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Introduction

Twenty one of the twenty seven books of the New Testament are found in the form of a letter. At first this is quite surprising, as the nature of a letter is occasional, that is, it is written from one particular individual or group to another on a particular occasion for a particular reason. When compared with other genres of Biblical literature, such as narrative, law, prophecy, or even poetry, the letter genre is much more personal and sometimes less formal. This can make determining the modern application of these personal letters more complex.

The Nature of Epistles

Nevertheless, the New Testament letters are more than random collections of personal communication between Christian friends and leaders. First of all, the New Testament letters reflect apostolic authority.
 Most of the epistles are formal communication between one of the apostles and churches or individuals under their care. They reflect the same apostolic teaching commissioned by Jesus in Matt 28:18-20 and recorded by the apostles in the Gospels and Acts. The epistles are often a substitute for the physical presence of the apostle, and thus reflect his full authority as a spokesperson for Christ. Secondly, God granted us the epistles to provide explicit teaching on a great variety of practical and theological topics that are vital for growth in the faith. What the Gospels and Acts teach implicitly through narrative and reported speech, the epistles proclaim through direct explanation and instruction. A proper reading of the epistles requires modern readers to try to understand the issues faced by the individuals and churches of the first century. These issues, it is very often discovered, are similar in nature to the issues believers face in every century. The epistles give insight into the nature of life together in the church and the issues many congregations will face and, thus, are of great practical value.

The Structure of Epistles

In the ancient Greco-Roman world, letters followed a strict form, which Paul adapted for his purposes. Paul closely followed the form of ancient letters, beginning with introductory greetings, thanksgiving, and prayer. He changed the traditional greeting (Greek – xairein) to “grace” (Greek - xairos) and “peace” to reflect both their new experience in Christ as well as his prayer of blessing upon the recipients. In Paul’s thanksgiving and prayer sections, he often reveals his main concern or purpose for writing the letter. That purpose is usually expanded in the main body of the letter. It is in the main body of his letters where Paul is more innovative. The body of each letter is adapted to suit the purposes for which it was written. The body of some letters, such as Romans, Ephesians, and Colossians, are divided neatly into a doctrinal section and an application or ethical section. Other letters are organized more topically, ordered by questions asked by the church (1 Corinthians) or the needs of an individual (1 Timothy). The body of other letters are driven by the need to correct false teaching and practice (Galatians). While the bodies of the New Testament letters vary, the conclusions of the epistles typically follow the traditional Greco-Roman letter form. Paul often adds a benediction, a warning, or a summary of his upcoming travels to his conclusions.

General Epistles and Pauline Epistles
The first seven epistles are grouped together and have historically been designated “the general epistles”. They are typically addressed to a broader audience and are all intended to be circulated among various churches. Some of these letters, such as James and 1 John, do not follow the letter form very closely. James is a collection of New Testament wisdom sayings and teachings loosely organized in a letter format. In this way it is similar to the Old Testament book of Proverbs. 1 John lacks the opening greetings, thanksgiving, and prayer of the letter form, as well as the conclusion. It instead begins with a prologue similar to introduction to the Gospel of John and ends quite abruptly. The body of the letter, however, does display characteristics of a letter. Although Hebrews was traditionally attributed to Paul, it is now usually treated as an anonymous epistle. Therefore it is grouped with Paul’s epistles in the canon but addressed here in the general epistles. Hebrews is a written sermon, rather than a true epistle. It begins in 1:1-4 with a prologue, rather than formal greetings. It has the traditional conclusion of the letter genre (Heb 13:18-25), but there is identified as a “word of exhortation” (Heb 13:22), indicating that the genre of the author’s communication is that of a sermon.

Paul’s epistles follow the letter form more closely. They only vary in the nature of their content. Paul’s first nine epistles are addressed to churches, while his last four are addressed to individuals. This does not mean the last letters are less important. It only means that the nature of the teaching is individually directed. Although 1 Timothy and Titus are addressed to individuals, they give some of Paul’s most significant teaching on the nature and structure of the church. It should be noted that the canonical order of Paul’s letters is not based on chronology or theological importance, but simply on the length of the letter. His letters are basically arranged from the longest to the shortest. If Paul’s epistles were arranged chronologically, the most likely sequence would be the following: 

I. Galatians (written after Paul’s first missionary journey)

II. 1 and 2 Thessalonians (written during Paul’s second missionary journey)

III. 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans (written during his third missionary journey)

IV. Prison epistles: Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, and Philemon (written during his imprisonment in Caesarea or Rome)

V. 1 Timothy and Titus (written after his release from imprisonment)

VI. 2 Timothy (written during a proposed second Roman imprisonment, just prior to his execution)

Revelation

The final book of the New Testament, and thus of the entire Bible, is best classified as apocalyptic literature, rather than as an epistle. Revelation does have an introduction (Rev 1:1-9) and a conclusion (Rev 22:8-21) similar to those of an epistle. It also contains seven separate letters within the work (Rev 2-3). However, the content of Revelation is clearly of a different nature. In fact, the very word used to identify the genre “apocalyptic” comes from the Greek term, apocalupsis, the first word of Revelation. Therefore, it should be read and interpreted according to the principles of its own genre.

James (Russian Only)
1 Peter (Russian Only)

2 Peter

Historical Background

Many questions surround the historical background of 2 Peter, primarily because of the lack of specific information given in the letter. The letter itself is addressed very generally to “those who through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours” (1:1). This gives the impression that it is a general letter to be passed to many churches. However, the danger of false teaching and false teachers that the letter corrects appear to be quite specific. Therefore many scholars propose that 2 Peter was written to the same audience as Peter’s first epistle, the scattered believers in Asia Minor who were facing persecution (1 Peter 1:1-2). This idea is reinforced by the letter’s allusion to an earlier letter in 2 Peter 3:1. That audience was a mix of Jews and Gentiles, likely primarily Gentile. However, if the reference in 2 Peter 3:1 is to a lost letter, then there is very little information to specify the background of the readers of the epistle.

The author of the epistle is affirmed in 1:1 as the apostle Peter. This is confirmed in 2 Peter 1:16-18 by the author’s claim to be an eyewitness of the transfiguration of Jesus. Many critical scholars reject Petrine authorship of this letter because of its difference in emphasis with 1 Peter and the supposed second century background of the heresies this letter refutes. However, there is no evidence that Peter was refuting a fully developed religious system of Gnosticism, which didn’t develop until the second century AD. Peter was correcting the false teaching of the first century which was contributing toward the development of a body of false teaching that eventually gave rise to Gnosticism. Regarding the difference in emphasis, including the lack of emphasis of the cross in 2 Peter, there is no reason to assume that every letter must contain the same specific elements of doctrine as every other letter. The very nature of the letter genre is that it addresses a few issues specifically, which would naturally make it different from a letter that addressed separate issues.

2 Peter is generally dated in 65-67 AD, prior to Peter’s death in 67 in Rome, but after the writing of 1 Peter, and likely after the writing of Jude, which Peter appears to use in 2 Peter 2. Peter appeared to be aware of his imminent death (1:13-15), which would place the letter near 67 AD.

Literary Purpose

Peter wrote this epistle to warn his readers about the dangers of a new kind of false teaching that denied the return of Christ and led to many other errors. Peter exhorted his readers to stand on the firm foundation of God’s revelation, particularly as given through the apostles, including Paul. Peter contrasted the new, popular teaching of the false teachers with the God-given revelation of the Scriptures, which were given through Old Testament prophets and New Testament apostles. He assured his readers that the Day of the Lord’s appearing, meaning the return of Christ, was certain and that they ought to live with this expectation and order their lives accordingly. He warned of the severe judgment that awaited false teachers, citing a number of Old Testament examples of false teachers and the judgment they received.

Theological Themes

The Danger of False Teaching

False teaching inevitably leads to improper living. One of the primary doctrinal errors of the false teachers Peter was facing was a denial of the return of Christ (2 Peter 3:4). The teaching that Jesus would return and bring a final judgment to the entire world was difficult for people from a Greek mindset to receive. Therefore the false teachers denied this teaching. They mocked people who held on to such a belief, particularly after Jesus did not return within a generation of his ascension. In order to deny this doctrine, however, the false teachers needed to deny the authority of the apostles (1:16) and the authority of Old Testament prophecies (1:20-21). False teaching by definition denies or distorts the truth revealed by God in the Scriptures, the record of His revelation given through His prophets and apostles. Somewhere at the core, false teaching denies the authority of God’s Word so it can promote an alternative teaching.

These false teachers claimed to be enlightened leaders who were freeing their followers from living in fear of judgment. Jesus’ return would bring judgment to sin and condemnation upon those who rejected the Lord. The false teachers denied this reality, which conveniently removed the fear of judgment from the lives of its adherents. This new freedom conveniently allowed its followers to pursue their worldly desires (2 Peter 2:2, 13-14, 18-19) without concern of divine retribution. False doctrine inevitably leads to immorality and improper relationships between people. Once the nature of God and His commands is distorted, the nature or our relationships with other people will become distorted as well.

The Importance of Biblical Revelation

In order to correct the false teaching, Peter gave clear instruction on the nature of God’s revelation and the importance of sound teaching. In 2 Peter 1:16-21, Peter made clear that he was an eyewitness of Jesus and personally heard the voice of God the Father during Jesus’ transfiguration. Peter’s authority is not his personal opinion or his private interpretation. Peter clarified that all prophecy recorded in Scripture is God’s revelation. In 2 Peter 3:15-16 he refers to Paul’s letters, equating Paul’s apostolic writings with other Scriptures. Peter’s teaching emphasizes the importance of Biblical revelation, the words of the apostles and the prophets, as the basis for all teaching. As Peter exhorts his readers to pursue godliness (2 Peter 1:3-11) and reject false teaching (2 Peter 2), he instructs his readers that the only way to do this is to remain true to God’s unique revelation given through His Word.

The Day of the Lord (parousia)

The Old Testament spoke of the Day of the Lord. This Day was the Day of Judgment when the Lord would appear and bring final justice upon the nations who opposed Him (Joel 2:31, Amos 5:18-20, Mal 4:5) and final salvation and deliverance for His people (Zeph 2:3). The New Testament teaches that this Day is the Day of Jesus’ appearing (Heb 9:28), the Day of His return to earth (John 21:22). His return will not be in humility and suffering, but in triumphant victory (Mat 24:30). Peter reminded his readers that this doctrine was taught both by the Old Testament prophets and by Jesus Himself.

Just as in the first century, various forms of false teaching occur today which deny the imminent return of Jesus Christ. Some teach that a secret return of Jesus has already occurred, while others teach that his return was metaphorical and do not expect His literal, bodily return. For this reason, Peter clarifies that the Day of the Lord will indeed occur and that Jesus Himself will literally return. This anticipation of the return of our Lord is what Paul in his letters calls our hope in Christ, which causes believers to order their lives according to Jesus’ teaching and their expectation of seeing Him personally. This transforms the nature of the Day of the Lord from one of fear to one of joyful anticipation. Therefore, any denial of this teaching is a dangerous distortion of the gospel that must be corrected.

Structure

I. Greetings





1:1-2

II. Spiritual Growth through Scriptural Teaching
1:3-21

III. Judgment for False Teachers



2:1-22

IV. Living in Light of the Return of Christ 

3:1-16

V. Conclusion





3:17-18

Bible Studies

1 Peter 1

1. What does God promise in 2 Peter 1:3? How have you seen God produce godliness in your life through the resources He has given you? What obstacles do you face in growing in godliness?

2. What does it mean to “participate in the divine nature”? Do we in some way become divine when we accept Christ?

3. Compare 2 Peter 1:5-6 with Galatians 5:19-23. What do these passages have in common? How do they differ? How do we “add” these things to our life?

4. Which of the traits in 2 Peter 1:5-7, do you think God most wants to add to your life right now? Why? How might He produce that trait in your life?

5. What are “calling” and “election” (1:10-11) and how can we “make them sure”? What is our role and what is God’s role?

6. What was Peter concerned about in 1:13-15? What do you hope people will remember about your life and influence after you’re gone?

7. What does Peter affirm in 1:16? How might Peter’s experience of seeing Jesus transfigured have affected him? How might such an experience have affected you?

8. What do verses 20 and 21 teach us about the nature of Scripture? How does the divine origin of Scripture affect the way you read the Bible? How does it affect the way you interpret it? How does it affect the way you receive other people’s interpretations of the Bible?

1 Peter 2-3

1. What does Peter warn his readers about in 2 Peter 2:1-3? What are the signs of false teachers? How do false teachers look at their followers? What kind of lifestyle to the false teachers and false prophets live?

2. What kind of false teaching, teaching that distorts the Bible or denies Jesus, have you heard in your community? How do sects bring the reputation of the gospel into disrepute? Have you seen false teachers exploiting people in your town?

3. Why is the Lord’s judgment so severe in 2:4-10? Is the Lord just to condemn false teachers so harshly?

4. Who is Balaam, and how was he rebuked by the Lord (cf. Num 22:21-33)? What did Balaam do later (Num 31:16)? Who might be “Balaam” today?

5. What is the fundamental problem of false teaching, according to 2 Peter 2:18-19? How have you seen worldly and unbiblical teaching promise far more than it can deliver?

6. What element of true teaching have the false teachers denied, according to 2 Peter 3:4? Why is it so dangerous to deny the second coming of Christ? Who does this today?

7. How does Peter defend the teaching about the second coming of Christ in 3:5-10? Why has the Lord not yet returned? How does this affect the way you live today?

8. How should the second coming of Christ affect the way you live, according to 2 Peter 3:11-14? What changes might you need to make to the way you live?

1 John

Historical Background

The apostle John wrote his first letter a few years after composing his Gospel to clarify various misinterpretations of his teaching. John, who most likely composed his Gospel after the other three Gospels had been completed, wrote in a style that differentiated it from the other Gospels. One unique element of his Gospel was a strong sense of dualism. John emphasized the distinction between what was “from above” and what was “from below,” as well as the distinction between light and darkness. As John’s Gospel circulated, some false teachers took parts of John’s Gospel and mixed it with other religious and philosophical ideas. In the second and third centuries, Gnostics used teaching from John to promote their views. Apocryphal gospels and psuedepigraphal letters have been found from the second and third centuries that attest to this. Gnostic views included the idea that flesh was evil and that only the spirit was important. Gnostics taught that Jesus the man was inferior to the divine Christ. The idea developed, called “Docetism,” that at Jesus’ baptism, the divine Christ descended upon the man Jesus. Then, at the cross, the divine Christ left Jesus. Thus Jesus the man died, while the divine Christ did not. The divine Christ only “appeared” to be human and die on the cross. A similar teaching was spread by Cerinthus in the first century. 

Tradition holds that 1 John was written to combat the teaching of Cerinthus. While the specific false teachers John opposed cannot be identified with certainty, 1 John was written in part to clarify any misunderstanding of John’s Gospel. 1 John asserts that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. He not only “appeared” to be man; He indeed was both man and God. John writes as an eyewitness to confirm that Jesus was both man and God and that such faith is central to the gospel. The apostle John most likely wrote 1 John shortly after he wrote his Gospel, likely in the late 80’s. Some have considered John’s 1st epistle as a cover letter that was intended to be circulated with his Gospel. Although its tone is very personal, 1 John does not exhibit the normal form of a letter. It is a tract that clarifies the gospel message of Jesus Christ.

Literary Purpose

1 John was written to clarify the message of John’s Gospel and to correct notions falsely attributed to John. Various distortions of the gospel message were spreading, and some had infiltrated the community of believers who followed the apostle John. Some false teachers claimed that John’s Gospel supported their new teaching. It appears that there was a group of people who had left John's church claiming to be quite spiritual. They claimed a level of spirituality and knowledge that was greater than that of average church members. These teachers had formed their own fellowship with a core group of people from John’s group. Those who were left behind likely wondered, “Are we walking in the truth? How can we be sure that we are in the faith? Did we make a mistake in not following those who left?” 1 John gave these members answers to their questions. John wrote to give his community of believers tools to be sure they were actually in the faith.

1 John showed believers how to test their faith to see if it was orthodox. First of all, true faith acknowledges the genuine person of Jesus Christ. True faith does not merely acknowledge Jesus’ ideas or philosophy, nor does it only vaguely agree with some abstract ideas from His teaching. True believers profess Jesus Christ who came in the flesh, whom the first generation saw, heard, and touched. John gives other tests throughout the letter that believers can use to confirm their faith. Genuine faith produces a hatred of sin, love for God's word, love for other believers, and obedience to God's word. Those who examine themselves and see God producing such faith in them can be confident of their standing before God.

Theological Themes

Genuine faith is certain that Jesus Christ came in the Flesh

John testified as an eyewitness that Jesus Christ had come in the flesh. John used very concrete terms to describe his personal experience with Jesus. He heard Jesus; he saw Jesus with his own eyes; he even literally touched Jesus. He reminded his readers that Jesus appeared physically and was seen by many. John is making the point that the message they preach is not just ideas or beliefs; it is a person. Jesus is both the preacher of God's message and the very message itself (Heb 1:1-2). Jesus is the word of life. John drew on the things he had taught about Jesus in his Gospel, particularly in the prologue (John 1:1-18). In his opening verses (1 John 1:1-4) John refuted the notion that Jesus only appeared to be human. John confirmed that Jesus was not a man temporarily endowed with the divine presence, but was rather God in the flesh.

Genuine faith recognizes and rejects false teachers 
Throughout his letter John warned about false teachers and false teaching. 1 John 2:18-29 and 4:1-6 give serious warning about false teachers and false brothers. Those who spread teaching that Jesus was not the Messiah or that Jesus had not come in the flesh work against Christ. They distort the Word of God and mix their own personal ideas with the teaching of Scripture. In this way they deceive and lead astray undiscerning listeners. John gave his readers a severe warning about such teachers, calling them “antichrists.” This term is only used 4 times in the Bible, all in John’s epistles.
 While the idea is found in three other places
, the term is found only in John’s epistles. The word “antichrist” literally means “one who opposes Christ” and can include the idea of “one who sets himself up in place of Christ.” In 1 John the main idea is associated with the term “antichrist” is that of “opponent,” rather than “a replacement” of Christ. The one who stands behind the antichrist is of course the devil, whom 1 Jn 2:22 calls a liar and John 8:44 describes as the father of lies. It is the influence of the devil, in whatever form, that opposes the reality of Jesus Christ. The word “antichrist” is used to characterize people who are radically opposed to the doctrine about Christ. Thus they are His opponents, even if they claim to be true Christians and protest that they hold the truth about Christ. 

Any discussion of the antichrist raises the question, “Is there one antichrist or many?” While popular opinion argues that there is one final antichrist, John speaks in the plural of antichrists who already existed in his day. Thus John does not speak of one final antichrist, although of course the one who comes last will de facto be the final antichrist, who may indeed be the worst. John warned his listeners about antichrists who were already at work in his world. This removes the temptation to postpone thinking about the antichrist until the future. The spirit of the antichrist is already active in our world (1 John 4:3).  He is not merely a future reality. John's point is that the spirit of opposition to Christ is already present in those who oppose the truth about Christ. 

John’s teaching in chapters 2 and 4 both emphasize the importance of testing. In chapter 2, John mentions false brothers who were at one time in the fellowship but had eventually abandoned both the fellowship and the apostolic gospel. Such false brothers can be discerned by their actions. Those who abandon the church and the faith by professing a different gospel show that they were never really genuine believers (1 John 2:19). 1 John 4 likewise teaches John’s disciples to test the spirits. Not every spiritual voice or every form of teaching is from God. Genuine teaching will conform to the apostolic gospel that proclaims that Jesus Christ is God in the flesh. Wise believers must be aware of the influence of false spirits and false brothers in their midst.

Genuine faith produces hatred of sin

John teaches his community that genuine faith in a holy God will produce a natural hatred for sin. God is completely holy. To be holy means to be morally pure and to be set apart from everything else. In this way God is unlike anything or anyone we know. He is perfectly pure, not only in substance, but also in character. I know many good people, godly people, wise, smart, and talented people. But only God is perfect in everything. Since God is holy, there is no darkness in Him. God has no secret place where He harbors wicked thoughts. He has no human weakness that might cause Him to fall to temptation or to lose His temper. He is not limited in knowledge or ability so he can be deceived into committing sin or choosing a false path. He has no weakness that can cause him to doubt or fear during a time of crisis. Therefore, human sin finds no shelter and toleration in God's presence. God’s perfect holiness, described by John as “light” (1 John 1:5-7), will both expose and drive away all darkness of sin. Therefore, there should be a holy fear on the part of sinners when they come into God’s light. True faith will produce in us a hatred of sin. Therefore, anyone who loves sin and yet claims to walk with God is living a lie. 

God’s holiness cleanses us and removes darkness from us. Ironically, it is not claiming to be sinless, but rather confessing sin, that leads to cleansing. If we say we have no sin, we are condemned. If we agree that we have sinned, we will be cleansed. Jesus removes our sin and cleanses us when we confess our sin to Him. Furthermore, hiding sin leads to internal problems of guilt and a loss of spiritual and sometimes physical strength (Psalm 31:3-4). Denying sin only makes our problems worse. Confessing sin is the only real way out. Confessing means acknowledging the nature of sin and rejecting it. Literally, confessing means “to agree with” or “to say the same thing” as God about our sin. 1 John 1:9 speaks of confession in its fullest sense, which includes renunciation of and turning from our sin. 1 John 1:9 teaches John’s community the pattern for believers of confession, repentance, and cleansing.

1 John 3:6-10 raises the question of sin in the life of a believer. The text claims that those who are in Christ no longer sin. This has led some to teach that a certain level of perfection (sinlessness) in this life should be expected. This would seem to contradict John’s teaching in 1 John 1:8. The best way to understand these verses is to see them in the continuous tense. The sense of 1 John 3:6 is that no one who is in Christ will continue to live a life of sin. John is not addressing a single sin, but rather a life of continual and habitual sin. In other words, a genuine believer will experience an increasing hatred of sin and aversion to it so that his habit of sin will decrease and in many areas completely disappears as he matures. Someone who continues in unrepentant sin as a pattern of life is warned that he has not seen God nor is in Christ. The goal of our life is maturity in a healthy relationship with God which in eternity will be perfect, but in this life will only begin to approach that standard.

Genuine faith produces love for and obedience to God’s Word

A corollary to genuine faith producing hatred for sin is that genuine faith will lead to sincere obedience. Real faith produces in us the desire to obey God. Our new nature wants to please Him. The more we see God's purposes and understand Him, the more we see that His will really is best. Our desires will begin to be transformed and obedience will feel like fulfilling our deepest desires. No one has to force us to eat our favorite food, or command us to enjoy ourselves when we go for a walk, or require us to be happy when we are talking with a close friend.  It is what we want to do. In Heaven, no one will have to tell us to praise God or to love others or to enjoy God’s blessings. John is teaching us that we can begin to experience this reality here “on earth, as it is in heaven.” 

It is true that sometimes obedience feels like a duty. Sometimes we have a strong desire to sin, but make a choice of obedience out of a sense of duty. While such behavior is progress, it also shows we do not yet fully understand the nature of God’s commands. Over time joyful obedience to God’s word will be shown to be what our renewed heart actually desires. 1 John leads us to ask ourselves the question, “Do we see a positive and increasing correlation between what Jesus commanded us to do and what we actually do?  Is obedience to God’s word an increasingly natural part of our life?” True believers will feel God at work in them so that they desire more and more to obey Jesus' words. 

