7) and that our roles within the Church are different (vv.11-13).  We 
need to respect one another whatever our disagreements and recognise that 
Christ’s requirement is that we all use the gifts that he has given us in his 
service to build up the Church (v.12).  And, finally, we need to recognise with 
joy that, in the end, we will all reach “unity in the faith and in the knowledge 
of the son of God” (v.13). 

1. What can you do to avoid being guilty of contributing to conflict? 
2. What does respecting God’s people mean in practice? 
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4.  Thursday:  Acts 2:42-27, Acts 4:32-5:11 and Acts 6:1-7 

There are two equal and opposite dangers that we can fall into when we think 
about our predecessors in the Church:  we may romanticise them, suggesting 
that the Church today needs to get back to their simple faith and love; or we 
may ignore them, condemning their mistakes and (expressly or implicitly) 
suggesting that we have moved on from their ignorance and wrong attitudes 
and actions.  The reality is that the Church today is no better and no worse 
than it has always been and will always be.  Human beings are no different 
now than in the past and neither is God’s grace. 

The New Testament tells a lot about the early Church, both good and bad.  
The book of Acts suggests that the first believers got off to a good start.  They 
did those things that we know we ought to do (Acts 2:42) and things that may 
not be demanded of us but which were commendable (such as holding things 
in common, v.44, and meeting daily, v.46).   

Acts does not give us a clear idea of the passage of time but it appears that 
this situation continued for some while.  Luke (the author of Acts) stresses 
particularly the material sharing that occurred (Acts 4:32b and 34-37) and he 
also mentions the unity of purpose in the early Church (v32a).  

However, not all was well.  The incident with Ananias and Sapphira was 
dramatic and shows that hypocrisy and love of acclaim was present in the 
Church.  God had not commanded that Ananias share his possessions (Acts 
5:4).  Sadly, however, he wanted the kudos of the appearance of generosity 
without the burden of the reality of it. 

That incident could have been dismissed as an aberration but there were 
other tensions in the Church.  People were soon arguing that they were not 
getting their fair share of benefits and that racial prejudice was the root cause 
(Acts 6:1), while the apostles were becoming overworked (v.2) and, by the 
time that Paul wrote his letters, he found himself facing issues that are all too 
familiar today.  We need to learn from both the strengths and the weaknesses 
of the early Church. 

1. Which of the practices of the Church in Jerusalem should we imitate? 
2. How can we avoid the mistakes of that Church? 
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5.  Friday:  1 Corinthians 1:10-17, 3:1-9 and 5:1-13 

The Church at Corinth was a major headache for Paul.  Judging from his 
letters, it appears to have encountered many of the problems that the Church 
today encounters and more.  That is precisely why what Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians is so helpful to us today. 

The problem that clearly exercised Paul more than any other was that of 
divisions within the Church.  He appealed to the Church members to be united 
(1 Corinthians 1:10) and, as he did when writing to the Ephesians (Ephesians 
4:4), he pointed out that the basis of their unity is that fact that there is only 
one Jesus (v.13). 

The problem was, in part, factionalism.  There were many different leaders in 
the early Church and they doubtless had their own styles and emphases.  
However, they were all preaching the same gospel.  Despite their spat in 
Antioch (Galatians 3:11-21), Paul and Peter (called Cephas in 1 Corinthians 
1:12) worked in their different areas in the service of God; and Apollos, after a 
shaky start, was clearly a major asset to the Church in Corinth (Acts 18:24-28).  
There is no evidence that they saw themselves as leading factions or opposed 
to one another.  In fact, the very suggestion appalled Paul (1 Corinthians 3:5-
9).  Yet this did not stop members of the Church dividing on the basis of which 
leader they purported to follow.  How sad! 

Equally sad was the second problem to which Paul devoted a lot of energy: 
sexual sin.  It has become fashionable in the Church to say that we have 
overemphasised this and that we need to be more tolerant of it and less 
tolerant of other sins.  Clearly, there is always a danger of hypocrisy and a lack 
of balance in the Church and we need to beware of this.  However, we can’t 
ignore that amount of space that the Bible give to the issue of sexual sin or 
the seriousness with which it takes it.  It is striking that Paul, having urged 
unity in relation to the factionalism, urges instant and dramatic action in 
relation to the sexual sin (1 Corinthians 5:4-5).  Why?  Because he says that 
the problem is corrosive (v.6-7).  It destroys trust and relationships and 
prevents people relating together in the way that God intends. 