There were some in the first century who thought salvation was escape from ignorance. They thought true knowledge saved them from the ignorance of physical life on the earth. They focused their attention on understanding. However, they failed to transform their new understanding into new conduct. Conduct, they thought, was unimportant, as long as they had true knowledge. John emphasized that true faith affects our life as well as our mind. When we spend time with God, with the Father and the Son, we will begin to walk like Jesus walked. What does that mean?  It means that God, by His Spirit, will begin to cause us to act like Jesus. How did Jesus treat the poor and outcasts? How did He treat sinners? How did Jesus respond to human need when He saw people who were sick, tired, and suffering? How did He respond to common people who were hungry? Jesus sacrificially gave Himself to them and showed them unconditional love. He revealed to them not only the existence of God to them, but also His loving character. The Spirit will produce the fruit of actions motivated by love in those who have genuine faith in Jesus.

Genuine faith produces love for our brothers

One of the central tests to our faith is the quality of our love. John follows Jesus in commanding us to love our brothers. The command to love is both ancient and completely new. The command to love your neighbor as yourself is as old as Moses (Lev 19:18). Doing good, rather than harm, to others is a part of the value system of most every society. Even the obligation to love God is found throughout ancient cultures. But with the coming of Jesus, the command to love became “a new commandment” (Jn 13:34). It is new because we are commanded to love in the way that Jesus loved. We love by the Holy Spirit with the power of Jesus inside us. We are empowered to love sacrificially because the power of the Kingdom of God, which grows nearer every day, is within us. The darkness is passing from this world and the light is already shining. The power of Satan's kingdom has been broken.  His influence, while still great, is beginning to fade. The light of God's redemptive love is already shining. This love is seen most clearly in the cross in the new reality of God's kingdom. We are called to love with eschatological love, that is, with the power of God that will come at the end of time, that already started working when Jesus went to the cross. That is the new power to love at work in us. 

Therefore, don't try to love in the old way. Don’t try to love out of a sense of obligation or duty. Instead love in the new way. Genuine love for others is a sign of true faith in God.  How can we serve or care for or encourage other people in the most effective way?  Ask yourself the simple question, “What is their greatest need that I can do something about?” Our lives are so much simpler if we pursue the path of love. If we constantly seek to do what is in the best interest of others, we will find that we are naturally loving those around us. However, when inside we first and foremost want to accomplish our own will, and only later try to serve and love others, life gets harder. When our primary goals are to get money, power, luxury, and authority over others, or if we are actually seeking to avoid others or get revenge, John tells us that we are walking in darkness. What is it like to walk in the darkness?  We don't see clearly, we make mistakes, and we hurt ourselves and others. Stumbling around in the darkness ruins our mood. When we are self-centered, speak rudely of others, and ignore their needs, we are walking in darkness. John teaches his community that genuine faith will result in a Spirit-empowered love for others that increases with time and will reflect the kind of love that Jesus has for others.

Structure

I. Prologue




1:1-4

II. The light of the Gospel cleanses us from sin.
1:5-2:2

III. The first application of the tests of 
obedience, love, and faith. 


2:3-29

IV. The second application of the tests of 
righteousness, love, and faith. 

3:1-4:6

V. A combination of the tests of 
obedience, love, and faith. 


4:7-5:5

VI. The three witnesses. 



5:6-12

VII. Conclusion




5:13-21

Bible Studies
1 John 1:1-4

1. Who is your oldest living relative or acquaintance? What was the world like when they were young? What kind of status does their life experience give them? 

2. What does John mean when he refers to the “beginning”? What kind of status does that give the “word” about which John speaks?

3. What “word” is John proclaiming that has existed from the beginning—a person, a message, a book? How does this relate to the Gospel of John 1:1-3?

4. What had John heard and seen and touched? How does this affect the way we receive his message? When do you particularly value the opinion of an eyewitness?

5. How have you seen the presence of Jesus in your life? Can you testify to how you felt or what you saw or how you knew His presence in your life?

6. How did “life” appear to John and his leaders? How did “life” appear to you and your fellowship? 

7. What is genuine fellowship between believers? How does it differ from fellowship that people in the world experience?

8. How does your fellowship with Christ affect your relationship with other people? In what way is it the fundamental paradigm for all your relationships?

9. What brings you the greatest joy? What brings the apostle John joy in 1:4? What spiritual things have brought you the greatest joy?

1 John 1:5-2:2

1. What does it mean to you that God is light? How does this term help you to know God better? What does it mean that in Him there is no darkness?

2. How do you understand the word “holy”? Is only God holy, or can people be holy as well? Can things be holy?

3. Describe a time you were literally walking in the dark. What was it like? What happened? What does it mean to walk in spiritual darkness? How is this similar to walking in physical darkness?

4. How does the light affect our relationships with others? Is it easier to develop a close relationship with someone in the light or in the darkness? What makes the difference?

5. Why does John say that if we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves? Aren’t there some people who basically are without major sin?

6. Psychologically, why do people try to convince themselves that their sins aren’t serious? Why is that dangerous on a psychological level? On a spiritual level?

7. What makes it so hard to admit our sins before God? Even though we are promised forgiveness, most people try to avoid admitting their sins before God. Why is it hard for you?

8. What promises has God made to us in regard to forgiveness in 1 John 1:9-2:2? What does it mean that Jesus is an “atoning sacrifice?” How can you more fully confess your sins to God?

1 John 2:3-17

1. Describe a time when you told a lie and, at least at the time, thought it was justified. Ask the others in the group if they think it was justified? What does John call a lie in 1 John 2:4-6? Do you agree that such actions are lies?

2. What does it mean to walk as Jesus walked (1 John 2:6)? Does this require perfection? How can we realistically walk as Jesus walked?

3. In what way is the command to love each other an old command? In what way is it a new command? Compare John 13:34 with Lev. 19:18.

4. Is it possible to love God and hate our brother? When do you tend to think your hatred of someone is justified? How does 1 John 2:9-11 interpret this?

5. What does John mean by the term “world” in 1 John 2:15? How would you define the world? Why is the world so attractive?

6. What 3 terms does John use to describe the way the world entices us in 2:16? How would you define each one in modern terms? How do these temptations influence us today?

7. Why can we not love both God and the world? When do you want to love both?

8. What contrast is made between God and the world in 1 John 2:17? What things do you spend a lot of time doing that are “passing away”? What do you spend your time doing that will last forever? How do you feel that God wants you to change that balance this week?

1 John 2:18-29

1. 1 John 2:18-29 makes three distinctions between true and false ideas. The first is between Christ and the antichrist. What characteristics does this passage give us about the antichrist? Is there one or are there many? Can he/they be recognized? How? Have you seen the influence of the antichrist in your society?

2. What future event does 1 John 2:28 teach us to anticipate? Should we be more concerned about the coming of Christ or the antichrist? How can we anticipate the coming of Christ?

3. The second distinction John makes is between true and false teaching. What were the key differences between true and false teaching in John’s time? What are some of the most common differences between true and false teaching in our time?

4. What provision has God given us to help us determine what is true teaching, according to 1 John 2:20-21? See also John 16:13. How does the Spirit teach us truth, and teach us to discern truth from falsehood?

5. What does 1 John 2:27 show us about the role of teachers? What is a healthy role for teachers in our fellowship? What is an unhealthy role for teachers?

6. The third distinction in this passage is between true and false brothers. How can you tell the difference between true and false brothers? Can you always determine if someone is a true or false brother?

7. What criteria does 1 John 2:24-25 give us for determining who is a false brother? Are you ever tempted to change the gospel message that you have had from the very beginning?

8. How can you be confident that you are prepared for the coming of Christ in the last day (1 John 2:28)? Is it prideful to be confident? What does proper confidence look like?

1 John 3:1-10

1. When Jesus appears, what will happen to us, according to 1 John 3:2? What will be changed in us when Jesus returns? What has already begun to change since we came to believe in Christ?

2. In what ways do we not yet see Jesus as He really is? What affects our perceptions of Jesus now?

3. What kind of “hope” is John talking about in 1 John 3:3? How does this hope purify us?

4. What is the difference between “sin” and “lawlessness”? Why do we try to minimize the importance of certain “little” sins? 

5. To what degree do you think it is possible to stop sinning in this life? On what do you base your answer? What do you think John is talking about in 1 John 3:6?

6. Does 1 John 3:7-8 teach that our salvation can be earned by doing righteous deeds? How do you understand the role of grace in these verses?

7. What is the “devil’s work” mentioned in 1 John 3:8? How did Christ “destroy” it? Read Gen 3:15. What does this say about the battle between Jesus and the devil?

8. How has Jesus broken the power of sin in your life? How does being “born of God” affect your moral, ethical, and spiritual life? How has God been helping you grow into looking like His child?

1 John 4:7-21

1. Is it true that everyone who loves knows God? Is it possible to truly love someone without knowing God? Aren’t there many unbelievers who show genuine love for their spouses or children?

2. How does Jesus’ expression of love affect the way we understand the meaning of love? How has your experience with Jesus affected the way you love others?

3. Is it easier for you to initiate showing love to someone or is it easier to respond when others show you love first? How does it affect your relationship with a person if they first show love?

4. What is the affect of Jesus initiating love toward us? How does that affect our relationship with Him? 

5. 1 John 4:12 tells us that no one has seen God, meaning God the Father. Have you ever seen the face of God through a person who was showing genuine love to another? What did it look like?

6. How does the Spirit of God influence the way you love others? How have you experienced God’s Spirit shaping and changing your attitude toward others?

7. What does it mean to witness to the reality of God by sharing your faith (1 John 4:15)? What does it mean to testify to the reality of God by demonstrating genuine love (1 John 4:16-17)? Is one a more effective means of evangelism?

8. Why is there no fear in love? Have you ever felt fear in a relationship characterized by love? In what way does perfect love cast out fear?

9. To whom are you tempted to show hatred? What motivates you to feel that way? What does verse 20 teach us about hating our brother? What steps is God leading you to take right now to show love to a brother?

1 John 5:11-21

1. What confidence in your salvation has God promised in 1 John 5:11-13? When is it prideful to be certain of your salvation? When is it healthy? How does being confident in one’s relationship with God affect the way we live by faith?

2. When have you been disappointed by the reality of unanswered prayer, or more specifically, a prayer that was not answered by God in the way you had hoped?

3. What does 1 John 5:14-15 promise us in regard to prayer? Read John 16:23-24. What does it mean to ask “according to His will” or “in the Name of Jesus”?

4. When do we tend to fall into fatalism in our prayer, meaning, we pray, but since we believe God has already determined what will happen, our prayers don’t matter? When do we tend to fall into paganism, meaning we pray, believing that if we pray and behave correctly, God will give us what we want? 

5. What is true prayer really about? Is prayer a way we attempt to change God’s mind, or is it a way we allow God to change our thinking? How does beginning our prayers with “Father” change our view of what prayer really is?

6. What is commanded in 1 John 5:16? Is prayer normally the first thing we do when we see a brother in sin? Why does John teach us to pray first?

7. What does James 5:19-20 teach us about a brother in sin? What prevents us from speaking to our brothers who are in sin? What do we need to do to create an atmosphere in which we can lovingly correct each other when one of us falls into sin? 

8. When do you feel that the world is under the control of the evil one (1 John 5:19)? What marks has this passage given to help us discern who are brothers in Christ and who is of the world?

2 John

Historical Background

Even a very small piece of paper can be very important. If you have ever lost a note that had someone’s phone number written on it, or needed to prove that you paid the last bill [kvartplata], or needed to remember how to contact that person who gave you a business card, you know how true this is. Even though 2 John and 3 John are the smallest letters in the New Testament, they both make an important contribution to the overall teaching of the New Testament.

2 John was written by the apostle John late in the first century at a time when there was no formal denominational structure. Various preachers traveled and taught the churches what they believed. These teachers were completely dependent upon the hospitality of the churches for their support. Without the hospitality of individual families within the church, they could not continue their ministry. There was not a formal organization that provided written approval for these traveling teachers. Furthermore, churches did not yet have a New Testament to use to examine these visiting teachers. In the church there were only apostles (the original 11 plus Matthias) and elders. Against this background John writes his second epistle.

John identifies himself simply as “the elder”, perhaps because by this time he was the last living apostle and thus the senior elder in his area. He addresses his letter to “the chosen lady and her children,” either literally referring to the woman in whose home the church meets or symbolically referring to the church as “the chosen lady.” 

Literary Purpose

John wrote his second epistle to warn churches about the dangers of providing hospitality to false teachers. In his letter he repeats his exhortation to love one other and, by implication, exhorts the church to support true teachers of the gospel.

Theological Themes

Do not receive teachers of heresy into your “house.”

John reminds us of the reality of false Christs. In the same way that God sent Jesus, who in turn sent the apostles, so the enemy sends false “christs,” who in turn sends out false teachers. In the ancient world, when a church member received one of these teachers, he received their teaching and fell under their influence. The unsuspecting church member thus both suffered in a personal way be being deceived by false teaching and provided a base for the false teacher’s influence. 2 John warns us not to allow our homes or our churches to become bases for false teaching. While we must show hospitality to others, even strangers, if we know someone’s purpose for their work or travel is to spread false teaching, we must not support their endeavor. If we do we become participants with them in their work. We must be wise in the way we offer hospitality to those promoting particular views about God.

Does this letter, then, teach us not to love our enemies? Remember, this verse does not forbid us from showing hospitality to unbelievers, even those in sects. How is a wife to evangelize her unbelieving husband? How can she witness to his unbelieving relatives?  Remember, we are commanded to show love to our enemies and do kindness to those who harm us. What we are forbidden from doing is providing a base for the spread of false teaching. We must now welcome speakers into our churches or traveling speakers into our homes who are intentionally spreading false teaching. What if our relatives belong to cults and want to stay with us? We must use wisdom in applying this text. We are commanded to show love and kindness in a general way to all. We are not required to give a theological exam to everyone we invite into our home. However, we must be aware of people’s purposes and objectives, and not support those who spread false teaching. We must keep in mind that John is not talking about routine unbelievers, but about teachers. If the home in question is the home where the church met, welcoming the guest likely gave them the right to speak to the church. Teaching inside the church is what John was concerned about. Furthermore, the theological question was vital to the core of the gospel. The false teachers denied that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. This is a serious error, not a secondary doctrinal issue. John is warning the church to be wise in whom they invite to teach, making clear that some teachers must be excluded.

Do not go “beyond” Christ.

2 John 1:9 uses the term, “приступающий,” to describe the phenomenon of “going beyond” or “going past.”  This is similar to the warning of 1 Cor 4:6, where Paul teaches us to “not go beyond what is written.” Among believers, there is often a danger to do this very thing and “go beyond what is written.” The earliest example is Eve, who, when addressing the serpent, agreed that God had said, “You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden.” In this she repeated precisely what God had said. Unfortunately, she then added to, or went beyond, God’s word by adding, “and you must not touch it.” In Eve’s going beyond what was written, she showed something more than an additional precautionary measure to guard against eating the fruit, since she eventually did “touch” the fruit. Eve implied that she had the wisdom to add to God’s words. Adding additional rules and laws to God’s word, even for supposedly good reasons, reveals a sense of elitism. It suggests that we think we know better than others, and that perhaps we know better than God and thus reveals the pride in our hearts that we inherited from Adam. John reveals the danger of this and shows that “going beyond what is written” is part of false teaching, not true spirituality. Jesus’ disciples must learn to study and apply what is written and not on what we think should have been written.

Structure

I. Greetings.





1-3  

II. Love one another by walking in love and in truth. 
4-6

III. Warning against receiving false teachers. 

7-11

IV. Concluding greeting.




12-13

Bible Study

1. Why is the command to love one another not a new command? When has the command been given before? What is the basis for the command to love? Has that changed or developed since the time of Genesis?

2. What is the relationship between love for God and obedience to God? Do those motives conflict? If you do something out of a sense of “obedience,” can you still say you are doing it out of love?

3. How do people today deny that Jesus Christ is God who has come in the flesh? How are they deceiving people today?

4. What does it mean to “run ahead” (2 John 1:9) or “go beyond” (1 Cor. 4:6) the teaching of Christ? When do you tend to do that? Is that really a dangerous thing to do? Did Eve “go beyond” what was written in Genesis 3:3? What was the result? What did this reveal?

5. Whom do you allow into your literal, physical house? By what criteria do you determine who may enter, and who may not enter, your house?

6. Whom do you allow into your spiritual house? By what criteria do you determine who may enter, and who may not enter, your spiritual house? Consider not only people and their influence, but also ideas, philosophies, and world-views.

7. When do you think we might be guilty of sharing in the work of false teachers, even when such wasn’t our intention?

8. How is God teaching you, or correcting you, through this letter so that you and your children might be able to continue “walking in the truth” (2 John 1:4)? What does it mean to you to not only “know” the truth but actually to “walk” in the truth?

3 John

Historical Background and Literary Purpose

The apostle John wrote to his friend, Gaius, commending him for his character and his demonstration of hospitality to visiting believers, while at the same time warning him about the division and suspicion created in the church by the immaturity and insecurity of Diotrephes. John urged Gaius to learn to imitate the good and reject the evil in the examples he saw in the world. John further communicated that he intended to visit and to deal with Diotrephes in person.

Theological Themes

The church should support godly preachers.

2 and 3 John both refer to the hospitality church members showed those who were traveling. This likely referred both to church members who were traveling as well as official church leaders. Church members supported traveling preachers and teachers by providing a place for them to live and support for their travels. Hebrews 13:2 gives an example of how believers received traveling teachers into their home and showed care for them. After providing a place for them to stay, they sent them off with support for their journey. These preachers proclaimed the truth about Christ and entrusted themselves to the body of Christ. The lived by faith. Today church members should continue to support those who labor preaching and teaching in the name of the Lord. Offerings from the church should support such preachers who serve on the church staff. While today’s churches also receive traveling preachers and guests, the normal practice is for the pastor or elders to preach. Thus the church supports their staff, those who devote full time to ministering. Furthermore, the church should support those who are sent out beyond the boundaries of the church to work with youth, students, athletes, and others in the broader community. 

The church must be wary of leaders who love to be first.

John was faced with a difficult church leader. Diotrephes loved to be first. Apparently, he was unhappy with the apostle John, and thus slandered him and those who worked closely with him. Furthermore, he excluded from the church those who showed sympathy with John and his circle. He used gossip and slander to maintain his control over the group. Apparently, Diotrephes had a problem with control.

Over the years I have known church leaders who have so badly want to be first that they felt like they had to control everyone around them. They want to know not only what you believe and what you do, but also where you’ve been and with whom you’ve been talking. They want to read all your e-mails and forbid you from talking to anyone on the outside. If such a person is a pastor, he excommunicates people very easily on the grounds of “not submitting to authority.” This kind of leadership makes me very nervous. Diotrephes apparently had forgotten a few key teachings of Jesus. He had not learned to apply all of the “блаженцы” from sermon on the mount. He tended to exaggerate the grounds for church discipline (3 John 1:10). While Diotrephes was probably a genuine believer, his desire to control the thoughts and behaviors of others in the church aligned him not with God but with those who have not seen God (3 John 1:11).

In the church we must develop the skill of learning from those who give us negative examples. I’m sure we can complain about these people, but can we learn something from them as well? Perhaps it is not only they who demonstrate a few bad characteristics. Have we learned to consider others more important than ourselves, as is taught in Phil 2:3-4? Genuine leadership loves to be last. Have we learned to bless those who curse us? It is never fun to be the object of slander, but we need to learn not to return evil for evil, but instead to bless those who curse us.

True leadership lets God exclude those who need to be excluded, and allows God alone to control those decisions. There is a time for excommunication and strong discipline. But if it is not truly painful for the church leaders who do it, they have probably not done it properly. True leadership joins people together who have differing opinions and gifts so that they can work together in expanding the one Kingdom of God.

Structure

I. Greetings: 


1:1-4

II. Praise for his friend Gaius for 
his care of traveling teachers: 
1: 5-8

III. Concern for Diotrephes: 
1:9-11

IV. Concluding Greetings: 
1:12-14

Bible Study from 3 John

1. What have you done that brought your parents great joy? If you have children, what have they done that brought you the greatest joy? Is it a pleasure or a burden to try to bring joy to your parents?

2. What brings great joy to John in 3 John 1:4? Is it a pleasure or a burden to “walk in the truth” and thus bring joy to our heavenly Father?

3. What do we learn about Diotrephes in 1:9-11? How does he treat people who differ from him? 

4. As a child, when did you love to be first? As an adult, where do you still love to be first? What affect does that desire have upon the people around you?

5. Is Diotrephes a genuine believer? How do you understand people who show clear characteristics of genuine faith in some areas of their lives, but still show equally genuine areas of worldliness in other areas of their lives? When do we show similar characteristics?

6. In what ways is John’s friend, Gaius, shown to be a counter example to Diotrophes, in 1:5-8? How did he treat others, even those whom he did not know personally? Whom have you known who was like Gaius?

7. How should the body of Christ show hospitality to people in today’s world? How should the body of Christ provide support for those who teach and preach the Word of God in today’s world?

8. Have you ever noticed yourself imitating the mannerisms or speech patterns of people you spend time with? How can we learn to imitate the character of the godly people we spend time with (1:11)? What can we learn from the negative examples of people around us?

Jude

Historical Background

Jude introduces himself as a “servant of Jesus Christ and a brother of James.” Since James was the leader of the church in Jerusalem and the half-brother of Jesus, this would suggest that Jude is the younger half-brother of Jesus mentioned in Mark 6:3. There is little information in the letter regarding the origin or destination of the letter. The date is only limited by the estimated lifespan of Jude and the probable dependence of 2 Peter upon the letter of Jude, since much of Jude is found in 2 Peter 2. Therefore, Jude is usually dated around 65-67 AD. The historical context of the letter is primarily determined by the estimate of when the heresies described in the letter could have been active. Unfortunately, the general description of the heresies doesn’t reveal enough to give much specific historical background to the letter. Therefore, it is best interpreted on its own.

Purpose

Jude wrote his epistle to warn his friends about the grave danger they were facing from false teachers who had infiltrated their midst. Jude desired to write an encouraging letter (1:3), and did conclude with general exhortations to strengthen each other and sustain each other in the faith (20-21). However, in light of their situation, Jude had to change his purpose and instead focus the teaching in his letter on the dangers of false teachers and their certain judgment from God. Jude’s goal was for faithful believers to protect each other by prohibiting false teaching and by restoring and recovering those who had fallen under its influence.

Theological Themes

The Unchanging Truth of the Gospel

In a number of places in the New Testament (1 Cor 15:3, 2 Tim 4:3), the gospel is described in terms of a particular body of teaching and doctrine that was handed down from the apostles. As Jude prepares to rebuke the distortions of the false teachers, he reminds them in verse 3 of “the faith that was once and for all entrusted to the saints.” This use of the term “faith” refers to the fixed body of teachings about the meaning of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This reminds both original and modern readers that there is a series of historical events and their divinely interpreted meanings which form the unchangeable core of the gospel message. The historical teaching of Jesus, and the meaning of his life, death, and resurrection, as taught by the apostles, form the content of the faith that was entrusted to the saints. While various forms of applications of the gospel may change over time, the core of the gospel is fixed. It is this core of the gospel message that must be defended against false teaching and false interpretation.

False Teachers
The errors of the false teachers are described in verse 4. “They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.” This general accusation does not give many specific details of their errors. Instead, Jude mainly indicates the general categories of their errors. They distort the grace of God in a way that promotes immorality and they deny aspects of the sovereignty and divinity of Jesus. These errors are central to a great host of heresies. Teaching which leads to a sinful lifestyle or which denies the supremacy of Jesus must be identified and removed from the church. 

The epistle condemns the pride of the false teachers. They speak boldly about things they do not understand (1:10), they boast about themselves while manipulating others (1:16), and they divide the church of God (1:19). Jude uses a series of metaphors in 1:12-13 to reveal how completely useless these teachers are. They are like clouds without rain, trees without fruit, or waves at sea that produce foam but go nowhere. The epistle announces God’s condemnation and judgment upon these teachers. The existence of false teachers had been prophesied from the earliest days. Jude cites Old Testament examples of Cain, Balaam, and Korah, as men who entered the family of God but used their position to lead people astray. God’s judgment of each of these three Old Testament characters was well known. In the first century AD the example of Balaam was often used as the standard example of a false prophet. Just as God judged these false prophets in the Old Testament, so He would in the New Testament era. God’s salvation for His people only makes sense, and ultimately is only just, in light of His righteous and just judgment on sin. Just as final salvation for believers is certain because of God’s power (1:24-25), so also final judgment against the false teachers is certain.

Apocryphal Literature

From the early centuries Jude has unnerved theologians because it quotes 1 Enoch and appears to cite the Assumption of Moses. These documents, known as Pseudepigrapha, are not part of the Hebrew Bible, or even the Apocrypha, but are part of Jewish tradition written within 200 years of the coming of Christ. Conservative scholars are unnerved because it appears that Jude cites them as if they had Scriptural authority. What these allusions clearly show is that the non-canonical documents of the first century were known and used by first century Jews. However, the fact that these sources are used does not mean that Jude considered them Scripture. Paul cited a Greek poet in Athens (Acts 17:28) and Cretan poet in his letter to Titus (1:12). There is nothing threatening about a Biblical writer citing a respected worldly source as an example of something his listeners respected. It does not mean the writer considered that source to be equal with Scripture. The content of Jude’s citation from 1 Enoch can be supported from a number of canonical Old Testament texts. Jude’s use of respected but non-canonical tradition does not undermine the authority of the letter or its proper place in the New Testament canon.

Structure

I. Greetings



1:1-2

II. Purpose of letter


1:3-4

III. Condemnation of false teachers
1:5-19

IV. Instructions to believers

1:20-23

V. Benediction



1:24-25

Bible Study

1. Why did Jude feel like he had to “contend for the faith” (1:3), or defend the faith? When do you have to contend for or defend your faith in your life setting?

2. Jude originally wanted to write an encouraging letter about salvation (1:3). How is the salvation of God’s people described in 1:5? What accompanied salvation in verses 1:5-7? Does judgment always have to accompany salvation?

3. What character flaw do the false teachers show in 1:10? Have you seen people in your world doing this? When do we follow this pattern?

4. What metaphors are used to describe the false teachers in 12-13? What ideas or images do all of these metaphors have in common? How can these images apply to a religious teacher?

5. What do verses 14-15 teach will be the final verdict on these men? What do you think will happen to teachers like these in the last judgment? Do you believe that God will one day judge the acts and deeds of all men? Where else does the Bible speak about this judgment?

6. What do verses 17-19 teach us to expect as the day of Christ’s return draws near?  How can you realistically deal with false teaching that enters your fellowship?

7. How do verses 22-23 teach us to deal with our friends who have fallen under the influence of false teachers and false teaching? What examples have you seen of people doing this?

8. What does it mean to “keep yourself in God’s love” according to verse 21? How does this relate to verse 24? What is the result of your remaining pure in the faith according to verse 25?

Romans

The epistle to Romans holds a special place in the history of our faith. Augustine’s life of immorality was radically transformed by reading Romans 13:13-14. Martin Luther discovered that salvation came by faith alone as he worked through Romans 1:17-18, after which he “felt himself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise.” John Calvin wrote, “When anyone gains a knowledge of this epistle he has an entrance opened to him to all the most hidden treasures of Scripture.” It has been said that every great spiritual revival in the church has come as a result of a deeper understanding of this epistle. Romans is the closest thing in the New Testament to a Biblical systematic theology. At the same time, it is full of practical application and instruction for daily living. Romans proclaims the gospel step by step and provides a solid foundation for understanding our life in Christ. 

Historical Background

The church to which this letter was addressed was interestingly not one of the churches which Paul himself had founded. Peter only played an indirect role in its establishment. Paul had never been to Rome before and Peter was still in Jerusalem at the time of the founding of the church. The Roman church was most likely founded by Jews who had come to believe in the resurrected Jesus after hearing Peter’s sermon at Pentecost. When these new believers returned to Rome, they began to meet together in homes for corporate worship. The church most likely originally consisted of more Jews than Gentiles. However, in 49 AD Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome. The effect was that the membership of the church became primarily Gentile, since Gentile Christians remained in the city. By the time Paul wrote the letter in the mid 50’s, many Jews had returned to Rome and rejoined their churches. By that time, however, the mindset of the church had changed and had become predominately occupied with Gentile issues. Thus the group of house churches in Rome consisted of both Jews and Gentiles who had a strong commitment to the young church.

The Epistle to the Romans was written by the apostle Paul, through the hand of his secretary, Tertius, at the end of his third missionary journey. Paul’s background as a zealous Pharisee made him very competent to write this letter which addressed questions concerning God’s righteousness and the law of God. He wrote during his three month stay in Corinth which occurred sometime between 55 and 58 AD. Although Paul had never visited Rome, he longed to strengthen the church and impart to them a spiritual gift. The “gift” Paul referred to in Rom 1:11 is likely the exposition of the gospel found within his letter. Paul did not intend to stay in Rome, as his philosophy was not to build on another man’s foundation (Rom. 15:20-21). As the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul planned to visit Rome on the way to Spain. He likely desired to raise interest and financial support for his continuing missionary efforts among unreached Gentiles. His intention was first to visit Jerusalem, then travel to Rome on the way to Spain. Paul did eventually visit Rome, only under the circumstances of arrest and imprisonment rather than as a citizen freely to travel as a missionary.

Literary Purpose: Romans 1:14-17, 15:14-33

There is some tension between the stated purpose of Paul’s letter to the Romans and its contents. On the one hand, Paul is a missionary going to Spain who is planning to stop in Rome on the way (Romans 15:19-33). Paul had completed his missionary work in the East in Asia Minor and Greece. His plan was first to take an offering to the church in Jerusalem and then shift his emphasis to work in the West, that is, in Spain. On his way to the western destination he hoped to stop and spend some time in Rome, gathering spiritual and financial support for his mission. Romans is a missionary letter of introduction which basically served as a support raising letter.

On the other hand, however, the bulk of the letter is an exposition of the gospel. Romans 1-11 is the closest thing in the Bible to a systematic theology. Paul stated his purpose in Romans 1:16-17, then systematically explained the salvation accomplished by Jesus on the cross. He began by explaining our state of condemnation before God because of sin, continued by explaining our justification by Christ, and concluded by describing the process by which we are sanctified and ultimately glorified by the Holy Spirit. Paul then addressed the subjects of predestination and election in Romans 9-11. Romans is different from letters like Galatians and Colossians, since there are no obvious opponents in Rome who are provoking Paul to clarify the content of his gospel. Romans is not polemical, but pastoral, explaining in careful detail the gospel Paul is preaching. The contents of Romans suggest that the purpose of the letter is for Paul to explain and promote the gospel he had received and was preaching to Gentiles throughout the world.

Perhaps Paul was making a missiological statement through the Epistle to the Romans. The gospel of the church leads inevitably to the mission of the church. In other words, it is impossible to properly understand the gospel without, as a result, being motivated to proclaim the message far and wide. At the same time, the mission of the church can only go forth if it is solidly built on the teaching of the gospel. Therefore, Paul invests most of his energy in the epistle proclaiming the gospel, the good news that tells of the righteousness of God, which he freely gives “to everyone who has faith” (to Jews and Gentiles alike). Paul’s purpose, however, was ultimately to motivate people to be involved in sending the gospel to Spain and beyond.

The theme of Romans can be found at the end of the introduction in Romans 1:16-17. “Ибо я не стыжусь благовествования Христова, потому что оно есть сила Божия ко спасению всякому верующему, во-первых, Иудею, потом и Еллину. В нем открывается правда Божия от веры в веру, как написано: праведный верою жив будет.” The gospel is centered on the righteousness of God. This righteousness must be acquired by those who would be spared the wrath of God. However, a new way of acquiring righteousness had been revealed in the gospel, a way that was completely by faith. The salvation proclaimed in the gospel would be available equally to all who believe, both Jews and Greeks. This new righteousness acquired by faith is the heart of the gospel, the heart of the message Paul proclaimed, and the heart of the Epistle to the Romans.

Theological Themes

Condemnation: Romans 1:18-3:20

Romans 1:18-3:20 reveals very clearly the reality of the fall of mankind into sin. Paul began with a general description of the revelation of God and the sin of mankind. God revealed Himself to mankind, making His eternal power and divine nature clear through general revelation. God has shown Himself to us in nature (Psalm 18:2-5) and has revealed His eternal power and authority to the world. As part of creation, we of course can’t grasp everything God knows and all of Who God is, but what we can grasp, and what is good for us to know, God has made plain and visible. God has declared these general truths of His existence and nature to all humanity, regardless of location, language, or level of development.  The design of the universe requires a creator. Если мы думаем о силе, которая сформировала горы, и так же сформировала каждую деталь в самой маленькой клетке, это наталкивает нас на то, что должен быть Творцом. Furthermore, the existence of our moral conscience requires a moral standard. While the full definition of moral standards may vary in different cultures, and mankind’s inability to keep such standards is obvious, the existence of a moral code requires a Creator of that moral standard. The universal existence of some form of a moral standard in our world demonstrates a standard higher than ourselves or any individual society. These are some of the ways God has announced His existence to every human being throughout the world.

Unfortunately, although God gave mankind this revelation, men failed to glorify or give thanks to Him. Instead, человек отверг познание Бога. Paul describes the beginning of the process of degradation which inevitably results from sin. Mankind’s failure to thank and praise God for His creation led to an improper understanding of the world (1:21-23). Man's thinking became запутанным и man's heart became темным. Such improper thinking about the world led to improper behavior in the world (24). Mankind decided that the knowledge of God that he had was not worthwhile, so he отбросил it (28). Eventually, man decided God was merely an uninteresting idea. It was not that men did not know God.  It was that they deemed that Бог не был необходимым в их жизни. Like modern men, they decided God was not an important part of their lives. As a result, mankind не может думать правильно о Боге, о мире, или друг о друге. Our mind подавляет the truth about God.

Consider the example of science. God commanded mankind to study the world in the cultural mandate given in Genesis 1:28. Therefore, all true science is from God, whether the natural sciences or the behavioral sciences. But humans take science, which teaches us about what God made, and use it to suppress the truth. Men create a false tension between science and faith. Biology will tell us how our bodies work. But mankind will often take biological observations about the way we function and try to tell us why we were made and what the purpose is of our existence. Mankind will use the natural sciences to make supernatural assertions. Only God can tell us what the ultimate purposes are for mankind. That is why we study theology, the study of the knowledge of God. However, our mind подавляет God's control and asserts our independence. We want to retain our freedom and independence from God.

Romans 1 alludes to Adam, who thought he could become like God by eating the запретный fruit. He wanted to be wise, powerful, and independent of God. Instead, he became рабом of sin. He became foolish, suffering the consequences of God's judgment. In becoming wise by the world's standards, we become fools. Romans 1:23-25 also alludes to the incident of the golden calf in Exodus 32. Not long after God delivered His people from Egypt by plagues and the parting of the Red Sea, they literally committed the sin mentioned in Romans 1:23. Those who had personal, experiential knowledge of the God who led them by fire and cloud exchanged His glory for that of an image, a golden calf. Man's rejection of God's revelation had inevitable and awful results.

Paul recounted the inevitable consequences of sin in 1:26-32. Paul described the sin of homosexuality in 1:26-27, followed it with a list of vices in 1:29-31, and concluded with a summary in verse 32. Mankind not only knowingly did things that led to death, but approved of others who did the same things. They hated their brothers as they hated самих себя. 

God created mankind to reflect His glory and image in the world. The result of the fall of mankind into sin was a distortion and perversion of the image such that God could barely be seen at all. This not only affected mankind’s behavior, but ultimately affected his thinking and his own heart. Part of God’s judgment on sin was that mankind would be unable to see their own sins and distortions of truth. Our minds and hearts actively suppress and distort truth. We can’t even trust our own hearts. 

While this would appear to be aimed at Gentiles who lived in idolatry and immorality, it is actually preparing the readers for the very same accusations against the Jews. In Romans 2, Paul showed how the Jews were sinful and without personal righteousness. The Jews were not exempt from God's righteous judgment. God is not partial. He is a righteous judge who will condemn all sin, whether it be found in other nations or in His own people. The Jews were committing the very same sins as the Gentile nations. God called His people to be holy. Holiness was to be a отметкой, something that set the people of Israel apart from the surrounding его nations. Yet there was often no visible difference between Israel and the surrounding nations. God's judgment is based on the perfection of His own character.  Since our character is flawed we cannot escape judgment. The Jews had stubborn and unrepentant hearts. They had brought shame upon their father through centuries of rejecting His commandments and running after other gods. At the same time, they resented His kindness shown to others. They assumed His mercy shown to them would always result in their salvation. The Jews, like the Gentiles, were storing up wrath. God will pronounce judgment upon all who dishonored Him through rebellion and idolatry.

Paul concluded this section in Romans 3:9-20 by arguing that since all are sinful no human being will be justified in God's sight by works of the law. There is no one, Jew or Gentile, who can stand righteous before God. There are none who seek after God by their own initiative. Those truly seeking are doing so under the leading and guiding of God in the person of the Holy Spirit. All men are full of sin and rebellion and are completely accountable for their sin. Not one person can be justified before God by their works. Through our works we can only see our sin. Paul made this argument from a series of Old Testament texts which reveal that the idea that Jews and Gentiles were both guilty before God was not new. It had been revealed much earlier by the prophets. This teaching, called total depravity, teaches that every area of man’s life is affected by sin. There is no area that is left untouched. It does not mean that every man sins as much as he possibly could. But it does mean that there is no area, moral, spiritual, intellectual, social, emotional, or otherwise, that is not corrupted by sin. As Romans 1:18 teaches, man is unable to properly analyze his world and actually suppresses the truth because of his fallen condition. Therefore, all mankind is desperately in need of a new kind of righteousness, a kind that will be revealed from heaven.

Justification: Romans 3:21-5:21

In Romans 3:21-26, Paul lays out the heart of his gospel: justification by faith. “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify (3:21).” Having demonstrated that no one, neither Jew nor Gentile, has ever kept the law, Paul now describes a kind of justification that occurs apart from keeping the law. The righteousness which God requires, that perfect righteousness which is acceptable to God, has now been accomplished through the life of Jesus Christ. This righteousness is now offered to all who believe and trust in Him. The books of Moses and the Prophets (referring to the entire Old Testament) spoke about this kind of justification. Jesus of Nazareth was God incarnate who was executed on a Roman cross because of false charges against Him. This much is historic fact. Faith is believing that His death was a substitute for your punishment. Jesus’ identity is a fact. Faith is believing that His death in history was actually a personal substitution for you. Faith and trust are deeply connected, as faith is not only an intellectual assent, but also an emotional trust and a decision of the will to give oneself fully to the object of one’s trust. Faith in Christ leads to the gift of His righteousness.

This gift of justification through faith in Jesus Christ is offered freely to all who believe, whether Jew or Gentile. By receiving the righteousness of Jesus Christ, an individual is justified, meaning declared righteous in God’s sight. Justification is a one time act which occurs when a person believes in Jesus and receives salvation. It is a gift which is given freely by grace. Although individuals receive the gift freely, it is a gift that cost the Father a great deal—the life of His only Son. Jesus Christ suffered the wrath of God in our place, suffering the righteous punishment of God on the cross so that we would not have to. Therefore, God is both just, as He fully punished sin, and the One who justifies, since He freely gave us the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Therefore, no one can boast in their position before God, since all are saved by grace. 

In chapter 4 Paul explains this method of justification through the example of Abraham. Abraham was justified, not be keeping the law or because of His call by God, but by believing and trusting in the promise of God (Rom 4:3, citing Gen 15:6). His faith caused him to be the father of all who believe, whether Jews or Gentiles. The result of this justification is peace with God (Rom 5:1).

Paul concludes his teaching on justification with a significant comparison between Adam and Jesus in Romans 5:12-21. Adam had a unique commission to reign on earth as God’s representative. Adam was commissioned to rule in God’s place, reveal the image of God, and subdue the moral and spiritual chaos of his world. He was tested by a serpent and completely failed his test. Jesus Christ came as the second Adam, who faithfully served as God’s representative, ruling in God’s place, revealing the image of God, and subduing the spiritual and moral chaos of His world. When He was tested by the serpent, He remained faithful to God and passed the test. As a result, Jesus brought justification to the sons of Adam and delivered them from the death Adam brought into the world. This passage explains the origin of mankind’s sin problem as well as the solution. While we cannot be born without sin, nor perfect our lives so that we will never sin again, we can be born from above and have the righteousness of Jesus Christ placed upon us by grace through faith in Him. Paul concludes by contrasting the reign of sin, which leads to death, with the reign of grace in us through Christ, which leads to life. This points to Paul’s next topic, sanctification.

Sanctification: Romans 6:1-8:17

Paul next teaches how believers are sanctified. Sanctification is the process by which we become more and more conformed to the image and character of Jesus Christ. This is a process by which God works in us and empowers and strengthens our personal choices and decisions. In this regard, it is very important to understand the difference between justification and sanctification. Justification means to be declared righteous in God’s sight by the gift of Jesus’ righteousness given to us by faith. It is a legal understanding based on Christ’s work that occurs immediately upon our conversion. Since our righteousness is actually that of Jesus Christ, we are 100% righteous. We cannot grow or develop in this righteousness. 

Sanctification, on the other hand, is a process that grows and develops over time. Sanctification is the actual conformity of our hearts, words, and deeds to those of Jesus Christ. It is a process that has ups and downs. During the time of our life on earth our sanctification will be making overall progress upward but will never reach 100% until we are glorified when we enter the physical presence of Jesus. However, even though God will cause progress to go forward, we will often feel failure and go through periods of regression. Even more so, as we grow we will understand even more clearly the good God wants to see not only in our actions, but in our words and thoughts. We will see more clearly our failures to imitate Christ and will thus actually feel more guilt, rather than less, as we mature. The struggle between the good we know we should do and the reality of the evil we see ourselves doing is described throughout this section of Romans, particularly in Romans 7:14-25.

[Insert Justification and Sanctification graphs]

According to Romans 6, sanctification begins with our being united to Christ. When we received Christ by faith, which Paul describes by the rite of baptism, we were joined to Jesus Christ in much more than a ceremonial way. We now have a new status of being “in Christ.” Paul explains how we were joined to Christ both in His death and in His resurrection. Our union with Christ means we are dead to sin and no longer under its power. Previously, sin was alive in us and in fact was our master. Then we died to sin. Christ died in our place, so the legal claim sin had over us was fulfilled. Now when sin comes to entice us and the law comes to accuse us, we are dead. The sinful part of me, the part that was alive to sin, died. Christ did not just preach against sin, nor did He merely help us avoid it, He died for our sins, so that we might die to sin. Sin has no legal claim on you. It has no authority or power to seize you. Note further that we are not commanded to become dead to sin and alive to God; these are presupposed. This is what God has already done. Our job is to live according to the reality of God’s work, not according to the pattern of our previous life.

Having explained our death Paul then gave the other half of the paradigm by teaching that we are now alive to God. Just as Jesus was alive after He died, so we also have been made alive. We are now alive to God and to all His purposes for creation. The Holy Spirit within us prompts our new nature to seek acts of love and obedience that our original nature wanted to do before we sinned. What does it mean to be alive to Christ? We can answer this by asking what it meant for Jesus Christ to be alive to God. Jesus’ desires, dreams, actions, and words were all directed toward glorifying and honoring God the Father. His personal desires were not extinguished, but put in second place to the desires of God the Father. Being alive to God means knowing where life, renewal, and energy come from. This might be a new experience for us, just as freedom is a new experience for someone who grew up in slavery. It might feel strange and new, like a prisoner recently released after years of imprisonment. But the freedom we have to live for God and glorify Him with our lives is the purpose for which we were created. Being alive to God means being aware of this new freedom and being capable and desirous of fulfilling this desire to please God.

Romans 6 presents the ideal case of how we have died to sin and live for God and thus can grow and progress in sanctification in a way that appears unhindered. Romans 7 describes the reality of this struggle in more realistic terms. Paul reflects on the power of sin and temptation and the reality of the battle between living for Christ and living according to our old, human nature. This battle occurs in the life of every believer. Paul vividly describes this battle in Romans 7:14-25. He sees how he does the very things he hates. At the same time he does not have the power to do the good and faithful things he wants to do. He recognizes that sin is waging war against him within his own body. He feels despair and hopelessness because of many lost battles with his sinful nature. However, he concludes in Romans 8:1 with praise to God for the forgiveness of the gospel and the victory given him in Christ. 

Romans 8 continues with a description of life in the Spirit which leads to the process of glorification. The Spirit is a downpayment promising that God will bring to perfection that which He has redeemed. The person indwelt by the Spirit is being sanctified in this life but eventually will be glorified. The Spirit is the promise of that coming reality. The Spirit guides our minds and meditation toward the things of God that naturally lead to growth in sanctification. The Spirit leads us to pray and address God as our personal Father. The sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit which He began in our life on this earth will be completed in our glorification when we enter finally into the presence of God forever.

Glorification: Romans 8:18-39

Glorification means being made perfectly into the image of Christ in order to physically live without sin in the presence and fellowship of God. This occurs initially at the death of a believer but will occur completely on the day of our bodily resurrection. Glorification is the final completion of our salvation, which is described by five key terms in Romans 8:29-30. “For those God foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those He predestined, He also called; those He called, He also justified; those He justified, He also glorified.” Glorification is the completion of our salvation that God the Father initiated through foreknowledge, predestination, and calling. God the Son accomplished our justification through His sacrificial death on the cross. God the Holy Spirit will complete our salvation through His work of glorification. While our glorification is future, it affects our life in the present significantly. The certainty of our glorification gives us hope in the present, even during times of significant trial and testing (Romans 5:3-5). Nature itself longs for the state of glorification (Rom 8:19-22). This is a picture of the Spirit within us longing for our glorification and praying for such through us (Romans 8:23-27).The certainty of glorification gives us complete confidence, even in the face of natural, political, and spiritual disasters, that God will achieve our complete salvation and cause us to be more than conquerors through Christ (Romans 8:31-39).

Predestination and Election: Romans 9-11

Romans 9-11 can be intimidating to modern readers. Paul addresses the theologically weighty topics of predestination and election which are complicated and require significant study to understand. He makes substantial use of Old Testament texts which require an understanding of their context to properly understand Paul’s argument. However, Paul needed to address an issue which first century readers were facing. Since it was the God of Israel who made all these promises and brought about salvation, why had most first century Jews rejected Christ? How could God be righteous if He didn’t save His own people? Paul here answers the natural questions raised by the reality of widespread unbelief among the Jews. In doing so, He gives us insight into the wisdom and power of our God.