1. Is there anything in your attitudes that may result in factionalism? 
2. How should we deal with sexual sin in the Church? 
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Week 11 (13th – 19th September) 

The Baptism for the Forgiveness of Sins 

We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 

1.  Monday:  Luke 3:1-18 

Most Christians acknowledge the need for baptism but their understanding of 
it varies and it has proved to be a contentious subject.  Traditional Roman 
Catholic teaching asserts that, except perhaps in exceptional circumstances, 
baptism is essential to our salvation.  Protestants are united in denying this 
but they divide over the significance of baptism – is it a mere symbol or 
something more?  How and when it should be administered – is sprinkling 
rather than total immersion acceptable and should we baptise infants? We 
will not resolve all of these disputes in this reading plan! However, we might 
manage to increase our understanding to some extent.    

The origin of baptism is shrouded in mystery. The earliest baptisms recorded 
in the Bible are those of John the Baptist.  He was an extraordinary man.  He 
lived in the desert and Matthew tells us that his “clothes were made of 
camel’s hair … His food was locusts and wild honey” (Matthew 3:4).  
Furthermore, his preaching did not make for comfortable listening. 

His emphasis was upon coming judgment (Luke 3:7/17) and his baptism was 
linked to this. We are told that he “preached a baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins” (v.3) but it is clear that he did not believe that it was the baptism itself 
that secured forgiveness:  he indicated that what was necessary was 
repentance evidenced by reformed lives (vv.8/10-14).  

So why did he baptise people?  The Bible does not say.  However, it is clear 
that, by undergoing the baptism, people were expressing their repentance 
and commitment to God and, perhaps, in symbol, receiving the assurance of 
his acceptance of this.  Through his preaching and baptism together John thus 
prepared the way for Jesus (vv.4-6/16). 

1. Would you have been comfortable in John’s presence? Why or why not? 
2. Why is it that John’s message is regarded as “good news” (v.18)?  



 
 

 56 

2.  Tuesday:  Matthew 3:13-17 

John attracted crowds and became well known (Matthew 3:3) and Jesus 
himself went to see him.  Bearing in mind John’s ministry, this is not 
surprising.  What is surprising is that Jesus asked to be baptised.  Why did he 
do this?  John the Baptist was clearly puzzled (Matthew 3:14) and his lack of 
understanding has been shared by many others since. 

Jesus was sinless and so he did not need to repent.  He was also in perfect 
communion with his Father so he did not need to restore that communion.  So 
what was he doing?  He said to John that “it is proper for me to do this to fulfil 
all righteousness” (v.15) but what exactly does that mean? 

Jesus was probably identifying himself completely with the people who he had 
come to earth to help.  He was showing that he is one with us, that he himself 
needed to maintain (though not establish) a right relationship with God and to 
have a relationship based on obedience and submission to God.  He clearly 
saw himself as the “suffering servant” prophesied by Isaiah and his comment 
about fulfilling righteousness may contain an echo of the prophecy that this 
servant would be a “righteous servant” (Isaiah 53:11).   

As we read in yesterday’s passage, John was aware that he was merely 
preparing for Jesus (Luke 3:16) and he said that Jesus would “baptise … with 
the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16).  Indeed, when John said to Jesus “I 
need to be baptised by you” (Matthew 3:14), he was probably indicating that 
he needed the Holy Spirit’s baptism brought by Jesus rather than that Jesus 
should administer water baptism to him. 

In any event, it was Jesus who was to receive a manifestation of the Holy Spirit 
not John (v.16), although John saw the dove descend on Jesus (John 1:32).  
This does not mean that Jesus only enjoyed communion with the Holy Spirit 
after his baptism, much less that (as some have suggested) he was adopted as 
Son of God at that time.  What it means is that he was in some sense 
commissioned.  His ministry was endorsed and could begin. 

1. What does Jesus’s baptism show us of his relationship with God the Father 
and the Holy Spirit? 

2. What does it show us about his relationship with us? 
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3.  Wednesday:  Acts 2:36-41 and Acts 8:26-40 

It is unclear whether Jesus himself baptised people, although clearly his 
disciples did so (see John 3:22 and 4:1).  In any event, baptism was not a 
significant feature of his ministry.  Following his death and resurrection, 
however, it became one of the two key ceremonies of the early Church (the 
other being, communion, of course).  Indeed, it was assumed that everyone 
who became a believer would be baptised.  Thus, in today’s readings, we see 
Peter calling on people on the day of Pentecost to “repent and be baptised 
every one of you” (Acts 2:38) and the Ethiopian eunuch being baptised within 
minutes of accepting the gospel (Acts 8:36-38).  Baptism is thus associated 
with repentance and belief in Jesus (see Acts 8:12/16:14/16:32 and 18:8 for 
further examples of this).  

Some suggest that it is in baptism that we receive the Holy Spirit.  This is on 
the basis of the descent of the Spirit onto Jesus at his baptism and the 
references to the Spirit in the context of some of the baptisms recorded in 
Acts (e.g. Acts 19:1-7).  However, this suggestion is based on contentious 
generalisations from Jesus’s commissioning and incidents in Acts rather than 
on express Biblical teaching.  The Bible clearly indicates that the Holy Spirit’s 
work is necessary for us to become Christians (see the passages that we 
looked at in Week 8) and that all Christians are indwelt by the Spirit (Romans 
8:9). As we repent and express our belief in baptism, we may well experience 
some particular manifestation of the Holy Spirit.  Furthermore, if like the 
Ethiopian we were baptised substantially simultaneously with our conversion 
then this might well be the first time that the work of the Spirit in our lives is 
obvious.  However, we need to distinguish baptism from receipt of the Spirit. 

So why do we need to be baptised?  The simple answer to this is, because the 
Bible expects this.  A fuller answer is, because we are called upon to express 
our repentance and faith in this way and, in baptism, to receive the assurance 
of God’s forgiveness and acceptance.  We should all respond.     

1. If you have been baptised (whether as an infant or later) what is the 
significance for you of the things that were said at your baptism? 

2. If you have not been baptised, why not? Should you be?  
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4.  Thursday:  Romans 6:1-4 and Colossians 2:9-12 

The assertion that we need to be baptised in order to be forgiven and 
accepted by God is based on several statements in the New Testament These 
include:  the statement of Jesus, when talking to Nicodemus, that we need to 
be “born of water and the Spirit” (John 3:5); the statement of Peter that 
“baptism now saves you” (1 Peter 3:21); and the statements in today’s 
readings that we are “baptised into [Jesus’s] death” (Romans 6:3)  and “buried 
with him in baptism” (Colossians 2:12).  

However, with respect to those who make this assertion, it seriously confuses 
the symbol with the reality and misreads the various passages quoted above.  
Taking them in turn: Jesus made it clear that being “born of water and the 
Spirit” referred to a single thing, namely the work of the Spirit in us, the 
reference to water probably referring to the purification brought by the Holy 
Spirit (compare John the Baptist’s statement that Jesus would baptise “with 
the Holy Spirit and fire”,  which also expresses the concept of purification by 
the Spirit; Luke 3:16); Peter expressly says that baptism is not “the removal of 
dirt from the body but the pledge of a clear conscience towards God” (1 Peter 
3:21; i.e. it is not the outward ceremony that counts but the inward spiritual 
reality that it represents); and our passages today are reminding people of the 
reality that baptism symbolises rather than suggesting that it is baptism itself 
that confers the reality (and remember that all Christians in Paul’s day would 
have been baptised). 

No: we don’t gain acceptance by God through baptism.  However, the 
symbolism of baptism regarding that acceptance is important.  Jesus died for 
us and we need to accept this for ourselves.  In baptism, we symbolically link 
ourselves to his death.  We also need to be purified by the Holy Spirit and 
baptism symbolises this.  It may also symbolise our rising to new life, although 
this is less clear and more contentious.  Furthermore, we can rest assured that 
God would not have instituted a ceremony for us if it did not in fact confer 
benefits on us (e.g. by bringing home to us the significance of what Christ has 
done and strengthening our faith).  Baptism is important. 

In what ways does the symbolism of baptism help you understand the 
significance of becoming a Christian? Think about being “baptised into” 
Jesus’s death and cleansed of impurity. 
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5.  Friday:  Titus 3:3-11 

Some of the things that we have been thinking about this week may have 
been a bit confusing and even disturbing.  It is particularly unsettling when 
Christians disagree about important matters.  You may be concerned that you 
disagree with friends in the Church about things relating to baptism. If so, 
indeed even if you are not in this position, it is worth returning to some basics.  
Today’s passage is ideal for this even though it does not mention baptism. 

Paul reminds Titus that we are accepted by God, “not because of the righteous 
things we have done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:5). Whatever disputes 
there may be among Christians, we must never lose sight of that fact.   

Paul also states that God “saved us through the washing of rebirth and 
renewal by the Holy Spirit” (v.5b).  This is important in the context of what we 
have been thinking about this week:  it is not the washing of baptism that 
saves us; it is the true internal washing of the Holy Spirit (of which baptism is a 
symbol) that does so.  As we saw in Week 8, God through his Holy Spirit 
purifies us and thus enables us to be accepted by him. 