In Romans 9 Paul teaches that God has always made a distinction between physical and spiritual descendants of Abraham. “For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel (Rom 9:6).” Paul had already introduced this distinction in Romans 2:25-29 and 4:16. Paul cites two examples from Israel’s history where God had already made such a distinction. Of Abraham’s two sons Isaac was chosen while Ishmael was not. Paul then points out that of Isaac’s twin sons, Jacob and Esau, one was chosen and the other was not. God’s purpose was to demonstrate that He was controlling and guiding the process by which His salvation would be brought about. It was not dependent upon man and his choices but only upon God. In answer to the objection that such predestination is not fair, Paul reminds the reader that God is the creator of the world and, like a potter, He has the right to make different pieces of pottery for different purposes. God’s ways are not subject to man’s approval. While this raises a whole set of theological and practical issues, the main point is very clear. God has sought out those whom He has chosen for salvation and has placed His special love upon them. If you have come to know Christ, it is not a coincidence, but is based on the fact that your heavenly Father searched the entire earth throughout all history in order to chose you and love you personally.

In Romans 10 Paul clarifies that predestination does not lessen the need for evangelism. God’s chosen method of salvation is for churches to send out people who will proclaim the gospel, so that others can hear the good news about Jesus Christ and believe in Him, and thus call upon His name to receive salvation (Romans 10:13-15). His method of bringing salvation to those whom He has chosen is through people hearing the gospel and believing in Jesus. Thus Paul’s teaching on election should increase our desire for evangelism, not lessen it.

Paul then in Romans 10:16 through the end of chapter 11 explains why so many of the Jews did not believe. He cites Scriptures from the prophets reminding us that throughout the Old Testament most of the Israelites did not “believe.” God warned them about their idolatry and hypocrisy and sent various judgments against them in previous centuries. Their current unbelief was nothing new and in fact was a predicted judgment from God for their prior unbelief. The Gentiles, on the other hand, had always been included in God’s plan for salvation. God intended for their salvation to provoke jealousy in Israel so that some of her number might return to faith. 

Paul then described the people of God as a tree with various branches. Israel played the primary historic role and is thus described as the trunk. Unbelieving branches in this tree were pruned and broken off as judgment for their unbelief. This is a picture of the way factions of Jews throughout Israel’s history, from the days of the wilderness wanderings to the period of Israel’s wicked kings, who were judged by God by various means. Wild branches from other trees were grafted into this trunk and fully incorporated into the tree. This is a picture of the various groups of Gentiles who have turned to Christ and received him by faith. Wild branches that became prideful and thought that their historic ingrafting into the tree would save them would also be broken off. Abiding in Christ is the only thing that affirms one’s status as elect by God. The doctrine of predestination in this way is a humbling doctrine that eliminates any cause for boasting. The tree now has many branches, all grafted into the tree because of their faith in Jesus Christ. In this way, all Israel, meaning all believers in Jesus Christ, the Savior of God’s people, whether Jew or Gentile, will be saved. Paul knows this is a hard teaching and so closes the section with praise for the depths of the wisdom and knowledge of God who alone can fully understand His purpose in predestination and election (Romans 11:33-36).

Ethics and Christian Behavior: Romans 12:1-15:13
Romans is not merely a theological treatise on the nature of our salvation. Having explained the great work of salvation accomplished through Jesus Christ, which was applied to our lives through the work of the Spirit, Paul concluded his letter by giving practical instructions on how this salvation causes believers to live a new kind of life. Romans 12:1-2 lays the foundation for seeing all life as worship to God. Rather than offering ourselves to God as a dead sacrifice, we are to offer ourselves to God as a living sacrifice. A sacrifice was something devoted to God. In the Old Testament, animal sacrifices were killed and grain offerings were burned. According to Paul, we are to be living sacrifices who offer our lives daily to God. This works itself out through a daily decision to be renewed in our thinking by prayer and meditation on God’s Word, which reveals to us His will. Our lives are to be characterized by an intentional rejection of the pattern set forth by this world and instead determined by the renewing of our minds by the pattern of the heavenly world.

Paul then teaches how believers can humbly serve each another through the gifts of the Holy Spirit (Rom 12:3-8). No one should exaggerate their own importance, but instead should humbly use whatever gifts they have to build up others in their faith. Paul teaches believers how not only to love each other but also how to love their enemies. We are to attack our enemies with genuine love and friendship. This follows Jesus’ teaching from Matthew 5:43-48. In Romans 13 Paul teaches believers to submit to secular rulers for the sake of Christ. This is an expression of worship and submission to God, who establishes all authority on earth. It should be remembered that the government during Paul’s day was not an open-minded modern government but the totalitarian Roman empire, the very power that would eventually execute Paul for his preaching. Paul concludes his practical section with instructions on how older and younger believers should respect each others’ consciences, even when they differ on particular applications of Scripture. Paul gives us these practical instructions in order to help us understand how the Spirit within us will empower us to live.
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Bible Studies from Romans
Romans 1:18-32

1. How has God made his invisible qualities—His eternal power and divine nature—known to you? Do people recognize His existence today because of this? Why not, according to Rom 1:18?
2. What did mankind fail to do in Rom 1:21? What were the results? How do we express thanks to God and glorify Him? When do we fail to do this?
3. When do we think sin makes us wise, when really it makes us fools? How does this relate to Adam’s fall in Genesis 3?
4. How did people in the ancient world “exchange the glory of the invisible God for images” (1:23)? How do people do this in the modern world?
5. What was God’s discipline of mankind in Romans 1:24? What does it mean for God to “give them over” to their sinful lusts? How is this discipline?
6. What exchange did God’s people make in 1:25? What are some lies that we believe and are very respectable in our modern world that completely contradict God’s word? What lies do you think you have believed, exchanging the truth for them?
7. “Improper thinking about God always leads to improper thinking about our world, and thus improper behavior in our world.” Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Support your position with your personal observations of people in this world.
8. What conclusion does Paul draw in Romans 1:32? How does this relate to Paul’s statement in Romans 3:20? How must a righteous God respond to such sin? Is anyone exempt from this conclusion?
Romans 4:1-25

1. Who was Abraham, and why might people have felt like he was justified before God by his good works? How was he justified before God? 

2. What causes people in your group of friends to boast? What spiritual or religious things do you see people boast about? What effect does justification by faith have upon boasting?

3. Who is happier, the man who never sinned, or the man whose sins are truly forgiven? Explain your answer. Why did Paul mention David in Romans 4:6-8?

4. In Romans 4:9-12 why was it important for Paul to show that Abraham was justified before he received circumcision? What was the meaning of circumcision according to Romans 4:11? How is that related to baptism?

5. According to Romans 4:12, 16-17, of which nations is Abraham a father? How did this affect the development of the New Testament church? How does it affect your church?

6. Romans 4:18-21 describe Abraham’s faith. How would you define the faith of Abraham? What did he believe? What did it mean for him to believe? How would you define our faith? What does it mean for us to believe?
7. Romans 4:19-20 describe Abraham as not weakening or wavering in his faith. Have you ever wavered in your faith? What were the circumstances and why did it happen? What should we do when we see our faith wavering or weakening?

8. What was the result of Abraham’s faith according to Romans 4:22-25? What does it mean for someone to have righteousness credited to them? How would you explain “justification” before God?

Рим. 5:1-11

 

1. Что значит жить в мире с кем-то? Опишите качества таких отношений. Какие качества также могут относиться к нашим отношениям с Богом?

2. Каким образом люди страдают из-за их веры? Какие испытания или скорби вы терпели из-за вашей веры? Как мы типично реагируем на страдание?

3. Каким образом спортсмены развивают выносливость, и какую пользу это им дает? Как мы можем развивать духовную выносливость, и какую пользу это нам даст?

4. Каким образом наше страдание связанно со страданиями Христа? Каким образом наше страдание связанно со страданием, которое подготовит мир для возвращения Христа? Может ли это помочь нам реагировать на страдание и испытание, и если да, то как?

5. О какой «опытности» Павел говорит в Рим 5:4? Какая разница между мирской опытностью и тем, о чем говорит Павел? Как мы можем развивать такой доказанный и проверенный личный характер?

6. Когда вы пережили серьезное разочарование? Можем ли мы быть разочарованными Богом? Что значить иметь надежду, которая “не постыжает”? Как это связанно со страданием, терпением и опытностью?

7. Рим 5:6 говорит, что мы “немощны”. Почему? И что это значит?

8. Почему мы были описаны как враги Бога в 5:10? Были ли мы врагами на самом деле? Как и почему?

9. Верят ли люди до сих пор в гнев Божий, или это просто древняя идея? А мы? Влияет ли это на то, как мы живем?

10. Каким образом наше нынешнее ощущение мира с Богом связанно с миром, который будет в конце времен? Влияет ли это на то, как мы живем сейчас? Что мы можем узнать или получить от этого будущего мира?

 

Рим. 5:12-21
1. Можем ли мы ожидать какое-то самостоятельное развитие общества без Бога (то есть, без Бога)? На что способно человечество в нынешний момент истории? 

2. В какие моменты мы слишком оптимистично смотрим на то, что общество может сделать что-то само (без Бога)?

3. Что означает фраза “преступлением одного подверглись смерти многие”? Осуждены ли мы из-за греха другого? Как соотносятся наша природа и природа Адама?

4. Если раса Адама осуждена и идет к смерти, какое мы имеем отношение к этой расе?

5. Какие параллели между Адамом и Иисусом вы видите в этом отрывке? Как каждый из этих «основателей» влияет на свой народ?

6. Если Иисус принес благодать, оправдание и жизнь для своих, сможем ли мы также передавать это другим? Каким образом?

7. Что значит “царствовать в жизни посредством единого Иисуса Христа”? Описывает ли эта фраза вашу жизнь? Как можно сейчас начинать “царствовать в жизнь”?

 
Рим. 6:1-11

 

1. Что обычно говорят люди, чтобы оправдать их продолжающиеся грехи? Какие наши любимые оправдания? Как Павел отвечает на эти объяснения?

2. В чем разница между оправданием и освящением? Какую это производит сложность?

3. Что значит быть “мертвый ко греху”? Кто или что, на самом деле, умерло?

4. Когда вы чувствуете себя мертвыми по отношении к греху? Когда вы чувствуете себя живыми по отношению к греху?

5. Какая разница между вашим «старым человеком» и «новым человеком»? Какой более похож на настоящего вас? Какой вам нравится больше? Какого себя вы видите чаще? Почему?

6. Кто производит плод в нас: Бог или мы сами? Какую роль наше старание играет в жизни веры?

7. Каково ваше самое большое препятствие в росте освящения, то есть, в вашей способности отражать образ Иисуса миру?

 

Рим. 7:1-6

 
1. Какая разница между служением Господу в “новизне Духа” (обновлении духа) и “по старый букве”? Прочитайте также 2 Кор. 3:6. Плохи ли детали и подпункты Ветхого Завета?

2. Прочитайте Иеремия 34:31-34. Это пророчество о Новым Завете учит нас, что закон сейчас написан на сердцах верующих. Какой эффект дает закон, когда он находится внутри, а не снаружи? Как местонахождение закона влияет на нашу реакция на него? Чувствуете ли вы закон внутри себя?

3. Прочитайте Иезекииль 36:26-27, где говорится о новом желании, которое Дух дает нам. Похожа ли воля Бога на самое глубокое желание вашего сердца? Другими словами, помогают ли вам или препятствуют ли вам повеления Бога в исполнении ваших жизненных мечтаний?

4. Римлянам 7:4 показывает, что новый подход Духа производит плод для Бога. Какова роль Бога и наша роль во взращивании плода в нашей жизни? Прочитайте Галатам 5:22-23. Какой плод вы хотели бы видеть больше в ваше жизни?

5. Римлянам 8:5-6 показывает, что мы будем мыслить по Духу, то есть, наше размышление будет о том, о чем Дух размышляет. Размышляем ли мы “духовно”? Какова наша роль и роль Бога в развитии такого размышления?

6. Оставшаяся часть послания к Римлянам 7 показывает, что новый подход Духа включает духовную борьбу. С какой борьбой вы сталкиваетесь в служении Господу в “обновлении духа”?

Romans 8:28

1. What bad things have happened to you that were almost entirely someone else’s fault? How did you respond?

2. Consider Joseph in Genesis 37-50. What bad things happened to him that were almost entirely someone else’s fault? How did he respond? What do you think enabled him to respond in that way (Genesis 45:4-8, 50:20)?

3. What is the limitation stated in the promise of Romans 8:28? Does God work out all things for good to everyone? How does God “work in all things” in those who don’t love Him and who have not responded to His call?

4. What bad things have happened to you that were to a large degree your fault? How did you respond? Does the promise of Romans 8:28 still stand if we are at fault?

5. Consider the example of Jonah in Jonah 1. What happened to him and the men on the boat? Whose fault was it? How did Jonah respond? Was God still in control?

6. How should we respond when bad things happen because of our own sin?

7. What bad things have happened in your city that are so awful they tempt you to decide that Romans 8:28 is not true? What happened to Stephen in Acts 7:58-8:3? How do you think the people around him felt when this happened? What happened in Acts 8:4-8? How does that affect our understanding of Romans 8:28?

8. How do Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection affect your understanding of Romans 8:28? How do they affect your understanding of the difficulties you are facing? What good do you think God might be working through your difficult circumstances in the present?

Romans 12:1-2

1. Why did people bring sacrifices to God in the Old Testament? What was the significance of their death? What does it mean for us to be living sacrifices?

2. When does following Christ feel like a sacrifice? Why? When does following Christ feel like pure joy? Why? What is the difference?

3. What sacrifice does Paul have in mind when he says, “in view of God’s mercy”? What sacrifice did God make for us? Was that done for joy (see Heb. 12:3)? How does that affect our view of following Christ?

4. How do you think Roman society tried to conform people into its mold in the first century? How does our society attempt to conform people into its mold today? How have you been “conformed to the pattern of this world”?

5. What does it mean to be “transformed by the renewing of your mind”? How has your thinking been renewed by God and His Word?

6. What is the difference between the process of “conforming” and the process of “transforming”? In which process would you rather participate? Why?

7. How does this passage teach us to determine God’s will? Can we know God’s will for every situation? What is the role of our minds in determining God’s will? How does this passage relate to Prov. 3:5-6?

8. It has been said, regarding discerning God’s will, that life is like a labyrinth, and that God usually doesn’t give us a view from the top, but only shows us which way to turn at each intersection. Do you agree or disagree? Why? What is the difference between the two approaches and the two views?

Romans 13:1-10

1. What is the most popular complaint against the government in your society? Why is it so easy to complain about the government?

2. In what way has God established every authority in the world? Did God establish the Fascist regime in Germany? Did God establish Nero’s rule in the first century?

3. What is God’s intention for human government? What do Genesis 1:28 and John 19:11 teach us about God’s role in human government? What does that suggest about our attitude toward human government?’

4. Under what circumstances should we resist human government? Consider Daniel 2, 6, and Acts 5:29.

5. When is our rebellion against human government indicative of our deeper rebellion against divine government?

6. What does it mean that authority “bears the sword”? How have you seen the “sword” used properly? Improperly? What does Paul teach us about the government’s use of the sword?

7. What does Romans 13:6-7 teach us about paying taxes? Should we avoid paying taxes? If so, upon what basis?

8. What debt can we never pay off, according to Romans 13:8-10? What does it mean that we always have a debt to love one another? How does this command to love others affect our relationship to the civil laws of our country?

Romans 14:1-23

1. How do you think in the first century one man’s believing conscience could allow him to eat meat (likely sacrificed to an idol) while another believing man’s conscience would not allow him to eat meat? Was one man “right” or “wrong”?

2. Who, according to Paul, is the “weaker brother”? What makes him weak? How is the stronger brother supposed to treat him?

3. When do we tend to judge God’s servants? Do we have the right to do that? If we don’t have such a right, why do believers so often judge other groups of genuine believers?

4. When do we tend to look down on our brothers and sisters in Christ (14:10)? What does that say about our actual maturity?

5. How does being part of a larger body affect our freedom of conscience? What does Romans 14:7 teach in this regard?

6. What does Romans 14:15-17 teach us about life in the body of Christ? How does this expand our understanding of love? Is it possible to do something “good” that ultimately produces “evil” in the body of Christ? Give an example of how this might happen.

7. Have you ever seen people “destroy the work of God for the sake of food” (Rom 14:20)? What topics tend to do this among believers in your area? What advice does Paul give us today in this regard?

8. What truth does Paul teach in Romans 14:23? How does that affect your understanding of sin? If we really believed this verse, how would it affect our pride? Our relationship with each other? How can you stimulate each other to live by faith, as understood in Romans 14:23?

First Corinthians

No other epistle in the New Testament addresses more ethical problems than First Corinthians. Paul addresses division and unity, the role of Christian workers, church discipline, incest, civil litigation, sexual immorality, divorce and remarriage, weak and strong brothers, and spiritual gifts.  Issues such as these were infecting the Corinthian church in the first century, and these concerns are important in our day also.

The letter of First Corinthians is not only about ethics, however.  The book contains a lengthy section about the importance of the cross of Christ and the resurrection.  There is also a great deal of teaching about the nature of the church.  In First Corinthians, the Apostle Paul integrates these doctrinal concerns with practical issues, making this an especially rich letter for applying the cross and resurrection to church life in the twenty-first century.

Historical Background and Purpose of the Corinthian Epistles
The city of Corinth is located in modern day Greece on the northeast corner of the Peloponnesian peninsula.  It is about 90 kilometers west of Athens.  Its location on the narrow isthmus between the Peloponnesian peninsula and mainland Greece made it a great place for commerce.  

Nearby Corinth was a special road called the diolkos.  This road was made in the sixth century BC with large paving stones and was 6 kilometers long, running from the Saronic Gulf in the east to the Gulf of Corinth in the west.  Due to the dangers of sailing around the Peloponnesian peninsula, ships would offload their cargo in Corinth,and then they were dragged on carts along this road to the other side.  While sea voyages are less perilous today, the Greek nation has built the Corinth canal which takes the place of this ancient road.  

Many ships used the diolkos, and as a result the nearby city of Corinth became a thriving metropolis.  It was one of the top five cities of the ancient world.  In Paul’s day there may have been as many as 800,000 inhabitants in Corinth.

The Corinth that Paul knew was not only wealthy but thoroughly influenced by Greco-Roman culture.  Roman values entered the city after the city was refounded in 44 BC by Julius Caesar.  He settled his veteran Roman soliders and their families in the city, but entrepreneurs, traders, freedmen, and slaves swelled the population.  Thus, while located in Greece, Corinth was also thoroughly Roman.

Secular values were dominant within ancient Corinth.  There was a high desire for honor, prestige, and self-promotion.  Patronage was present within the city, with wealthy benefactors giving money to others to advance their reputation.

A large number of deities were worshipped within ancient Corinth.  There was a large temple dedicated to Apollo, the sun god.  Corinthians would seek healing from Asklepios, the god of healing and medicine.  There were also temples to Roman imperial personalities, such as a temple to Octavia, the sister of the Roman emperor Augustus.  Other gods such as Dionysius, Pan, Artemis, Zeus, Athena, Poseidon, and Aphrodite were also worshipped.

One of the most noteworthy temples was the Temple of Aphrodite.  It was located on the mountain called the Acrocorith which overlooked the city.  Some scholars estimate that 1,000 prostitutes could be found in this building.  At night these prostitutes would descend into the city.  

Bad behavior was associated with Corinth.  The word korinthiazesthai in Greek means to live like a Corinthian.  This word had come to mean to live in a drunken state and immorally.  Other Greek writers also associated inhabitants of Corinth as drunkards.  

Paul first visited Corinth in 49 AD during his second missionary journey.  His activities as a tentmaker and preacher are recorded in Acts 18:1-18.  He preached in the city of Corinth for 18 months and was the founder of the church in Corinth (1 Cor 4:14-15).  He then left for Ephesus in 51 A. D.  

The Epistle of First Corinthians is really the second of a series of four letters to the church of Corinth.  The first letter that he wrote is lost, but we see evidence of it from 1 Cor 5:9-13.  It is known as the “severe letter” in which Paul chides the Corinthians for their sexually immoral behavior.

After he wrote this letter, he received a report from Chloe’s household, a family within the church at Corinth.  They reported that there was quarreling and factions in the church (1 Cor 1:11).  At about the same time, Paul also received a letter from the Corinthians asking for him to give them answers concerning marriage and divorce, weak and strong brothers, spiritual gifts, and collections.  As a result of this report and these questions, Paul wrote First Corinthians in 55 AD from Ephesus.

Paul then, returned to his work in Ephesus with the expectation that he will travel to Corinth (1 Cor 16:5-8).  Somewhere he changed his mind and proposed to visit Corinth two times, once on the way to Macedonia and once on the way back to Ephesus (2 Cor 1:15-16).  It is during this time of indecision that a group of self-designated Christian leaders infiltrated the Corinthian church.  These people are known as “super apostles.”  These men were Jewish, liked to boast, and carried with them letters of recommendation (2 Cor 3:1;  11:13-15).

Paul had a sudden change of plans then.  Timothy arrived in Corinth and found the situation in the church much worse than expected.  He summoned Paul who abandoned his plans and made what scholars now call the “painful visit” (2 Cor 2:1).  This visit brought deep personal pain to Paul (2 Cor 7:12).  It was evident that the gospel ministry was in jeopardy (2 Cor 2:5-8, 10).

At the end of the painful visit, Paul left Corinth for some unexplained reason.  His departure left him open to criticism.  This precipitated his next letter - what scholars call “the tearful letter” (2 Cor 2:4).  Like the “severe letter,” it also has been lost.

The “tearful letter” was written after First Corinthians and the painful visit but before the writing of Second Corinthians.  It was written out of great distress and anguish (2 Cor 2:9).  It likely demanded the punishment of the person who had deeply offended Paul (2 Cor 2:3-9; 7:8-12).  The Corinthians received it and were repentant (2 Cor 7:8-9). 

Afterwards, several things happened to Paul.  He experienced a “deadly peril” such that “he despaired of life.”  He felt a “sentence of death” upon him (2 Cor 2:8-10).  He traveled to Troas where there was a door open to him for ministry (Acts 19:23-20:11;  2 Cor 1:8-10).  He then traveled on to meet Titus in Macedonia (2 Cor 2:13).  While his ministry was successful in Macedonia, for some reason it took him longer than expected to connect with Titus.  He finally arrived with good news for Paul which led Paul to rejoice (2 Cor 7:6-9).

At this point Paul wrote 2 Corinthians.  The first nine chapters of this letter are full of comfort and compassion.  The tone decidedly changes, however, in 2 Cor 10-13 to a more critical one.  Many scholars believe that the book should be divided in two, but there is no evidence of this letter being two or more separate ones in the manuscripts that we possess.  It may be possible that Paul received some fresh news from the Corinthian community following his writing of 2 Corinthians 9, which accounts for the change in tone.

Theological Themes

1 Cor 1:10-4:21 Unity and Wisdom.  

Following Paul’s address and thanksgiving section, which are customary for Pauline epistles, the apostle addresses the concern raised by Chloe’s people.  There is jealousy and division within the church (1 Cor1:10-11).  This has led to the Corinthians choosing to line up with different persons.  Some say that they are of Paul, others of Apollos, and others of Cephas (in other words Peter).  Some even say that they belong to Christ (1 Cor1:12).  This group “of Christ” should be interpreted as being another human division since Paul does not endorse the Christ party or for that matter any other party including the one that was named after him.  Instead, Paul points the Corinthians away from different parties to the gospel of Christ which is focused on the cross of Christ.  It is the cross that divides people, but only into two categories – those who are being saved (Christians) and those who are perishing (non-Christians) in 1 Cor 1:17-18.  