Furthermore, we don’t have to do anything special to gain this washing. 
Baptism is important but it is not essential to our salvation.  God “pours out” 
the Holy Spirit on us (v.6) and so that “having been justified by his grace” (i.e. 
declared by God to have a right relationship with him by virtue of Christ’s 
death) “we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life” (i.e. have the 
hope of eternity with God; v.7). 

We need to draw the right conclusions from this: we need to respond by 
doing good and avoiding pointless arguments (vv.8b-11).  Some arguments 
about baptism are necessary but many are not.  We may disagree about 
whether or not we should baptise infants or whether or not we should use 
total immersion and debate these issues but we let’s not allow our unity to be 
threatened by these things.  Let us focus on what is important. 

1. Are you comfortable disagreeing with other Christians about baptism? 
2. How can you do that whilst preserving “the unity of the Spirit”?  



 
 

 60 

Week 12 (20th – 27th September) 

The Life of the World to Come 

We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.  
Amen 

1.  Monday:  Isaiah 65:17-25 

We all know that there is a lot wrong with the world.  Some people despair 
about this and, if you do not believe in a loving God, it is hard to see what 
grounds you might have for long term optimism.  In the past, there have been 
times when people have come to believe that mankind is developing and 
improving such that, ultimately, a just and good society benefiting all will be 
established on earth.  This view was prevalent in the late nineteenth century 
and into the twentieth century but it is hard to sustain now without wilfully 
closing our eyes to the evidence of the last 100 years, or even of the last 
decade. Furthermore, even if it were true that, in a few hundred years, life will 
be better, that would not be much good to us! 

Some Christians have suggested that, in some way, God will redeem the earth 
through the steady progress of mankind and his loving oversight of the affairs 
of the world.  However, once again, there does not seem much evidence of 
progress in this respect and, more importantly, this view is hard to square 
with what the Bible says about the future.  In particular, it tends to leave out 
the idea of judgment and see salvation in largely secular and universal terms, 
which is at odds with what the Bible says. 

So what does the Bible actually say?  We start with the Old Testament 
because, as so often, the New Testament builds on what it says.  Isaiah 
foresaw a time when God will create “new heavens and a new earth” (Isaiah 
65:17) from which all evil and suffering will be eliminated (vv.18-22).  All 
creation will live in harmony under God’s blessing (vv.23-25).  He did not 
explain when this would be but it is clear that it will be the culmination of all 
that God has done in the world. 

1. What do you think the root cause of the world’s problems is? 
2. Do you look forward to the new creation? Why or why not? 
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2.  Tuesday:  Revelation 20:11-21:5 and 21:22-22:5 

The book of Revelation is not always easy to understand but the basics of the 
visions of John in its concluding chapters are clear.  They are visions of final 
judgment and salvation. 

They begin with judgment:  God is seated on his throne (Revelation 20:11) and 
he judges all people according to what they have done (v.13).  This is a terrible 
vision but it is followed by something very different. 

John sees a vision of the new heaven and new earth foreseen by Isaiah 
(Revelation 21:1).  In this new creation, God is living with his people (v.3).  
There is no need for any temple or other symbols, since the reality is there 
(v.22).  It may be hard to imagine what that means since God is not physical 
but it becomes a bit easier when we think of Jesus who, as we saw when we 
thought about his ascension in Week 6, went into heaven in bodily form.  This 
is a vision of the culmination of what we sometimes call the second coming of 
Jesus, when all things are brought under his lordship. 

The new creation is prefect in every way.  In particular, as we would expect, 
having read Isaiah’s vision, there is no death or any form of suffering in the 
new creation (v.4) and God provides for his people (Revelation 22:1-2).   

And who will inhabit this new creation?  In the light of the judgment in 
Chapter 20 being on the basis of what people have done (Revelation 20:13), 
we might have expected the answer to be “those who have done good”.  But 
it isn’t.  It is, “those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (v.27).  
It is they who escape condemnation even if they have done wrong (Revelation 
21:15).  And who are they?  Look at Revelation 22:14: they are “those who 
wash their robes that they might have the right to the tree of life and may go 
through the gates into the city”.  This is a reference back to one of John’s 
earlier visions (Revelation 7:14-17). It is a complex image but the bottom line 
is that those who will enjoy life in the new creation will be those who have 
availed themselves of the benefits of Christ’s death. 

Are you sure that your name is written in the “Lamb’s book of life”? If so, 
thank God for this.  If not, why not talk to a Christian friend about it? 
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3.  Wednesday:  1 Corinthians 15:12-34 

Christians sometimes speak, somewhat glibly, about “eternal life” but what 
exactly do we mean by it?  What is it that we are hoping for?  Many hymns 
and Christian books talk airily about going to heaven and, on occasions, even 
manage to make it sound rather boring!  Paul says something altogether more 
exciting. 