Also in his discussion about unity, Paul attacks human wisdom (1 Cor 1:18-19).  This is a human wisdom, likely spread by traveling speakers, named Sophists, who traveled within the ancient world.  These speakers would try and entertain and motivate people by the use of their rhetoric and boast in their own abilities.  They would try and draw people to form their own following and then take money from their supporters.  Their false wisdom was evident within the city of Corinth and within the life of the Corinthian church.  Paul tells them that their wisdom will be destroyed.  As people who promoted false means of salvation years ago, so this wisdom too will be brought to nothing (Isa 29:14 in 1 Cor 1:19).  Only the cross of Christ, which is a stumbling block to some and foolishness to others, will prevail (1 Cor 1:23-25).

He then attacks those who value their own status in the world.  Those who boast in their own wisdom, strength, and noble birth have lost focus on their Christian calling (1 Cor 1:26-29).  Christians never could trust in those abilities when they came to Christ in the first place and should not be focused on these now.  Instead of boasting in these abilities, he encourages the Corinthians to boast in Christ Jesus and him crucified.  He is their true wisdom and worth boasting in, because his death and resurrection gives righteousness, sanctification, and redemption (1 Cor 1:30-31). 

Paul then moves on to speak of himself as an example.  He did not come to the Corinthians, promoting his own abilities.  Instead, he came with human weakness, fear, and trembling, meaning in a holy respect for God and himself as a mortal.  He presented the seemingly foolish message of the cross of Christ which demonstrated the power of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 2:1-5).

In 1 Cor 2:6f, Paul now redefines wisdom.  Instead of focusing on human qualities that would seem astute in this world, he shares how God’s wisdom is found in a mystery.  True wisdom is about the crucified Christ, something that “no eye has seen, no ear has heard” who brings his blessing of the new creation in this age and the coming age.  It is this message that is revealed through the Spirit.

Paul could not explore the depths of this message with the Corinthians due to their fleshly (in other words carnal) and immature behavior.  Their focus on human leaders really is a problem (1 Cor 3:1-4), and thus Paul must realign their focus.  God gives human workers to attend his vineyard and his building. Each does a separate task and the work of each one will be evaluated.  Some of this work will ultimately be consumed in fire on the Day of the Lord while other work will be purified (1 Cor 3:5-15).  The Corinthian church should not think of itself as an arena for gifted speakers or philosophers with worldly wisdom.  Instead, they should consider themselves as a holy temple, a place where the Spirit of God resides (1 Cor 3:16-17).  Therefore, they are not to focus on humans but rather on God’s plan and wealth for all things are theirs in Christ (1 Cor 3:18-23).

The Corinthians also need to reconceptualize what it means to be a Christian leader.  Christian leaders are to be servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God (1 Cor 4:1-2).  How a Christian is judged will not readily be seen in this life.  Judgment is for the Lord to pronounce in his time.  For the moment, each one is to make certain “Not to go beyond the things that have been written,” namely those things that have been written in the Scripture (1 Cor 4:6).

A problem that the Corinthians have is secular leadership in the church.  Besides the emphasis on worldly wisdom, oratory, and boasting, the Corinthians are valuing leaders who hold worldly wisdom, strength, riches, and honor.  This is exactly opposite of the way that the apostle Paul and his companions conduct themselves.  They are weak for the sake of Christ, poor, hard-working, and reviled.  At times Paul and his companions are even seen as “the scum of the world” for the sake of Christ (1 Cor 4:7-15).  They are living out the life of suffering found in the cross.  So, Paul calls the Corinthians and their leaders to imitate him (1 Cor 4:16) as he follows in the footsteps of the crucified Lord.  He encourages them to change their ways lest he come to them in power (1 Cor 4:17-21)

1 Cor 5:1-6:20. Practical Matters

Paul now turns his attention to other practical matters within the Corinthian church.  The Corinthians did not ask him about these matters, but he has heard of problems within their midst.  The first is a problem with a man who is caught in incest.  He is in a permanent relationship with his father’s wife.  This would not be the offender’s mother but a stepmother.  Moreover, the Corinthians are proud about this relationship that is even beyond what a citizen of Corinth would even accept, amazingly.  Possibly this improper relationship was as a result of the patronage system that would allow someone to get away with gross immorality.

Paul’s answer to this problem is to cast out the offending person.  Rather than asking one person to enact this, he calls the entire church to dismiss the offending brother.  The purpose ultimately is that this behavior would cease and that the offender might be saved on the Day of the Lord (5:5).  

This is one example of other sins that can infect a community and may need church discipline.  Paul lists others in 5:11 – the sexually immoral, greedy, idolater, slanderer, drunkard, or swindler.  These sins can be difficult to judge as a community.  It is likely that someone who has a pronounced and regular pattern is what Paul is thinking about.

Within 1 Corinthians 5, Paul refers to many Old Testament passages.  The idea of casting out old leaven so that it does not infect new leaven is an idea that emerges from Exodus 12:15, 19; 13:7 and Leviticus 6:17.  Christ is referred to as the Passover lamb which has ideas from Exodus 12:3-6, 21.  At the end of 1 Corinthians 5, Paul quotes from Deuteronomy 13:5.  Other passages within Deuteronomy also promote casting out members – Deuteronomy 17:7; 21:21;  22:21-24.  Paul’s encouragement to cast certain offenders out of the community is not his idea alone but has many parallels to practice within God’s people from the past.

In 1 Corinthians 6 Paul addresses another problem amongst the Christians at Corinth.  Brothers are taking each other before public courts to settle matters that they should do by themselves.  Paul urges them to stop (1 Cor6:1-3).  God’s people will eventually judge the world (Dan 7:18, 22).  By taking each other before the courts, they are denying this reality.

To handle matters of disagreement that may arise amongst them, Paul encourages the Corinthians to appoint judges.  It is interesting that he would be satisfied with those of lesser account within the church to settle matters (1 Cor6:4).  This is surely better in his mind than taking the problems outside of the church.

Paul does introduce one surprising motive for those who may feel wronged within the church.  Rather than encouraging the Corinthians to get even with each other, instead he promotes a sacrificial attitude.  Why not rather be wrong or defrauded (1 Cor 6:7)?  While not saying this directly, it is a motif from the cross that Paul uses to challenge their secular attitudes.  Christ himself was wronged and defrauded.  The Corinthians ought to remember this example rather than expose their brothers to secular courts.

From problems with civil litigation, Paul turns to problems concerning sexual immorality.  While some Corinthians were likely using their Christian freedom to justify their behavior, immorality has no place for those who are followers of the Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor 6:11-12).  The Christian cannot become one with a prostitute since a Christian’s body belongs to the Lord (1 Cor 6:14-15).  This Lord will raise each believer’s body from the dead.  Since the Lord rules each believer’s body, there is no reason then why a Christian should present his body to a prostitute.

Instead of succumbing to a prostitute, Christians are to flee from sexual immorality.  The overtones of Joseph fleeing Potiphar’s wife are evident (cf. Gen 39).  The Lord has purchased each person from sin.  Furthermore, each Christian is part of the holy temple that the Lord is constructing from his people.  The Christian is to honor God with his body (1 Cor 6:18-20).

7:1-40. Questions related to Marriage

With chapter seven, Paul begins to address problems which the Corinthians asked him.  Chapter seven is all about issues pertaining to marriage, remarriage, and celibacy.  He begins by promoting celibacy.  Paul was single, and he is positive about this standing in life, but this status is not superior.  Marital or single status is a gift from the Lord (1 Cor 7:7-8). Due to the challenges of immorality in Corinth, Paul writes that it is fine for people to marry.  Once married, the husband or wife is to attend to each other’s needs.  This continues the theme from chapter 6 in which Paul affirms that the Christian’s body does not belong to him or herself solely.   For the married person, his or her body belongs to their partner.

Once the Christian marries, he or she must not separate or divorce.  If the Christian does separate, however, then he or she is to remain unmarried or else be reconciled.  Even if one’s spouse is not a Christian, one should not divorce.  There is no telling what benefit may come to the unbelieving spouse or the children of the marriage from the believer.  If the unbelieving partner leaves, however, then the Christian should let that one do so (1 Cor 7:12-16).

Paul then has a brief interlude within this section of marriage and divorce.  He encourages each person to retain the place in life to which he has been called (1 Cor 7:17, 20).  This is true for the circumcised and the uncircumcised as well as the single person and the married person.  

Changing status can increase problems.  Those who marry will face many troubles in life (1 Cor 7:28).  It is possible that Paul already had in mind a number of grain shortages that Corinth experienced.  Certainly famine brought greater stress to a family than to an individual and makes further sense of Paul’s encouragement for a single life style to the Corinthians.  With other problems from the world that can distract a married person, the unmarried person is likely to be more focused upon the Lord’s affairs.

As Paul draws this section to a close, he states that being married is not a sin.  A person who decides not to marry is also not in sin.  Yet once people marry, they are bound to each other for a lifetime.  Once a spouse dies, then he or she may marry again, but the Christian  must marry another Christian.  That widow or widower, however, may be happier just to remain single.

1 Cor 8:1-11:1. Christian Conduct amidst Idolatry

Chapter 8 begins by Paul referring to the question of food sacrificed to idols.  Corinth was filled with many temples.  They had celebrations where food would be sacrificed to idols.  These foods would then be found in the marketplaces.  It was commonplace for Corinthian society, and Paul will address this problem within 1 Cor 8-11:1.  His explanation will address the nature of God, idolatry, food offered to idols, freedom, and then prescribe a way for Christians to conduct themselves.

His opening statement focuses upon the truth that there is really only one true God.  Idols are nothing at all in this world.  While there are many “so-called Gods,” there is only one true God.  It is plain that the Corinthians should understand this since he says, “We know that,” which is a phrase that assumes prior understanding (1 Cor 8:1-6).

Someone new to the Corinthian church may need to be refreshed on this matter or may not have allowed this truth to sink into his heart. This could lead to the conscience of a new believer being offended if he sees a Christian eating the food sacrificed to a pagan deity.  It is at this point that Paul warns the Corinthians who feel that they are strong in resisting idols.  They should not use their freedom to cause a stumbling block for weaker Christians.  This not only is a sin against the weak Christian but also against Christ.  Thus, Paul encourages the strong Christian not to eat meat again so that the weak Christian will not stumble (1 Cor 8:7-13).

Paul then uses himself as an example.  He is free and an apostle.  As a laborer, he is deserving of compensation.  Even an ox deserves to receive some return from his activity of treading out the grain (Deut 25:4 in 1 Cor 9:9).  Rather than assuming privileges that would lead to the offense of another Christian, he chooses not to use these rights (1 Cor 9:12, 15).

This is a pattern that Paul is promoting.  As a strong brother, he is denying his freedoms rather than claiming them.  He is so focused on good fruit amongst the Corinthians that he denies himself.  He offers his preaching free of charge.  Furthermore, he uses his freedom to be a servant of all.  For those under the Law, he became as one under the law to them.  To those not having the Law, he became like them.  This he did for the purpose of winning more to Christ (1 Cor 9:16-23).

He concludes the explanation of his apostolic activity by emphasizing his discipline.  He is like a runner who trains himself vigorously so that he might gain the prize.  This means that he restricts his freedom so that more people may come to know the Savior and so that he, too, might share in that blessing (1 Cor 9:24-27)

Turning from his own example, he addresses the Corinthians with an example of God’s people from the past.  In the times of the Exodus, God’s people experienced great blessings such as being led by the divine pillar of cloud and fire, crossing through the Red Sea, and eating manna in the wilderness and drinking water from the rock.  These are just types for the Corinthians to recognize now.  In other words, they are examples that now apply to them even more emphatically as those who live in the new time era in Christ.  As God’s people in the times of the Exodus experienced defeat because of idolatry, sexual immorality, and grumbling (see Exod 32), these sins could also befall the Corinthians with devastating consequences for the community.  So, they should stand firm and be on guard for temptation.  God will provide the means to escape from temptation if they are aware that they, too, can fall (1 Cor 10:1-13).

For these reasons, Paul now encourages the Corinthians to flee from idolatry whether idols have power or not.  Participating in idol feasts and worship makes one a participant with demons.  Christians cannot identify with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and at the same time drink the cup of demons.  This would lead to arousing the jealousy of the Lord (Exod 20:4;  Deut 32:16-21).

Paul, then, cites a Corinthian saying, “Everything is permissible.”  He then redefines it, however.  While all things are permissible, they are not all beneficial.  They may eat whatever is sold in the marketplace or whatever is given at an unbeliever’s house, since the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof (Psa 23:1 in 1 Cor 10:26).  However, since they are to devote themselves to holy living, they should not eat something that has been clearly offered to an idol.  Participating in these idol feasts could really be dangerous.  This could damage the weak but also the strong who may not be as strong as they think they are.  Rather than taking advantage of great liberties, sacrifice and self-denial like Paul is the better way (1 Cor 11:1).

1 Cor11:2-34. The Worship Service

Paul moves to issues within the Corinthian worship service.  The proper conduct of the worship service is important.  He urges women to cover their heads since this is a sign of authority (not source), that is submission to male headship and authority.  Paul uses rationale from creation.  God created man first rather than the woman.  So, when the woman teaches or prophesies in the assembly, she should have her head covered.

In a short space it is impossible to cover all of the research on this topic.  The context is certainly of public worship.  Women were praying and prophesying during the worship service.  Paul does not disallow these activities for women, but he does have parameters.  Respectable women would certainly have worn something over their heads in public in first century Corinth.  By wearing a head covering in Corinth at that time, married women show that they were not to be propositioned by men.  Women without a head covering would be seen as being “available,” and thus he advocates for this clothing.  In 1 Cor 11:6, Paul speaks sarcastically of a woman who will not cover her head.  It would be better if she would shave her hair so that she would not be seen as being available.

Paul is preserving gender distinctions here.  It is likely that the understanding of submission is not culturally bound since it is based on the Old Testament and the order of creation.  However, the actual head covering clothing itself is less important than the desire to retain submission and preserve modesty.

Paul’s next concern is the taking of the Lord’s Supper.  This section  picks up Christ’s command from Matt 26:19-30; Mark 14:16-26; Luke 22:13-20.  In 1 Cor 11:20 Paul is the first to describe in writing this celebration as the “Lord’s Supper.” It is important to keep in mind the first century context of the Lord’s Supper.  It was taken following a large meal within the church called the agapē.  Each person would bring something to this church feast.  After the feast, the bread and the wine would be shared with the church in remembrance of the Lord’s death.  

The problems with taking the Lord’s Supper at Corinth resemble the problem at the beginning of the letter, namely, division.  Instead of being united in partaking of this sacrament, the church is divided.  Some are eating and drinking while others are not.  Some are remaining hungry while others are drunk.  This is improper since the Lord’s Supper is a time of unity.  Also, it is a time to examine oneself (1 Cor11:27-28).  Furthermore, being divided for this meal is out of step with the message of the cross expressed now in the Lord’s Supper.  Taking this sacrament proclaims’ the Lord Jesus’ death, resurrection, and return (1 Cor11:26).  Thus, this event is more than a time to eat and drink, but a time to proclaim who Jesus Christ is.

1 Cor 12:1-14:40. Spiritual Gifts

Next Paul responds to the Corinthian questions about spiritual gifts.  He begins by stating that gifts from the Holy Spirit come as a result of proclaiming that “Jesus is Lord.”  This reveals a key point about spiritual gifts that is often overlooked.  Spiritual gifts are to show off the lordship of Jesus and build up all of Christ’s followers and not be a means to display oneself.

Some within the Christian community have become overly fascinated with the gifts and have lost track of clear directives.  Paul must tell them that not everyone has every gift (12:27-31).  Moreover, the less visible gifts may be the most important (1 Cor. 12:22-23).  Also, there is unity and diversity expressed in the spiritual gifts.  Paul gives the example that in the body there are many members.  There is one body but differences seen by the many members (12:31).  Finally, love is the manner in which they are to function (1 Cor. 13).

Some of the spiritual gifts listed in 1 Cor 12 have been difficult for modern interpreters to understand.  These include:  the word of wisdom, word of knowledge, faith, healing, miraculous powers, and discerning of spirits.  These are the only places in the New Testament where these are listed as spiritual gifts.  Due to the paucity of the evidence and divided opinion on these gifts throughout church history, great care ought to be taken in assuming that one has and is exercising these gifts.

While also debated today, there is much more written about the gifts of prophecy and tongues, particularly in 1 Cor 14.  Paul encourages believers to prophecy since this gift strengthens, encourages, comforts, and edifies the church (1 Cor14:1-5).  He also wishes that all would speak in tongues, although these tongues appear to be unintelligible from 1 Cor 14:6-12.  Each of these gifts is to be done in order, which he states on several occasions (1 Cor14:26-27, 40) and are subject to certain regulations for use within the church.

Tongues must be interpreted for the benefit of the community.  Otherwise the spiritual fervor will be unintelligible.  For that matter, the inability to make sense of the tongue has the possibility to act as a judgment upon the community.  Paul’s quotation of Isa 28:11-12 in 1 Cor 14:21 is reminiscent of judgment that came upon God’s people in the time of Isaiah.  God’s people then were overtaken by people whom they did not understand.  To let tongues without interpretation loose within the community will lead to further confusion.

The gift of prophecy, too, has its regulations.  It is to be criticized by others who have the gift of prophecy (1 Cor14:29, 31).  It is also to be subject to Paul’s teaching and authority (1 Cor14:37-38).  The only question is whether prophesy is spontaneous or planned.  The text does not make it clear that it must be spontaneous.  If it is planned, then there are many overlaps with what we consider preaching to be today.  

Tongues, prophecy, and all of the rest of the gifts mentioned in 1 Cor 12-14 were present at Corinth, and there is no reason to believe that they have ceased. Some Christians believe that when “the perfect” comes as it says in 1 Cor 13:10, these gifts will pass away.  These interpreters think that “the perfect” refers to the time of the completion of the canon.  Yet, there is no reason to believe that Paul was even thinking of a completed canon in 56 A.D when he wrote.  Thus, it is better to think that the perfect will ultimately refer to the new heaven and new earth.

What is clear, though, from 1 Cor 13 is that all gifts are to be conducted in love.  Love is not a gift, but is rather the mode by which church members are to behave towards others.  Love may or may not have feelings involved, but great sacrifice is evident from 1 Cor 13:4-7.

1 Cor 15:1-16:24. The Facts of the Gospel

In his final chapter of instruction Paul returns once again to facts found in the gospel.  The contents in this chapter were not solicited from Chloe or from the letter that the Corinthians wrote.  By returning to gospel issues, Paul frames all of the practical content in the middle of the book with foundational understanding from the gospel.

In verses 3-11 earliest elements of Christian belief can be found.  Paul received these ideas from the church, indicating that they were well formed before his crucifixion.  These verses exhibit what may be the basis of an early Christian creed.  

In verses 12-34 Paul addresses some who think that there is no resurrection of the dead.  He takes this premise and explains what the ramifications of such a belief would mean.  Christ would not be raised, Paul’s preaching is worthless and false, Paul is risking his life unnecessarily, the Corinthians’ faith is futile, and they are still dead in their sins.  Indeed, one cannot accept the premise that there is no resurrection of the dead.  This is a critical point for Christian belief.

Paul describes Jesus’ resurrection as the “first fruits” of the resurrection of the dead.  By describing it in this way, Paul anticipates others to be raised.  First, it is Jesus’ resurrection, then those who have died in Christ, and then those who belong to him.  At that point death will be under his feet, and he will reign over all.

Paul then explains how the human body will look after the resurrection.  He uses the analogy of a seed and a plant.  The seed must first die in order for the plant to grow.  So it is with the human body and the resurrected body.  If the body is sown perishable and weak, then it will be raised imperishable and powerful.  

Paul concludes his instruction by revealing to the Corinthians something within salvation history, which he calls a mystery (1 Cor 15:51-57).  At the end of time Jesus will return at the sounding of the last trumpet.  At that time the resurrection of the dead will take place and death will be swallowed in victory.  With this glorious hope in mind, he calls the Corinthians to persevere (1 Cor15:58).  He then provides final details about a collection for the saints in Jerusalem and his coming trip to see them (1 Cor16:1-14).

Bible Studies from First Corinthians
1 Cor 1:10-4:21

1. Why is it easier for the church to divide than to unite?  What are improper reasons to divide?  Are there proper reasons to divide?

2. How can the cross of Christ serve as the means to unite Christians who are dividing?

3. Wisdom in Corinth valued money, wealth, power, nobility, oratory, and privilege.  These made Christians and non-Christians feel superior.  What are the values that you experience today that make people feel superior to others?  How do these values conflict with our Christian calling?

4. How did you come to Jesus Christ when He called you?  Can you recall anything that you could offer to Him for salvation that compared with his shed blood?  Why?  Is there anything that you can offer now that is any different?

5. A growing trend today is the prosperity gospel.  Traveling preachers arrive with a message of health and wealth.  These preachers say that this gospel is usually activated when hearers “step out in faith” by giving money.  Evaluate these traveling speakers in the light of Paul’s directions for Christian workers in 1 Cor 3-4.

6. Another trend in Christian teaching is moralism.  Pastors or teachers present “10 steps to better living, to a happy home, to a more fulfilling life.”  How must such teaching be adjusted so that it does not end in worldly wisdom?

7. Is there such a thing as a carnal Christian?  How long can one remain in a carnal state and be a Christian?  What is the antidote for carnal behavior according to 1 Cor 3?

8. Identify some practical ways that a church can evaluate Christian teachers and leaders from 1 Cor 3-4.  How might these categories be helpful in a pastoral search?

1 Cor 5:1-6:20

1. Some believe that Christians are not to judge each other and refer to Jesus’ words from Matt 7:1, “Judge not, lest you be judged.”  Yet 1 Cor 5 clearly tells the church to discipline itself by appealing to many Old Testament parallels.  Try and define what proper judgment is in the light of the Matthew 7 and 1 Corinthians 5 passages.  Distinguish between individual and community judgment.

2. Church discipline is a difficult thing to do.  From 1 Corinthians 5, who is responsible for disciplining the offending member?  What is the purpose?

3. In order to make a church capable of handling problems amongst its members, what are some of the important ideas that must be amongst its members from 1 Cor 5-6?

4. Corinth was filled with much immorality.  Venturing near the Temple of Aphrodite above Corinth would go against Paul’s directive in 1 Cor 6:18 to flee sexual immorality.  What would a Christian in the twenty-first century want to flee?  How might Paul command Christians now to flee sexual immorality following the advances of technology (TV, internet, cell phones)?
1 Cor 7:1-40

1. Some churches place a higher value upon married life than single life, leaving singles feeling second class.  What are some creative ideas that can raise the value of single people in the church?

2. Recently there have been many accusations made against church leaders who cannot handle their passions.  From 1 Cor 6 and 7, suggest some guidelines for Christian leaders who are struggling with their desires.

3. Some Christian groups pressure singles to marry.  From 1 Corinthians 7, suggest some advantages for being single.  What can a church do to encourage single people?

1 Cor 8:1-11:1
1. In 1 Cor 8 Paul states how Christians who realized that idols were nothing could be offending weaker believers by eating food sacrificed to idols.  What are some other practices besides eating food sacrificed to idols by which a more mature Christian may damage a new believer?

2. Read passages from the Old Testament that speak about idols such as Psa 113:12-16;  Isa 44:8-9;  Jer 51:17-18;  Hab 2:19-20.  How are these idols described?  What power do they appear to possess but really do not?

3. Paul gives up Christian freedoms for the sake of others.  What is a freedom that you might give up for a short time or longer so that others might know Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord for the first time or in a deeper way?

4. In what location and with which type of people is it appropriate to eat food sacrificed to idols according to 1 Cor 10:23-11:1? 

1 Cor 11:2-34

1. The wearing of head coverings within the Christian church has been interpreted in various ways (literally, figuratively, or a mixture of both).  What were the purposes of head coverings in Paul’s day?  How can those purposes be represented in the church today?

2. How does Paul’s teaching about head coverings contradict interchangeability of men and women?  What are appropriate ways that genders can be distinct within the church and honorable?

3. What are ways that your church shows unity in partaking of the Lord’s Supper?  Are there any ways that greater unity could be shown?

4. The seriousness of the Lord’s Supper is often overlooked.  Are there ways to increase the momentous nature of the event in your church?

5. Many partake of the Lord’s Supper as a remembrance of Christ’s death.  How could the celebration of this Supper also be used to proclaim his resurrection and second coming?

1 Cor 12:1-14:40

1. In light of the teaching on spiritual gifts in 1 Cor 12, how would you respond to a Christian claiming that he has a “word of wisdom” and that this “word of wisdom” is telling you to leave the church for a foreign country?

2. A new believer comes to you telling you that they are being forced to speak in tongues at a church.  The person says that it seems unnatural.  How could you advise this new believer in the light of 1 Cor 12-14.

3. In the middle of your service, a person in your church interrupts the service and says that he has a word from the Lord.  He quotes a Scripture text and then says a few controversial things.  After he sits down, you hear someone nearby say, “That was a prophesy.”  From your understanding of 1 Cor 14, evaluate what just happened.

4. Isolate a few gifts within the church that are absolutely necessary for it to function but do not appear to be glamorous. How can you encourage people with those gifts to use them in your church?

1 Cor 15:1-58

1. From 1 Cor 15:1-10, what are the matters of first importance in the Christian faith?  How might your church emphasize these things of first importance more?

2. How many people from 1 Corinthians 15 saw the resurrected Christ?  Who was the last to see him and what was the effect on his life? 

3. How important is the belief of the resurrection of the dead?  List some consequences if Jesus’ resurrection did not happen.

4. If Christ has not been raised from the dead, how would that affect you?  What advice would Paul give you from 1 Cor 15:32?

2 Corinthians
Unlike any other letter in the New Testament, 2 Corinthians expresses Paul’s motives and joys for his apostolic ministry.  It is also the most intimate of his letters.  Unfortunately, this letter is often forgotten in Christian teaching, although it clearly has some gems.  Many have been encouraged from the “comfort” Paul wishes in 2 Corinthians 1.  Others have been motivated by the triumphal procession of Christ in 2 Corinthians 2.  Many Christians have quoted 2 Cor 3:6,“For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”Many have gained strength from Paul’s struggle with of his “thorn in the flesh” in 2 Corinthians 12. The historical background to this letter can be found in the chapter on 1 Corinthians.  

Literary Purpose

Paul’s purpose is different in this letter than 1 Corinthians.  Paul wants to do three things with this letter.  He wants to express joy for the favorable response to his ministry.  He also wants to remind the Corinthians of the need for money for the Christians in Judea.  Finally, he defends his apostolic ministry.  

Themes

Paul’s Joy in the Corinthians’ Response to His ministry: 2 Cor 1-7

2 Cor 1:3-11

In one of the most encouraging sections of his writing, Paul explains how his gospel ministry has become a ministry of comfort.  As a result of his personal suffering and affliction, God has built comfort and encouragement into his life.  This in turn has given him the ability to comfort others abundantly as well (2 Cor 1:3-5).  His affliction is even for the sake of those to whom he ministers.  The greatness by which he suffers as a minister of Christ is met by an even greater comfort. 

This was Paul’s experience when he was in Asia, which he recounts in 2 Cor 1:8-11.  While in Asia he almost despaired of life itself.  The affliction, which was likely a severe physical illness, led him to despair of life.  This affliction may very well been his thorn of the flesh (cf 2 Cor 12:7). This interpretation is more likely than other proposals, such as fighting with beasts in Ephesus, opposition at Ephesus, imprisonment in Asia, or the Demetrius riot. 

This painful situation taught Paul not to rely on himself, but on God who raises the dead.  He delivered Paul from such peril, and he now trusts that God will do the same in the future.  It is on Him alone that Paul sets his hope (2 Cor 1:9-10).

These opening verses surface one of the key ideas from 2 Corinthians.  Servants of Christ will experience the same type of suffering as the crucified Christ, but will also receive in turn the comfort of the resurrected Christ.  As Christians share in the ministry of suffering, so too, they will be met by the comfort that is in Christ. 

2 Cor 1:12-2:11

In 2 Cor 1:12f Paul explains his decision to leave Corinth.  In this explanation he returns to familiar themes as found in 1 Cor 1-4, ideas of boasting and wisdom.  Unlike the Corinthians who wanted to boast in their human wisdom, strength, and riches, Paul displays a different boast, this time in the fruit of God now expressed in Corinth, the Corinthian church.  

He conducted himself not with earthly wisdom.  Read in the light of passages like 1 Cor 4 and 9, Paul reveals that he was denying himself.  He was putting aside his own rights for the sake of producing an increase of fruit amongst the Corinthians.  Furthermore, he chose not to conduct himself like those who preached worldly wisdom.  Instead, he conducted himself with godliness and sincerity and by the grace of God.

In his explanation he highlights the faithfulness of the Lord.  The promises in Jesus do not vacillate between “yes” and “no.”  They are always “yes” in him (2 Cor 1:18-19).  God is the one who faithfully establishes them in Christ and also leads Paul as their apostle.  He has anointed them and placed his seal upon them, putting his seal on them and giving them the Holy Spirit in their hearts as a guarantee (2 Cor 1:21-22)

Most of 2 Cor 2 concerns Paul’s feelings about another visit to the Corinthians.He did not want to make another painful visit to them.  The previous one had caused so much pain for Paul directly, but also indirectly for the Corinthians (2 Cor 2:5).  Rather than berating this one individual and making him even more sorrowful, he urges them to forgive this one troublemaker and comfort him.

2 Cor 2:12-3:6

This section begins a part of Paul’s letter that many think was separate.  These scholars do not see a relationship between Paul’s (and for that matter Titus’) travels and his relationship with the Corinthians.  This has led some to think that this is a separate composition that was woven into 2 Corinthians.

If one sees it as an explanation of Paul’s traveling orders, however, it can make greater sense.  It is important to note a significant translation error in 2 Cor 2:14 that has affected many Bible versions and seems to disconnect 2 Cor 2:12-3:6 from the previous section.  The translation error translates Paul as the one who is causing the triumph.  The Russian Synodal Translation translates this verse, “Но благодарение Богу, Который всегда дает нам торжествовать во Христе и благоухание познании о Себе распространяет нами во всяком месте.” It is better translated with Paul being led in triumph rather than causing to triumph.  For example, the English Standard Version translates the text as follows.  “But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere.”

It is important to understand this passage in the light of the Roman triumphal procession.  Conquering Roman generals would return to their homes and lead a triumphal procession.  These were great events with much fanfare.  Behind the conquering leaders were captives who followed in the procession of the conquering hero.  The victor would lead the captives through the Roman city and present them to the high Roman official.

By using this illustration, Paul is thus explaining himself to be a captive being led by the triumphant Christ, leading him to do his will as he obeys the master. This, then, makes sense as to the suffering of 2 Cor 2:12-13.  Paul is not his own man but a willing captive of the Lord. As he is being led, he is continually emitting an aroma as a fragrance of Christ to God.  Those who see Paul recognize that he is either an aroma of life to those being saved, or they perceive him to be an aroma of death to the perishing. The parallels to 1 Cor 1:18 are striking.  In 1 Cor 1:18, Paul’s message either leads to life or to death.  Now in 2 Cor 2:14-16a, Paul’s actions as well as his message lead to life or death.

To bear this influence with one’s message as well as one’s person is an amazing thing, and thus he exclaims in 2 Cor 2:16 “Who is sufficient for these things?”  The answer that many give is “nobody” as if Paul is humbly resigning himself to his own inability or just the opposite, that Paul has too much self-confidence in himself.  However, there is a better answer to the question.  Instead, it is better to conclude “I am (sufficient for these things) through Christ.”  

This is confirmed by two factors.  The first is the parallel with the Old Testament.  Moses did not understand himself to be sufficient when the Lord called him. The word hikanos is the Greek word for “sufficient” and is used in both the Greek rendering of Exodus 4:10, where Moses is objecting to his call, and in 2 Cor 2:16. As Moses was made sufficient for the task at hand so Paul is made sufficient. The second factor that favors this interpretation is the relationship that 2 Cor 2:16 has with the following verse.  In 2 Cor 2:17 Paul is intending to support his answer in 2 Cor 2:16.  Only a positive answer such as “I am (sufficient for these things) through Christ” makes this possible.  The suffering that Paul experiences and the sincere actions that follow in the light of suffering are the means by which God reveals his glory.

In contrast to the Lord’s manner of commending Paul, his opponents are carrying around letters of recommendation (2 Cor 3:1).  If one is looking at letters of commendation, the Corinthians should look at themselves.  The Spirit of Christ has already produced this fruit in their hearts from the Apostle Paul’s ministry (2 Cor 3:1-3). Paul does not claim confidence in himself, however.  Instead he claims that he is a minister now of a new covenant, one of the Spirit.  Such a covenant was promised before in Ezek 36:26-27 and Jer 31:31-34.  

2 Cor 3:7-18

In 2 Cor 3:7-18 Paul explains his ministry of the new covenant in relation to the old covenant.  It is important to understand what the idea covenant means.  An ancient covenant involved the declaration of God’s character, promises that would be made, and then commands to be followed.  Deuteronomy 4-5 shows this clearly with the old covenant.  God’s nature is declared.  There are then promises given and commands to be kept.  With this old form of covenant in mind, Paul then speaks of a new covenant.  It is one in which God’s nature is declared in Christ.  There are then promises of the Spirit and of eternal life.  Then, there are commands to be kept.  Christians who are now in the new covenant are now free to keep these new ways in Christ.

The covenant of the letter was enacted in Exod 32:15-16, 34:1, 28 and then within the book of Deuteronomy in Deut 9:9-11 and 10:1-4, in the second giving of the law.  Moses was the covenant mediator, and there was a glory on his face from receiving that covenant such that people could not even look at him (Exod 34:29-35).  Because of Israel’s sin with the golden calf, Moses had a veil before his face.  That glory, however, faded.

While the Corinthians may not think highly of Paul due to his suffering, as well as because of the super apostles within their midst, Paul’s ministry carries a higher standing than Moses’.  Paul’s ministry is now permanent, and it is now mediating righteousness (cf Rom 1:16-17) and the Spirit.  The Corinthians are even the benefactors of this ministry. Because Paul is a minister of this message, he can be very bold.  He does not veil his face like Moses (Exod 34:33-35).  While it was a glorious covenant, it was not permanent.  Furthermore, Moses needed to veil his face due to hardness of the hearts of the Israelites.  Even to this day when the Law of Moses is read, the same veil remains.  The hardened condition remains, too (2 Cor 3:14-15).  However, whenever anyone turns to the Lord, that veil is taken away.

When one turns to the Lord in faith and obedience, the veil is removed.  The Spirit of the Lord is a permanent gift to people in the new covenant and gives freedom, a freedom to obey the new covenant.  It is a superior covenant, and Paul is thus a superior mediator.

2 Cor 4:1-18

In 2 Cor 4:1-18, Paul draws a conclusion from this glorious new covenant ministry that he has explained in 2 Cor 3.  Because Paul is mediating the Spirit which gives life, which is permanent, and which is of great glory, Paul does not lose heart.  This assertion begins his argument in 2 Cor 4:1 and is repeated near the end in 2 Cor 4:16.  

Paul does not lose heart because of what Jesus Christ has done in his life and others in 2 Cor 4:6.  It reads, “For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”  This text highlights God’s great creative ability.  As he brought something out of nothing (cf Gen 1), so God has created something in the hearts of all of Christ’s followers.  Christians are now new creations and have the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in their lives.  What a treasure!

Paul chooses not to devalue this treasure by using deceptive ways in his ministry.  While the traveling speakers in his day were using underhanded ways or distorting the word of God, Paul chose rather to set forward the truth plainly in the sight of God (2 Cor 4:2).  Even if some do not understand, he reasons that it is veiled to those who are perishing (2 Cor 4:3-4).
Paul remains confident in the midst of suffering, and 2 Cor 4:7-12 highlights his endurance.  He has the dying of Jesus as well as the life of Jesus revealed in his body.  The dying of Jesus is revealed from being hard pressed, perplexed, persecuted, and struck down.  Yet, the life of Jesus is revealed to a greater extent.  Despite these hardships, he is not crushed, not in despair, not abandoned, and not destroyed.  While he is being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, Christ’s life is being revealed to him in his mortal body.  As a result of Paul’s endurance in these difficulties, death is at work in him but life results to the Corinthians.

He then likens his faith to the psalmist from Psalm 115 by quoting Psa 115:1 in 2 Cor 4:13.  Both Paul and the psalmist are in adverse circumstances, but they speak what they believe despite adversity.  Both contexts mention death, but they praise the Lord for deliverance.  Their faith is so strong that it even conquers death itself.  Unlike the Psalmist though, Paul credits his strength to the resurrection of Jesus which in turn confirms that each believer will be raised to be with Jesus (2 Cor 4:14).

He then returns to the main theme of 2 Cor 4 - he does not lose heart.  He will focus on the things unseen than those that are seen.  Even though his outer nature is wasting away, his inner nature is being renewed day by day.  Indeed, the future is glorious and eternal (2 Cor 4:16-18).

2 Cor 5:1-21

Paul now provides a basis for why he does not lose hope.  He longs to be transformed into his resurrection body.  When his outer body is destroyed, there is a heavenly body, which he calls a heavenly building. It is permanent and not made by human hands. It is what the Christian longs for, and the Spirit’s presence is the guarantee of this future.  Thus, Paul is of good courage.  (2 Cor 5:1-5).

Paul is not trying to advocate a martyrdom theology.  Instead, he is trying to draw the Corinthians’ attention away from this world to the greater but invisible realities of the future.  So rather than being fully focused on this world, the Christian’s aim must be to please our heavenly Lord.  A believer must walk by faith and not by sight, for all must appear before the judgment seat of God (2 Cor 5:6-10).

As a result of the certainty of heaven and fear of the judgment of the Lord, Paul presses on with his gospel mission attempting to persuade all.  He does so in relation to the ultimate judgment Day of the Lord.  The focus is not on himself as a messenger, unlike the super apostles, but his focus is on the ultimate destiny of all people.  He resolves to consider all people not according to their standing in this world but in relation to eternity.  If they have trusted Christ as their Savior and Lord, he chooses to see them as God’s new creation.  If they have not, then he implores all to be reconciled to God.

2 Cor 6:1-18

Now that Paul has described his ministry of reconciliation, he explains its urgency.  Now is the favorable time for people to hear, and now is the day of salvation (cf. Isa 49:8 in 2 Cor 6:2). As a result of this urgency, he commends himself to all people.  He does not do this by letters of recommendation as the super apostles.  Instead, he gives a list of things that he endures in 2 Cor 6:4-10.  He endures a list of hardships all introduced with the word “in” -  troubles, hardships, distresses, beatings, imprisonments, riots, hard work, sleepless nights and hunger.  He receives graces which are also all introduced by the word “in” - purity, understanding, patience, kindness, and sincere love.  These he experiences in the midst of changing circumstances all introduced by the word “through” - honor and dishonor, slander and praise.  He then lists his deliverance all introduced by the word “as” - as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and behold, we live; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing everything.

Paul displays as his credentials in the same pattern as previously commented upon in 2 Corinthians. The death and resurrection of Christ are expressed not only in the message of Jesus Christ but also through the self-sacrificial ministry and life of the apostle Paul. In 2 Cor 6 Paul is very open with the Corinthians about these points that show that his experience is genuine.  Unfortunately, the Corinthians do not have their affections set in the right place (2 Cor 6:12-13).

The following section is one of the most noteworthy in 2 Corinthians.  The main point is found in 2 Cor 6:14 as well as 7:1 -  Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. Many people apply this text to uniting with unbelievers in business or marriage.  While there is truth to this, the immediate context of Paul’s writing concerns his address to the so called “super apostles.”  These prosperity preachers have nothing to do with the true gospel, and Paul treats them as unbelievers. 

Paul uses a variety of supports for his argument.  The first is the identity of the church.  Light and darkness can have no fellowship with each other.  Christ has no fellowship with Belial, which is another term for Satan.  Furthermore, the temple of God, which the Corinthians are, must be holy (cf 1 Cor 3:16-17).  

The history of redemption further supports Paul’s point that God’s people must separate from these unbelievers.  He quotes Lev 26:11-12 in conjunction with Ezek 37:27 in 2 Cor 6:16 which says,“I will make my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.”  Thus in the light of God’s salvation plan, the Corinthians should have nothing to do with them.

Paul concludes his argument with other Old Testament texts.  He refers to Isa 52:11, Ezek 20:34; 2 Sam 7:14, and Isa 43:6 in 2 Cor 6:17-18 when he writes,“ Therefore go out from their midst, and be separate from them, says the Lord, and touch no unclean thing; then I will welcome you, and I will be a father to you, and you shall be sons and daughters to me, says the Lord Almighty.”  These combine to emphasize the ethical ramifications of being God’s holy people.  They must separate from unbelievers amongst them in the light of being God’s people anticipating the final deliverance.

2 Cor 7:1-16

Much of 2 Cor 7 then turns into an emotional appeal to those who have repented in Corinth.  While 2 Cor 2:14-7:1 is a lengthy self-defense of his apostolic ministry, 2 Cor 7:2-9:15 applies Paul’s presentation to the repentant in Corinth.  Most within Corinth at this time are repentant, and he is reproving them in this next section.

The key points of 2 Cor 7 are found in verses 2-3, which are then explained in the rest of the chapter.  Paul urges the church to follow through on its repentance when he says, “Make room in your hearts for us. We have wronged no one, we have corrupted no one, we have taken advantage of no one.  I do not say this to condemn you, for I said before that you are in our hearts, to die together and to live together.”  Making room will involve clearing out the super apostles and then subsequently making room for him.  There is every reason to make room for him since he is not only their father, but he has wronged no one, corrupted no one, and taken advantage of no one.

The remainder of chapter 7 contains a great deal of emotion.  Paul uses words such as comfort, joy, grieve, downcast, longing, mourning, and joy.  Paul feels these emotions due to God’s ability to comfort him, because of his love for the Corinthians, and because of his coworker Titus.  Sincere ministry can be very emotional!

The Offering for the Churces in Judea: 2 Cor 8-9

Paul now challenges the churches around Corinth to resume their participation in the collection for impoverished Christians in Jerusalem from 1 Cor 16:1-4.  Some see 2 Cor 8-9 as a separate letter, but there is no manuscript that sees these chapters in isolation, however. These two chapters (2 Cor 8-9) function well as the logical application of previous chapters in 2 Corinthians.  The generosity in giving to the collection is to be an expression of the gospel in the lives of those who have a godly sorrow that brings repentance without regret (cf 2 Cor 7:10).  2 Cor 8-9 thus guide the Corinthians as to how they should apply the gospel.  These chapters are one of four passages dealing with the collection of money for the saints in Jerusalem (cf Rom 15:25-32; 1 Cor 16:1-4; Gal 2:10).

In 2 Cor 8 Paul begins his plea for the Corinthians to give by the example of the Macedonian churches.  Out of their own severe trial, the Macedonians gave.  Joyful giving even in the midst of adversity confirms that one’s faith is real and is modeled by the apostle Paul in several places within 2 Corinthians (cf. 2 Cor 2:3; 6:10; 7:4, 7-9).  

Paul is very expressive of the Macedonians’ generosity, stating that they gave according to their means and beyond their means.  He explains this by stating that they gave first to the Lord and then by the will of God to Paul.  This is the greatest expression of God’s grace in a person’s life, that he or she gives one’s life to God (cf. 2 Cor 5:15;  cf Rom 12:1-2).  The Macedonians are a good example of Christian commitment and generosity.

He then encourages the Corinthians to follow the Macedonian model.  The Corinthians had begun this task of giving earlier, but their rejection of Paul’s ministry had brought this to an end.  Now, that they have repented, there is now opportunity to exhibit the grace of God in their lives again.  Paul sent Titus to Macedonia to bring to completion this act of gracious generosity.  The activity of gracious giving needs to be present alongside graces such as faith, speech, knowledge, and earnestness.

The collection for the saints in Jerusalem was due to the poverty that these believers were experiencing.  The collection was important for the Corinthians beyond the needs of their brothers, however.  It was a means to be more Christ like.  Paul supplies this motif in 2 Cor 8:9.  Although Jesus Christ was rich, he became poor for the sake of the Corinthians so that through his poverty, the Corinthians might become rich.  Now by voluntary poverty, the Corinthians have the opportunity to be a blessing to others by their sacrificial giving.  

He provides the clear command to the Corinthians in 2 Cor 8:11, “So now finish doing it as well, so that your readiness in desiring it may be matched by your completing it out of what you have.”  He promotes an eager willingness in the following verses, too (cf. 2 Cor 8:12, 19; 9:2), but it need not be beyond what one can afford.  Rather giving is a matter of easing their brothers’ burdens.  Their abundance should supply their need so that there is fairness (2 Cor 8:13-14).This is not a new idea to Paul as giving to those in need among the people of God is an Old Testament principle, too (cf Exod 16:18 in 2 Cor 8:15).

As he moves into 2 Cor 8:16, Paul commends the three-man-delegation of Titus and two other brothers that he is sending to Corinth to oversee the collection for the saints in Jerusalem.  He exhorts the Corinthians to show them their love and reason for Paul’s pride (2 Cor 8:24).  Far from being an administrative detail, the administration of the collection is what Paul believes to be right in the sight of God (2 Cor 8:21).

The collection in Achaia must be completed before Paul arrives, and Paul knows of their willingness.  In fact, he has even been boasting about it to the generous Macedonians.  He wants the collection to be taken so that the Corinthians will not feel embarrassed before the Macedonians and also so that there can be no accusation of coercion (2 Cor 9:3-5).  Giving is not a means for staying in the church but a response to the grace that has been given already.

There are many blessings for generous giving.  In 2 Cor 9:6 he refers to the principle of sowing and reaping, a principle well known in Jewish literature and used by Paul on other occasions (cf. Gal 6:7).  Yet, each person should give what he has decided for God loves a cheerful giver (2 Cor 9:7).  He notes that God is able to make all grace abound so that at all times they may have all that they need (2 Cor 9:8).  

From thence, his argument proceeds to explain the many spiritual blessings that will result from their giving.  These blessings will benefit not only those to whom they give, but also benefit themselves and result in thanksgiving to God (2 Cor 9:10-14).  Paul then concludes this section with praise to God for his indescribable gift (2 Cor 9:15).

Paul Defends his Apostolic Ministry: 2 Cor 10-13

2 Cor 10:1-11:33

In 2 Cor 10 Paul changes his tone from chapters 1-9.  Instead of gentle persuasion, he entreats the minority opposition amongst the Corinthians to value his apostolic ministry.  He is responding once again to the minority criticism amongst the Corinthian congregation that that his self-humiliation came as a result of his suffering.  Instead of being worldly or expressing human weakness, he states boldly that he is not walking according to the flesh when he suffers.  Rather his suffering fits in line with the new covenant ministry with which he has been charged (cf 2 Cor 2:14-3:3 and 2 Cor 10:7-11).