Having established the importance of the resurrection of Christ (1 Corinthians 
15:12-19), he asserts again that it is a fact (v.20a). He then uses a vital 
expression:  Christ, he say, is the “first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” 
(v.20b).  In other words, our hope is that we will be raised as Christ was raised 
and that we will enjoy the new life that he enjoys by virtue of his resurrection 
(v.21).  The Christian hope is not that we will all go to heaven when we die 
and float around as disembodied spirits.  It is that we, like Jesus, will be bodily 
raised from the dead. This is what “having new life in Christ” ultimately 
means. 

This is an amazing assertion but, if Christ has been raised from the dead, it is 
possible for us to be raised too and his resurrection should give us confidence 
that he will fulfil his promise that we will share in his new life (John 11:25).  
We simply have to wait for that moment to arrive (v.23). 

Of course, the idea of resurrection gives rise to a number of questions.  Paul 
turns to these later in 1 Corinthians 15.  However, before doing so, he 
describes the ultimate vision of God ruling over all (vv.25-28) before returning 
again to explain how appalled he is by the suggestion that Jesus did not rise 
from the dead (vv.29-34).  If the dead are not raised then we might as well 
forget anything except self-indulgence (v.32) since there is no meaning to life.  
The contrast between this and the vision of us sharing in the kingdom of God 
is stark.  Small wonder that he calls on those denying the resurrection to come 
to their senses (v.34). 

1. Are you excited by the prospect of being raised like Christ? 
2. Might you need to come to your senses? In what way and how? 
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4.  Thursday:  1 Corinthians 15:35-58 

There is a problem with the idea of resurrection: our bodies are subject to 
decay.  Clearly, God will have to do something dramatic to make us fit for 
eternal life and Paul agrees that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom 
of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable” (1 Corinthians 
15:50).  However, he discourages speculation regarding how God will achieve 
what is necessary.  There are some things on which the Bible is silent and we 
should accept this. We simply need to recognise that God will give us bodies 
suitable for our new life and we will then be like Christ (vv.36-49). 

What the Bible does tell us is that the transformation will be fast (“in a flash”, 
v.52) and that it will not matter whether we are alive at the time it occurs or 
long since dead.  We will all be changed (v.51).  We will then be immortal 
(v.53).  We are not talking about “life after death” but true life through death. 

Paul asserts that “Death has been swallowed up in victory” (v.54).  It is easy to 
understand why he says that “Death has been swallowed up” but what does 
he mean by saying that is swallowed up “in victory”?  

Imagine for a moment that we were raised from the dead without the benefit 
of Christ’s death? The writer of the letter to the Hebrews describes the 
problem that would then exist: “man is destined to die once and after that to 
face judgment” (Hebrews (9:27).  In short, resurrection without Christ’s 
atoning death would certainly not constitute a victory, at least, not for us!  
However, Christ has died for us and so God has “given us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (v.57). 

The consequence of this is the opposite of the consequence of there being no 
resurrection:  if there is no resurrection then nothing matters (v.32) but there 
will be resurrection and so everything matters and we can serve God knowing 
that it has a purpose (vv.58-59).  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord (Romans 7:25)! 

1. Do you recognise that your death has been “swallowed up in victory”? 
2. How might you behave differently in the light of this?  
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5.  Friday:  Psalm 103 

We have come to the end of our consideration of the basics of our faith.  How 
are we to react to what we have thought about?   

We may, of course, dismiss what the Bible says as a “cleverly invented story” 
(2 Peter 1:16).  If you are tempted to do that then at least analyse your 
reasons for doing so.  Is it that it seems too good to be true? If so, why do you 
think that there could not be a loving God who has intervened in the world he 
has created and will bring all things to glorious fulfilment? Or is it that there is 
something that you don’t think stacks up?  If so, what is it and are you sure 
that it doesn’t stack up? In any event, speak to someone about your reasons 
and test them. 

And what if you accept that what we have been thinking about is true (even if 
you may not agree with every comment in this reading plan!)?  Is there 
anything more to do?  The answer is clearly, yes:  we are called not merely to 
understand God’s purposes but to respond to them him.  There is a danger in 
studying the fundamentals of our faith that we will lose sight of this point.  We 
may become so immersed in the theology that we end up giving academic 
ascent to it but nothing else.   

We are called to reflect on who God is, what he has done and his purposes for 
the world and us personally and then to respond in repentance, faith and 
commitment.  You may have done this previously, perhaps many years ago, 
but we need constantly to return to God and renew our commitment to him. 

Why not use today’s psalm to do just that? 
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