Paul is not living according to the flesh.  Rather his actions are expressions of the Savior in the power of the Spirit.  As a result, he does not act with immediate anger as the world would do. He acts meek and gentle in their midst but then bold in his letter writing.  By refusing to be bold in the presence of the Corinthians, Paul was extending mercy to the Corinthians.  At the same time, he trusts that this approach harnesses divine weapons of his warfare.  These are divinely powerful for the destruction of strongholds (2 Cor 10:4-5).  The words and ideas of these two verses have parallels to verses in the Old and New Testaments.  He uses the Greek word kathairesin which is a word is used in the Old Testament for the destruction of idols (cf. Exod 23:24).  The wise man in the book of Proverbs is known to destroy the strongholds (ochyrōma same word as 2 Cor 10:4)  in which the ungodly trust (cf Prov 21:22).  Strongholds were used to protect people, sometimes in a disobedient state (cf Luk 19:43-44).  Paul trusts that his method will overcome the strongholds that God’s people have built upon idols.

Paul implores them to look what is before their eyes.  Particularly, the Corinthians should look at themselves.  If someone is challenging who belongs to Christ, they should consider Paul’s credentials.  He does not want them to be fearful, but he wants them to focus correctly.  Paul was the one who was given God’s grace to found the church in Corinth, and he asks for the support of the majority of the Corinthian church before coming to discipline the critical minority at Corinth (2 Cor 10:6).  

The ministry at Corinth was Paul’s rightful territory and boast. In 1 Cor 1:31 Paul had quoted Jer 9:24 in relation to Christian calling.  Now in 2 Cor 11:17 he again quotes this same text from Jeremiah.  God’s people could boast in their calling that was from God’s plan through Jesus Christ and not from wisdom, strength, or riches.  The same applies to Paul’s founding activity amongst them which the Lord commended.  He was the first to preach to the Corinthians, and this is not a boast beyond their means, unlike the super apostles who are commending themselves in ministries that are not theirs.

In 2 Cor 11, Paul continues a passionate defense for his apostolic ministry before the Corinthians.  He says that he felt divine jealousy for the Corinthians.  Such a reference has Old Testament antecedents (cf Exod 20:5;  34:14;  Deut 32:16, 21), implying that the Corinthians’ new allegiance has led them to idolatry.  Paul had married them to the Lord, but they were choosing a different mate.  This, too, contains Old Testament language (Isa 54:5;  62:4-5;  Hos 2:19-20) also implying allegiance to other gods.  The Corinthians are putting up with these other gods and are accepting this other gospel.

Paul is not inferior to these so called super apostles.  Unlike these ones who were asking for money for their efforts, Paul was making the preaching of the gospel free of charge.  He did not burden them by his actions but accepted help from the generous Macedonians.  Paul’s self-sacrifice should endear him to the Corinthians, but unfortunately they do not seem able to see it.

He presses further in 2 Cor 11:10-14 attacking his opponents.  These opponents boast beyond their work.  He calls them false apostles and deceitful workmen.  Furthermore, they are disguised false apostles, like wolves in sheep clothing.  He connects them directly to Satan himself, who disguises himself as an angel of light.

If boasting in worldly achievements is what the Corinthians want, then Paul will boast, too (2 Cor 11:16).His boast, however, will not be in what the Corinthians would have wanted. He displays his human weakness in what is known as “Paul’s Fool’s Speech.”  There is a double irony here.  Paul considers it foolish to boast in the things that his opponents think are appropriate, and he boasts in the things that his opponents think are foolish.

He begins by boasting of his Hebrew identity.  This then progresses to his claim of being a servant of Christ.  The real proof of his ministry is found in the suffering that he endures.  He suffered  arrests and imprisonments (cf Acts 16:23-30).  He received beatings with rods, a punishment usually reserved for those who were not Roman citizens or slaves (cf. Acts 16:22-23, 35-38; 22:25-29).  He was punished in the synagogue and accused of false teaching and breaking the Law (e.g., Acts 9:20; 13:5, 14-43; 17:1-3, 10-21; 18:4, 19; 19:8).  He also experienced repeated exposure to death (cf Acts 14:5-19) and was in three shipwrecks (cf Acts 27).  He adds to this his toils, hardships, sleepless nights, hunger, and exposure.  Then on top of these, he lists the daily pressures of the church.  

Not all of these instances are recorded in the book of Acts.  What he lists are meant to be representative of his life and not exhaustive.  These have occurred as a result of his willingness to identify with those to whom he has been sent to preach the gospel (2 Cor 11:29).  Paul’s weakness is, therefore, his boast. Yet he still becomes angry.  This anger is directed to those who cause someone to fall away from the faith (cf 2 Cor 11:29b).

2 Cor 12:1-13:14

Paul now boasts in what some of his opponents would have wanted.  He will describe how he was caught up in the third heaven, in paradise.  He shares how he heard inexpressible things which man is not able to tell.  Instead of bragging about these experiences, he introduces them by saying that there is nothing to be gained by these.  He also describes this experience by deflecting attention from himself.  Instead of using his name he writes that “I know a man in Christ” (2 Cor 12:2).  Finally, he ends the description by saying that he would not want to be a fool by boasting in this way (2 Cor 12:6).  While Paul had a tremendous personal spiritual experience in the heavens, he downplays this experience since it likely would have ultimately no benefit for the church (cf. 1 Cor 13:1-2).

Instead, he will once again boast in an appropriate object – his human weakness.  This brings us to the noteworthy passage that concerns Paul’s “thorn in the flesh.”  This was given to keep Paul from boasting in the “surpassingly great revelations.”  As the revelations were granted, so was the thorn.  It was quite painful and was a messenger of Satan (2 Cor 12:7).  

There has been a lot of speculation about the thorn.  Some think that it was psychological (e.g., temptations, pangs of conscience, apostolic trials).  Others think that the thorn was a code name for opponents (e.g., Satan, situation at Corinth, other false teachers).  It is most likely that it was a physical problem (pains in the head, eye problem, epilepsy, fever, or sickness).  A physical problem is favored by most scholars now and would be the most likely option for him in which to boast.

He pleaded for God to remove it from him, but God did not.  Instead, God promised that His grace would be sufficient for Paul.  Through the platform of Paul’s human weakness and suffering, God’s power would be made perfect.  As in 2 Cor 1:8-11, Paul’s suffering can never go beyond God’s comfort.  Paul’s description of this thorn in the flesh thus is a microcosm the message of 2 Corinthians.

The last section of this letter contains a repetition of many of Paul’s earlier ideas.  He repeats these in relation to his announcement to visit the Corinthians a third time. This is his last exhortation for the Corinthian minority that opposes him to repent.  He delivers this command claiming his integrity and his accountability in the sight of God (2 Cor 13:16, 19).  Yet, he fears that this injunction will not even turn those denying his ministry and seeking other super ministers.  Furthermore, he worries that the same problems of quarreling, dividing, sexual immorality, and others will still be present.  After all, he wished to build up the church rather than act as its judge.

He then threatens the Corinthians, giving them a warning that a judicial act may be coming.  He refers to the legal requirements of Deut 19:15 for accepting evidence in a trial (2 Cor 13:1-2).  In this meeting he threatens that he will show them the divine force that they were requesting.  Paul will not spare the Corinthians then as he had in the past.  Instead, he will show them power for judgment in his next visit if they do not repent (2 Cor 13:3-4),but he still hopes for restoration and success (2 Cor 13:5-10).

Structure

I.   Paul’s Joy in the Corinthians’ Response to His ministry  1-7

II.  The Offering for the Churces in Judea                             8-9

III. Paul Defends his Apostolic Ministry                            10-13

Bible Studies from 2 Corinthians

2 Cor 1:3-2:11

1. Many Christians have difficulty with suffering.  How does Paul’s identification with the death and resurrection of Christ provide a rational for what is happening?  Compare with Romans 6:1-11, particularly verse 11.

2. Consider times in your life when you have gone through suffering.  How has that provided a basis to trust God as well as share of his resurrection power?
3. In Paul’s absence from the Corinthians, he is able to proclaim God’s faithfulness saying in 2 Cor 1:20 saying, “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.” Identify some passages that show that God’s promises are fulfilled in Jesus?  Also, identify other passages from the Scripture that point to God’s faithfulness? How has God demonstrated His faithfulness to you specifically?

4. Many justify their actions as Christians pragmatically.  In contrast, how does Paul justify his actions theologically in 2 Cor 1:12-2:11? What does it mean to you to have a God-centered motivation for your actions?

2 Cor 2:14-3:6

1. What is the difference between “being led in triumph” versus “causing to triumph?”  What picture of ministry do we see if either translation were taken?

2. Some Christian leaders act as if only what they say is important.  Others act as if only what they do is important.  How are both important from 2 Cor 2:14-17?  

3. There is a tendency amongst Christian servants to speak of their own accomplishments – awards, degrees, etc.  This contrasts greatly with Paul’s way.  Are there any principles from 2 Cor 2:14-3:6 that can guide Christian servants as they present themselves for ministry?

4. Many have read “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” in relation to laws, command, or anything written in the Bible.  Some want a Chrsitianity that is more “free flowing” in the Spirit and do not give any rules.  Some base this on reference to 2 Cor 3:6, 17-18.  If these verses are read in context, what does Paul mean by “the letter?”  When read in relation to Ezek 36:26-27 what would Paul mean by the “spirit”?

5. What do you think it means to live by the “spirit”?

2 Cor 3:7-4:18

1. Some today want to denigrate the Old Testament.  Paul calls the ministry of the law in the Old Testament glorious.  What places in the Old Testament does Paul use to explain his ministry of glory?

2. In the book of Exodus, the sin of the golden calf placed a veil between God’s mediator and the people.  What takes away the veil according to 2 Cor 3:14?

3. In our ever increasing world of travel and communication, we can be exposed to Christian teachers or preachers who are true, false, and somewhere in between.  List some aspects of a false and true Christian servant from 2 Cor 4:1-6.

4. Christians often become confused as to where true glory is to be found.  From 2 Cor 4, what key event in Christ’s life becomes the basis for Christian confidence and glory?  What are some practical ways that Christians can keep their focus on the glory to come?

5. The root problem in Corinth at the time of the writing of 2 Corinthians was that the Corinthians had pride in their accomplishments, leaders, and experiences and consequently did not appreciate the gifts of God.  In a world that is fascinated with experiences and accomplishments, how can Christians keep the great experience of the death and resurrection of Christ central and other experiences secondary?

2 Cor 5:1-21

1. Much of Christian experience in the western world is focused on what is currently visible.  In other words, many Christians are pursuing blessings in the here and now rather than aiming to live a life pleasing to God.  Suggest some ways that Christians can keep their eyes on the eternal.

2. What would be the consequences for you if there was no resurrection from the dead? In 2 Cor 5, Paul lists a number of benefits from the resurrection of the dead.

3. Many speak of faith as an irrational leap into the dark, calling upon something that makes little difference in reality.  Paul, however, speaks of faith in particular events that have been foundational throughout Christian experience.  What are these events, according to 2 Cor 5:1-11?

4. Some Christian teachers speak much about the love of God and little about the fear of God.  Paul mentions both in relation to his gospel ministry in 2 Cor 5:12-21.  Suggest an appropriate balance between fear and love in Christian experience from Paul’s presentation.

5. Many have had the pleasure of holding a new born baby in our hands.  Perhaps, this is the closest parallel to seeing a “new creation” in this world.  If we were to treat Christians as “new creations” rather than in other ways, how might that change our interaction with fellow believers?

2 Cor 6:1-7:16

1. The prosperity gospel is a major problem in the worldwide church today.  Many are promoting health and wealth for Christians if they will step out in faith and give their money to certain preachers.  Absent from their message is suffering.  What role did suffering have in Paul’s life and consequently in the fruits of his ministry?  How might suffering be a credential for a search committee to consider as they seek future ministers to serve the church?

2. Discuss what it means to be “yoked together.”  Are there various ways to describe associations with people?  What constitutes a union with someone that Paul would be warning about? 

3. Many are attempting to use images to describe the church today.  Some are using the idea of church as “hospital” always caring for the wounded.  Compare this image with church as temple from 2 Cor 6:14-18.  What limits should be placed on the idea of church as “hospital” as a result?

4. Discuss methods to increase a “fear of the Lord” in your church.

5. How are Paul’s emotions on display in 2 Cor 7?  What emotions are based on the Lord and which ones are related to people?  How might Paul’s emotions expressed to God balance those who are too focused on people?  How might Paul’s emotions help Christian workers who are feeling up and down experiences in the ministry?  

2 Cor 8:1-9:15

1. Explain how the collection that Paul requests in 2 Cor 8 is a ministry and a grace.  While it is not a means to gaining God’s grace, how does giving indicate God’s grace in the life of a believer?

2. Do you know any person who is a giver like the Macedonians?  Do you know people who live below their level of income in order that the gospel ministry may progress?

3. A principle in giving from 2 Cor 8 is that each should give proportionately.  Those with much should help those with less.  Paul applies this principle financially, but what are other ways within the life of the church that those with much can contribute to those with little?  

4. Some people think that because they give to the church that they are saved.  Explain why this is incorrect using other verses from Paul’s epistles.

5. You are on a leadership team from your church.  There is a need to give more for the life of the church and missions.  Examine 2 Cor 8-9 and derive some principles that you can use to lead your church to greater generosity.

2 Cor 10:1-11:33

1. In 2 Cor 10:10 Paul writes, “His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech of no account.”  What confidence does Paul display in 2 Cor 10 that his manner will ultimately be successful?   

2. Pride is known as one of the seven deadly sins, yet Paul is willing to boast.  What is proper boasting within the ministry?  What is improper boasting?  

3. According to 2 Cor 10, who is the one who actually commends ministry?  How does Paul’s style fit in with true commendation?

4. Many Christians are interested in church growth.  They want to see greater numbers in the church and seek Christian workers with charisma.  How does Paul’s “fool’s speech” counter such an approach?  

5. Think of a Christian leader that you admire in your church.  What are some of the characteristics of that person that cause you to admire this one?  Do any of the characteristics overlap with traits in Paul’s “fool’s speech” in 2 Cor 11?

6. How do you think that the Apostle Paul would respond to this clever marketing slogan, “Image is Everything?”

2 Cor 12:1-13:14

1. Many prosperity gospel preachers today speak of their great experiences.  How are they foolish in Paul’s eyes from the way that Paul describes his spiritual experience in 2 Cor 12:1-10?

2. Some Christians are interested in greater and greater “Holy Spirit experiences.”  How does Paul’s presentation of the thorn in the flesh question such experience seeking?

3. C. H. Spurgeon, a famous British preacher said this, “My witness is, that those who are honored of their Lord in public, have usually to endure a secret chastening, or to carry a peculiar cross, lest by any means they exalt themselves, and fall into the snare of the devil.”
  Comment on this quote by Spurgeon in the light of 2 Cor 12:1-10.

4. At the end of 2 Corinthians, Paul still is threatening correction in the Corinthian church.  Reread 1 Cor 5 and compare this with 2 Cor 12:14-13:10.  What principles does this teach us for church discipline?
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians
Freedom.  What a precious word!  Who among us does not long to be truly and lastingly free?  Think of all the money that is spent, the wars that are fought, the sacrifices people have made, all in a quest for freedom.  The longing for freedom is as ancient as the human race, and as current as today’s news.
What is freedom?  Is it simply the ability to do whatever I want, which is the way many “modern” people understand the word?  Is freedom merely the absence of any restrictions on doing whatever I want—or is it the presence of something far more important than just pleasing myself?  Do we only want to be free from obstacles, restrictions, and limitations, or do we also want to be free to live a life that is holy, loving, just, and fashioned in the image of Christ?
Welcome to this brief study on one of the most significant letters in world history!  The 149 verses that we’ll look at have liberated nations, civilizations and innumerable human hearts and lives.  Galatians served as the foundational text of the Protestant Reformation, as Luther “rediscovered” the truth that had always been in God’s Word, but which had been lost, or forgotten, by the Church: that we are justified, made right before God, by faith in Jesus Christ plus nothing.  Not Jesus-plus-the-Law.  Not Jesus-plus-religiosity.   Not Jesus-plus-good behavior.  We are made right with God, and ushered into a free life in Christ, through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection… plus nothing.

But living a truly free life in Christ is a delicate balance, and the believers in Galatia were in danger of getting off balance and falling away from grace altogether.  In this letter, we encounter Paul at his best: warmly personal; directly confrontational; deeply Scriptural; graced with a sharp mind and, when necessary, with a sharp tongue; and deeply, passionately devoted to his brothers and sisters in Galatia and to their freedom in Christ.

Historical Background
The letter is addressed to the “churches in Galatia,” so this is a “circular letter,” that is, one designed to be read in one church and then passed along to the next.  Galatia was a Roman province in what is now northwest Turkey. The name comes from the “Gauls”, a tribe which invaded and then settled in this area about 350 years before Paul wrote his letter.  It is not clear the specific location in Galatia of the churches to whom Paul was writing.
Scholars generally date the writing of the letter sometime between 49 and 53 AD.  If the earlier date is correct, it is possible that Galatians is the earliest piece of Christian writing in existence.  

One of the greatest threats to living a genuinely free life in Christ is religiosity, or legalism.  The churches in Galatia were coming under the influence of teachers who questioned and undercut Paul’s apostolic authority, and insisted that Gentile believers in Jesus also ought to observe the Mosaic Law.  At the time Paul wrote this letter, the Christian faith had not yet fully emerged as a “separate religion” from Judaism.  Paul’s opponents (often referred to as “the Judaizers”) were arguing that to be faithful to the God of Abraham, and to Jesus the (Jewish) Messiah, there were still large sections of the Mosaic Law that were binding upon the church.  Circumcision was the physical ritual and sign that a person put himself under the Law.  
Paul’s answer to the Judaizers was an emphatic, comprehensive and definitive No!  “For freedom Christ has set us free,” he wrote, “so do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (5:1).
Literary Structure

What we have before us is a letter, entirely typical of the letters of that time.  The author begins by identifying himself, his recipients, and his purpose for writing.  Paul always included a greeting of “grace and peace to you” at the start of each letter, and would then typically include a statement of thanksgiving for the believers.

In Galatians, there is no opening statement of thanksgiving!  Paul moves immediately to rebuke and to present his credentials and authority as an apostle of the Lord Jesus.  He defends himself against the false charge that he was trying to curry favor with men by making the Good News of Jesus “easier” and more palatable than the Judaizers, with their insistence on obedience to the Law.
The first two chapters of this letter give us more personal information about Paul than any other source.  He does not specifically refer to his experience on the road to Damascus, but insists that God has revealed the truth of the Gospel to him and has entrusted to his stewardship the proclamation and defense of that revelatory and revolutionary good news.  He underscores his acceptance by the apostles in Jerusalem, but quickly goes on to relate an incident where he opposed even Peter himself when Paul saw that Peter was “not acting in line with the truth of the gospel” (2:14).
From here, Paul grounds his argument in the example of Abraham (chapter 3), insisting that the Gospel of Jesus Christ is consistent with the faith of Abraham.  This leads him, in chapter 4, to consider what it means to be a child of God, and uses Hagar and Sarah as illustrations of the reality that, in and through Christ, both Jews and Gentiles have been adopted into the one family of God, originally promised to Abraham.

Chapter 5 develops Paul’s’ theme of living truly free lives in Christ, and reminds the Galatian believers that this life of freedom in Christ can only be lived in and through the indwelling and empowering Spirit of God.  The final chapter extends these teaching s into the practical realms of church life.  Paul ends the letter with two strong warnings and a concluding blessing.
Theological Themes and Purpose
Justification by Faith
Galatians is an articulate and passionate statement of truths that are central to the Good News.  First and most importantly is the truth that we are justified by faith in Jesus Christ, not by “works of the Law.”  The Gospel is a free gift of God’s grace in Jesus Christ from first to last. Being justified by faith, we are set free to live new lives in the Spirit.
Paul develops this argument along several lines.  First, he points us to the centrality and supremacy of Jesus Christ.  It is he who “gave himself for our sins to rescue us” (1:3).  It is he whose resurrection destroys the power of sin and death.  It is he who revealed himself to Paul (1:11-12, 15-16).  It is through faith in Jesus and his work for us on the Cross that we are declared righteous before God and adopted into the one family of God (2:15-16; 3:26-29).  It is he who bore the curse that comes upon all who fail to keep the Law (3:10-14).  For everyone who is enslaved to the Law and the futility of legalism, and to sin in any of its expressions, it is Jesus Christ—and Jesus alone—who sets, and is able to keep, us truly free.
The Law is from God and a gift of God, but it cannot save us.  The problem lies not in the Law itself, but in us. Who among us consistently keeps all the requirements of the law, be it God’s Law, or the law of conscience, or even the “laws” of behavior that we or our culture make for ourselves?  Every law-system we have ever created serves only to pronounce us “Guilty!” But Jesus has “redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” (3:13)
The Authority and Unity of Scripture
A second important truth is the authority and unity of Scripture: what God has accomplished in Christ flows from and is consistent with his covenant promise to Abraham.  Pay attention to how Paul uses the story of Abraham in chapters 3 and 4.  His point is that the Gospel is not a departure from the covenants and promise of the Old Testament, but rather that Jesus Christ is the final and complete fulfillment of all of those covenants and promises! 
What we think of as the “Old Testament” is not the story of God’s unsuccessful attempt to reconcile the world to himself, with the Gospel then becoming God’s “Plan B.”  Instead, in the One Book, we have the One Story of the One God who has made for himself One People through His One and Only Son.  The entirety of Scripture belongs to the church, and disciples are privileged, and commanded, to be fully at home in all aspects of our Book.  Whenever you notice the New Testament quoting from the Old, be sure to look up the Old Testament reference.  The New Testament authors often quote a sentence or two from the Old Testament, but their intention is that the whole setting and context of the “old” would be brought forward into the “new.”
Life in the Spirit
Thirdly, the Christian life is a life in the Spirit, not a life of anxious striving or desperate attempts to “do better,” or endless and futile resolutions of self-improvement.  Paul first mentions the Spirit in 3:2.  He then refers to our receiving “the promise of the Spirit” through faith in Christ in 3:14.  In 4:6 he identifies the Spirit as “the Spirit of his Son… the Spirit who cries out, ‘Abba, Father.’”  He reminds us that Isaac, a prefiguring or a type of Christ was “the son born by the power of the Spirit” (4:29).  In chapter 5, Paul contrasts the “works of the flesh” with the “fruit of the Spirit,” and exhorts the Galatian believers that, “since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit” (5:16-26).

We cannot make ourselves right with God through our own efforts or intentions—and the Good News is that we don’t need to!  God has made us right with himself through the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the presence and power of the Holy Spirit in our lives and the life of the church makes real in our experience all that Jesus is and has accomplished for us. God transforms us into men and women who are living freely, gratefully and generously in Christ by the Spirit to the glory of God!
Questions for Group Studies in Galatians
Galatians 1
1. The Gospel offers, freely and as a gift of God’s grace in Jesus Christ, a life of righteous, peace and joy.  Paul condemns, in the strongest terms he knows, so-called “other gospels.”  What are the “other gospels” you see being offered in the world around you (including the church)? In other words, what other “voices” promise us lives of righteousness, peace and joy apart from and outside of knowing and following Jesus?

2. Why do you think Paul always connects “grace” and “peace” in the opening greeting of his letters?  Where else in the letter do the words “grace” or “peace” occur?

3. Read verse 10.  In what ways do you see the desire to “please men” as compromising your ability to live as a “servant of God”?

4. In verses 11-24, Paul tells the story of his conversion and the development of his ministry.  How do you tell your story of coming to faith in Christ?

5. Why do you think Paul stresses that the gospel he preaches was revealed to him, and not made up by men, or taught to him by others?
Galatians 2

1. What were the significant aspects of the visit to Jerusalem that Paul describes in verses 1-10?  How do they support his authority as an apostle of Jesus Christ?

2. What was the source of the conflict between Paul and Peter?  What was wrong with what Peter was doing?  Why do you think it was so important to Paul to confront Peter in such a public manner?

3. 2:16 is a key verse in Galatians.  What are the specific differences between a life based on “law keeping” and a life lived by faith in Jesus Christ?

4. Gal. 2:19b-20 is another key verse, and one that countless believers have memorized.  What are the specific ways in which Paul identifies himself with Christ?  (HINT: look for the word “in” and the prefix “со-”).

5. Paul seems to be saying that we can only truly come to life if a death process occurs first (“I have been crucified… the life I now live…”).  Where else in Scripture do you see God brining “life” out of “death”?
Galatians 3
1.  In the first five verses Paul asks six questions!  What answers does he expect to each of these questions?

2. “Consider Abraham” (verse 6).  What are the things Paul wants us to observe and notice about Abraham’s life and experience with God (review verses 10-25)?  How does he connect Abraham’s experiences to Christ?

3. In chapter 3, Paul quotes several passages from the Old Testament.  Why do you think Paul cited these passages in particular?  How does reading the whole Old Testament passage help us understand Paul’s words in Galatians?

Galatians        Old Testament verse quoted    Read the whole context


3:6

Genesis 15:6


Genesis 15


3:7

Genesis 12:3, 18:18, and 22:18
Genesis 12:1-7; Genesis 18:16-33; Genesis22


3:10

Deuteronomy 27:27

Deuteronomy 27


3:11

Habakkuk 2:4


Habakkuk 1:12—2:5


3:12

Leviticus 18:5


Leviticus 18:1-5


3:13

Deuteronomy 21:23

Deuteronomy 21:22-23


3:16

Genesis 12:7, 13:15, 24:7
Genesis 12:1-7, Genesis 13, Genesis 24:1-9

4. In Galatians, Paul characterizing the role of the Law in several different ways.  What two roles does Paul attribute to the Law in verses 19-25?

5. One of the revolutionary ideas in Galatians is that both Jews and Gentiles can be equal members of Abraham’s one family, through faith in Jesus Christ (see verse 7 and verses 26-29).  What are the differences between being a son/daughter and a slave?  (Think about differences in rights, responsibilities, expectations, and hopes.)
Chapter 4
1. Paul introduces the idea of slavery, contrasting it with the freedom enjoyed by children.  Before Christ, apart from Christ, to what or to whom were we all enslaved?

2. Verse 15 suggests a symptom of having fallen away from grace and into seeking to establish and maintain our relationship with God through works of the Law.  What is that symptom?

3. What picture does Paul use for his relationship to the churches in Galatia in verse 19?  What does he say his goal for them is?  How is Paul’s goal for the Galatians different from that of the Judaizers?

4. In verses 21-31, Paul returns to the ways in which the faith of Abraham points to Jesus Christ, the promised “seed,” or descendant of Abraham.  He looks at the two sons born to Abraham: Ishmael, born to Hagar, one of Abraham’s household slaves, and Isaac, the “child of promise,” born to Sarah.  (You can read Genesis 16:1-16 and Genesis 21:2-5 for the background).  Paul’s argument gets pretty complicated; whenever we find Scripture hard to understand, it’s good to look for the main idea and not get lost in the details we don’t understand.  What is Paul’s main idea (or ideas) in referring to Hagar/Ishmael and Sarah/Isaac?

5. Paul says that those who seek to establish their righteousness through “works of the Law” persecute those who have been set free to live in Jesus Christ.  How do you see this sort of “persecution” happening among Christians?  How can we help one another grow in obedience and faithfulness without falling into “slavery” and legalism?
Chapter 5
1. As “slavery” dominated chapter 4, “freedom” dominates chapter 5.  In 5:1-6, Paul sets a stark contrast before the Galatians: they can live freely in Christ, or they can return to slavery to the Law and its rules, rituals and regulations.  There is no “middle ground”!  In verses 4 and 5, what is the difference between “trying to be justified by law” and “eagerly awaiting through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope”?

2.  There’s only one thing that counts, says Paul in verse 6: “faith expressing itself through love.”  (Notice how Paul connects “faith” and “works” in this verse).  How does a life lived according to “faith expressing itself through love” differ from a life lived according to law?

3. Verse 7 uses a picture from the world of athletics: running a race.  Imagine yourself running in a marathon, when suddenly a runner cuts across your path, gets you distracted, and leads you off the course.  At first, it might not seem like a large departure from the official racecourse—and that runner who cut in on you may actually be saying, “Follow me!  I know a shortcut!”  What kinds of “shortcuts” are Christians tempted to take in life?  What problems result from taking shortcuts, either in a race or in the “race of life”?

4. Verse 11: why is the cross an “offense”?  Who or what is “offended” by the message of the cross?

5. In verses 13-15, Paul brings together two major themes of this letter: living freely, but without falling into sloppy, selfish, so-called liberty (for example, when a believer would say, “Since Jesus has set me free, I can now do whatever I want!”).  What are we set free from by Christ?  What are we set free to in Christ?

6. In verses 16-26 we see a new picture of contrast.  We can live “by the Spirit,” or we can live according to our sinful nature (what Paul calls our “flesh,” by which he does not mean our physical bodies, but our life apart from Christ).  Think back over the letter so far: what are the various “pictures of contrast” that Paul has already presented to us.  (HINT: in chapter 1, Paul contrasted “his” gospel with so-called “other” (or false) gospels.)

7. Find the four phrases in these verses (5:16-22) that include the words “the Spirit.”  What does this tell you about the Spirit’s presence and work in your life and in the life of your church?

8. Notice that it is the fruit of the Spirit (verse 22), not the fruits of the Spirit!    Maybe you can think of an orange that has many “sections,” but is still one fruit.  Why are all nine “sections” of the Spirit’s one fruit necessary if Christ is to be formed in us?
Chapter 6
1. Paul gets very practical as he approaches the end of his letter.  He begins with the reality that believers can, do and will sin.  How does his “spiritual” approach differ from a legalistic one?  What is Paul’s goal when we discover a brother or sister “caught in a sin”?

2. “Carry each other’s burdens” sounds like a reference to Jesus carrying the cross—and his summons to us to “deny yourself, take up your cross daily and follow me.”  Paul referred in 5:24 to “crucifying our sinful nature”, and in 5:11 to the “offense of the cross”.  How does dealing with sin in our brothers and sisters, as described in 6:1-5, call us to “die”?

3.  We see another contrast—sowing and reaping!  How do you think Paul intends for believers to “sow to please the Spirit”?  Looking over the whole letter, what are the specific ways he wants us to do this?  Don’t overlook verses 9 and 10!

4. Paul is about finished.  He adds a personal note “with my own hand”, and reiterates the main message of this letter: through the Cross, Jesus has set us free to live for God by the power of the Holy Spirit.  When we reduce the Good News to a set of religious rules, we miss the grace of God, we deny the Cross, and we re-enslave ourselves to legalism and the hypocritical self-righteousness that always accompanies legalism.  According to Paul in these closing verses, what is “the only thing that counts” (compare with 5:6; see also 2 Corinthians 5:17)?

5. Write down a summary list of the main ideas from this letter.  Compare your list with others in your study group.  

6.  What are the main things you have learned from this study?  How will you put them into practice—beginning today?

Ephesians (Russian Only)

Philippians

Historical Background

Philippians is the most personal of the letters Paul wrote to churches. The church at Philippi was the first European church founded by Paul. During Paul’s second missionary journey he received a vision to come and help the people in Macedonia. Paul responded and traveled with Timothy from Asia Minor (modern Turkey) to Macedonia. Paul met the people who gathered for worship outside the city, presumably a small group of Jews and God-fearers not numerous enough to form their own synagogue. The first new believer was a God-fearing woman named Lydia. She and her household converted and became the nucleus of the new church. They showed hospitality to Paul and his companions and the new church likely met in her home. While Paul was in Philippi a slave girl who predicted the future by means of an evil spirit was delivered from that spirit, much to the dismay of her owners. They stirred up trouble for Paul which resulted in him and Silas being thrown in jail. Although God miraculously freed them from their chains in the middle of the night, they chose to remain in their prison cells out of mercy for the jailer. The result was the conversion and baptism of the jailer and his household. After defending himself and his actions to the city officials, Paul and his company left Philippi and headed to Thessalonica, Berea, and Athens. Paul later returned to visit the church at Philippi during his third missionary journey.

Philippi was the first major city in Macedonia, whose capital was Thessalonica. The city was named after the father of Alexander the Great, Philip II of Macedonia, in 367 BC. The city became part of the Roman Empire in 167 BC and became home to many Roman soldiers. The city eventually received Roman status. The church in Philippi likely consisted mainly of Gentiles. Although the church was small and poor, it was very helpful and generous. They faithfully supported Paul whenever he was in need. Traditionally it is assumed that Paul was in prison in Rome when he wrote this letter in 60-63 BC. More recently it has been proposed that Paul was in prison in Caesarea Philippi, on the way to Rome, and wrote this letter in 58-60 BC. The letter itself does not specify the location of his imprisonment.

Paul wrote to a church facing a variety of internal and external pressures. Paul instructed the church to stand firm in one spirit and pursue unity in order to help them resolve their internal conflict. He also alluded to opposition from those outside the church. Some believers were acting as Paul’s competitors, preaching Christ out of a desire to stir up trouble for him while he was in prison. Nevertheless, Paul rejoiced in the proclamation of the gospel, which suggests that these competitors were true believers. Paul spoke very negatively about another group that preached circumcision and election. These were likely Jewish missionaries, as opposed to Jewish Christians, who threatened the Philippian converts (1:27) and pressured them to become Jews by receiving circumcision (3:19). Paul warned the Philippians about the danger of joining this latter group and encouraged them to resist their pressure.

Literary Purpose

Paul wrote the letter to the church at Philippi first of all to thank that church for their gift in support of him and his ministry. In a sense, Philippians is the first missionary support “thank you letter.” Epaphroditus, the messenger who carried the letter, had gotten sick on the journey, even nearing the point of death. Paul felt like he needed to explain to the church why he was sending Epaphroditus back to them. In the context of the letter, Paul encouraged them to endure persecution, which is a natural response by the world to followers of Christ. Paul himself wrote from prison and knew they would be worried about him. He wrote to comfort them by assuring them that God was using Paul’s imprisonment for good, both advancing the gospel and encouraging believers through his imprisonment. He also encouraged them to actively pursue unity. There were some arguments and perhaps divisions in the church and Paul wanted the church to work through those issues to attain a deeper level of unity. Some form of false teaching had begun to be propagated in Philippi, something similar to the Judiazing influence in Galatia, which Paul needed to correct. Paul wrote this epistle to encourage the church to persevere despite the various obstacles they were facing and to rejoice in the gospel they had received.

Theological Themes

Perseverance during Persecution

One of the key themes in Philippians is joy. Paul used the verb “rejoice” 9 times in Philippians and the noun “joy” another 5 times. In two different places Paul specifically gives the command to rejoice twice in a row (Phil 1:18, 4:4). The amazing part is that Paul wrote this command from prison. Paul explained, particularly in Philippians 1:12-19, how he could rejoice even while in such difficult circumstances. He taught the Philippians that even the imprisonment of God’s messengers could not hinder the spread of the gospel. To the Philippians, Paul’s imprisonment appeared to hinder the spread of the gospel. Paul had founded the church at Philippi, along with many other churches, while traveling. Freedom of movement was an important prerequesite to his task as the apostle to the Gentiles. He had plans to travel throughout southern Europe and ultimately travel to Spain. Yet he found himself in prison for what had likely already been several years. How could he proclaim the gospel to Gentiles if he was in jail? How could he start new churches while confined to a Roman prison? This appeared to be a terrible event that would frustrate God’s mission. However, God took what appeared to be a hindrance and used it to advance the kingdom. God spread the gospel through Paul’s testimony to the Roman guards. The text contains no hint that these guards were eager to hear the gospel. After all, the prisoner followed a hero who had been crucified by the Roman government. Nonetheless, Paul took the opportunity to explain to many around him the reasons for his imprisonment. Paul may have been in chains, but the gospel went forward unfettered (Acts 28:31). Imprisonment did not hinder the gospel but simply gave Paul a new venue for its proclamation.

God also spread the gospel through newly motivated evangelists. As a result of Paul’s imprisonment, many brothers heard about Paul’s situation. While they were concerned for him because of their love for him, their response was to take up his mission and proclaim the gospel themselves. They saw the faith and courage of Paul and imitated it. They proclaimed the gospel to the Gentiles just as Paul had. They knew that their own suffering or imprisonment might result from such proclamation, but they were willing to commit their lives to the gospel, just like Paul. Thus, the effect of his imprisonment was the multiplication of messengers. God was working out all things for the good of those who believed in Him (Rom 8:28). Paul could rejoice even when some preached the gospel for selfish reasons. Some wanted to stir up trouble for Paul while he was in prison, perhaps gaining more converts than Paul and establishing their own reputation while the great apostle was in prison. Paul rejoiced nonetheless, choosing not to judge someone else’s servant (Rom 14:4).

Paul trusted that God would deliver him from all the trials of this world. While Paul ultimately died as a prisoner of Rome (most likely at the end of a subsequent imprisonment), he knew that even death could not separate him from the love of God (Rom 8:37-39). He followed the example of His Lord, who also died at the hands of a Roman official, and by suffering brought cause for rejoicing to humanity.

At the end of his epistle, Paul shared his secret for being content, even while being in need. Even while in prison and deprived of his personal freedom, Paul knew how to find real joy. “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” (Phil 4:13). Paul could rejoice while in prison, rejoice while suffering, and rejoice while being in great need because he knew personally the source of all joy, Jesus Christ. 


Unity amidst Strife
The church in Philippi appears to have been dealing with inter-personal conflict between its leaders. The division does not appear to be as pronounced as the division in the church at Corinth, but it existed nonetheless. Paul explicitly asked two women, Syntyche and Euodia, to come to agreement with each other. Paul asked an unnamed coworker to help them come to this agreement (Phil 4:2-3). Paul introduced the theme of pursuing unity in Phil 1:27 and spoke to it most pointedly in Philippians 2:1-5.

Paul began in Phil 2:1 by describing the unity given to believers as a fruit of the Holy Spirit. The gospel unites people from every tribe, language, race, and nation. Believers receive grace and mercy from God, which fulfills their greatest need. Believers receive the Holy Spirit, who grants them fellowship with God. Believers follow Christ, who gives them a common leader and a common purpose. All believers have in common the experience of mercy and love from God, which they strive to reflect in their relationships with others. These things are so deep and so central to the identity of believers that it provides them with a unity that is far greater than the divisions that separate them. Believers are a new, united people—the “in Christ” people. Believers have a common goal: seeking Christ and advancing the gospel. This unity is far greater than the temporary peace brokered by the powers of this world. Biblical unity is produced by the Holy Spirit as He creates in us new desires, new bonds, and a new perspective on others that unites us in our new head, Jesus Christ.

However, the reality of our diversity is a much more prevalent characteristic than unity. While our natural differences of language, class, and race would seem to be major obstacles, Paul focuses on the deeper issues that divide us: pride and self-centeredness. Paul speaks against ambition, conceit, and self-absorption. These phrases describe the natural tendencies of men. We all tend to think of ourselves and our own needs first. We are more aware of our own needs, dreams, and plans than of the needs, dreams, and plans of others. Likewise we are all more aware of our own hurt, pain, and offences than we are of those of others. Thus, we tend to pursue our own goals and ambitions with much more fervor than we do those of others. If we are highly talented, we can spend a lot of resources on others while still reserving key resources for ourselves. This frequently leads to the tendency to think that we are more important and our needs are more urgent than those of the people around us. This gets even more complicated when the need is not our own individual need, but that of our family, our social group, or even our ministry. We are all trained to look out for our own interests and the interests of our kind. 

In Phil 2:3-5, Paul gives the antidote to this kind of self-centered focus: serving others after the example of Christ. Focusing on Christ leads to servanthood and humility. What is at the center of our attention, our own interests or those of Christ Jesus (Phil 2:21)? This is actually the crux of the Christian faith. Either our world is God-centered, in terms of importance and priority, or it is man centered, in which case humanity is right to be man-centered. We believe that the world is created by God and for God, and thus are learning to live God-centered lives. God became a man to reveal to us how this is done. His humanity is the perfect example for all of us.

Jesus Christ came to serve the needs of others. He used all of His strength to serve others. He trusted His Father to take care of Him. Consider His step of faith: He so cared for others that He even abandoned Himself to death. He didn’t let the pain and humiliation of crucifixion stop Him from serving the soldiers who crucified Him. In his dying hour he prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34). Christ humbled himself, considering the lives of others more important than His own. By His death He cleansed people of their sin and provided them with eternal life.

Christ’s grace is sufficient to meet all of our needs. By Christ’s death, He redeemed us. Since God has forgiven us of our sins, we are now children of God. God has granted us an inheritance of great riches. We can ask God the Father in prayer to meet all of our needs. We no longer need to worry about our needs. We don’t need to be afraid. We can turn to God and trust that He will take care of us. Having our needs met by God, we are free to serve others fully, knowing God will take care of us. This is what we learn from the example of Christ. 

This kind of service and humility produces unity. When we focus our attention on Christ, He will give us a proper kind of humility. Who can boast in comparison with Christ? Having experienced His love, we will be eager to share that love with others. We love others because Christ first loved us. We were created to experience love from God. Love is not an object to be experienced alone. We experience it in relationship with others. That which we have received and experienced we pass on to others. Since we no longer need to worry about our own needs, we can actively serve others, concerning ourselves with their needs. These common goals, following Christ and serving others, will unite us with other like-minded people. These common goals, purposes, methods, and experiences create a bond of unity between us that will put our minor differences in perspective.

Christology

Phil 2:5-11 contains some of the clearest teaching about the nature and mission of Jesus Christ found in the New Testament. Phil. 2:6 begins by stating that Jesus was the very form of God. Jesus came as God in the flesh. This is confirmed by other teaching in the Gospels, such as John 20:29, 8:58, Matt. 9:6, and Matt 28:18, as well as Paul’s teaching in places such as Col 1:15-20 and Rom 1:3-4. Paul teaches this truth by contrasting Jesus’ true nature with His appearance. This is the fundamental tension everyone faces in attempting to understand Jesus. Jesus did not appear to be God. Phil 2:7-8 make clear that Jesus appeared to be a man. He came in truly human form and suffered death as a man. Paul explained Jesus’ humility by stating that Jesus did not consider equality with God something to be seized. Jesus, who was in His nature God, submitted Himself functionally to God the Father. The difference between the function of Jesus (submitting to God the Father) and the nature of Jesus (equal to God the Father) is a central tenet of historic Christianity.  Jesus demonstrated His divinity by expressing love and mercy rather than immediately demanding His rights. Jesus chose to give up His rights, privileges, and elevated status to become a man. In doing so, however, He did not cease to be God nor cease to have divine attributes. There is no indication that His supernatural nature, authority, or knowledge changed. Thus Jesus was fully divine and fully man simultaneously.

The humility of Christ demonstrated in the incarnation is the key point we are called to imitate in Phil 2:5. Jesus, the eternal God, was born in weakness and poverty. As a newborn baby He was the picture of helplessness. Jesus, who took part in creating the world, became part of that creation. Jesus spent His days teaching from morning until night, healing the sick and casting out demons. Even when rejected and mocked by His own people, He continued to serve. Jesus not only washed the disciples’ feet with water, He washed their souls with His own blood, the cleansing blood of a perfect sacrifice. His humility and willingness to serve others is the attitude His disciples are called to imitate.

The result of Christ’s humility and service was His exaltation. Jesus Christ was exalted to the right hand of God and given the name above all names. Jesus’ state of humiliation was not perpetual. Having died for humanity, He was raised and exalted at His ascension. The term “the right hand of God the Father” refers to the position of honor and authority. Jesus is the Lord over all. The “name above every other name” refers to the fact that Jesus is the King over all kings and the Lord of lords. Jesus is the Lord of all, not just those who currently serve Him. Ultimately, even His enemies will serve Him. This allusion to Isaiah 45:23-24 is another reference to Jesus’ divinity. In Isaiah 45, every knee is bowing to Yahweh (Is 45:18-25). This prophetic text is applied to Jesus, demonstrating the equality of Jesus with Yahweh. This shows that Paul saw no compromise between worship of Jesus and Trinitarian monotheism.

Jesus’ exaltation is a pattern, at least in a general form, of what we can expect. While our humility and suffering cannot accomplish what Christ’s did (that is, the salvation of the world), our suffering is in the pattern of Christ. Paul makes this argument in Rom 8:17 and 2 Tim 2:11. Those who suffer with Christ will be exalted with Christ. We suffer now but will be exalted later. We are humbled now but will be raised later. Our humility is temporary. So we endure it patiently and serve joyfully, knowing clearly what awaits us in the future.

Justification by faith

Philippians gives us Paul’s most autobiographical understanding of justification by faith. Philippians 3 describes Paul’s pedigree and accomplishments in Judaism. Paul was of Jewish descent, was trained in Judaism as a Pharisee, had kept Jewish traditions faultlessly and had demonstrated such zeal that he even persecuted a sect he considered heretical. His human accomplishments in Judaism were great. Yet when he met Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus, he realized his worldly, religious accomplishments were worth nothing. When he met Christ, he learned that he needed “to be found in Christ, not having a righteousness of his own that came from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith” (Phil 3:9). Paul learned personally that his own righteousness, no matter how developed and advanced, could never justify him before God. He came to understand he needed an “alien” righteousness, one that came from outside of himself and was granted to him by another. That gift came by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul then made it his life ambition to seek after this righteousness. He came to understand that such righteousness needed to be given by grace and could not be earned. The righteousness was granted to those who were “in Christ” as a free gift. This teaching of justification by faith alone in Christ alone became a core part of the gospel he proclaimed (Rom 3:21-26, 2 Cor 5:17-21, Gal 2:16, Eph 2:8). Paul made it his life goal to pursue God, His gospel, His Son Jesus Christ, and the prize that was related to that. Paul taught that we were justified in Christ when we first believed, but nonetheless spent our life pursuing growth and maturity in that goal. Paul’s highest goal was pursuing the main character in the gospel and the object of his faith, Jesus Christ. Through Christ Paul sought to attain the resurrection from the dead.

Structure

I. Introduction: Greetings, Thanksgiving, and Prayer
1:1-11

II. Paul’s outlook on his imprisonment


1:12-26

III. Exhortation to Unity, Humility, and Perseverance
1:27-2:30

IV. Warning against Inadequate Views of Justification
3:1-4:1

V. Instructions in the Pursuit of Godliness

4:2-9

VI. Concluding Thanks and Greetings


4:10-23

Bible Studies

Philippians 1:1-8

1. Why did Paul thank God for his friends in Philippi? For whom do you thank God every time you remember them?

2. For whom are you praying regularly? What causes you to pray with joy? When do we pray without joy, or just give up on prayer altogether?

3. Who are your partners in the gospel? How did you develop your relationship? How can you develop relationships with other partners?

4. How can Paul be sure that God will complete what he began in the Philippians? Can you be sure God will complete what he began in your fellowship? On what basis?

5. What principle does Jesus teach us in Mark 4:26-29? How can God work while we are sleeping? When is it hard to trust God when you are doing nothing? 

6. What principle does Jesus teach us in Mark 4:30-32? How was the kingdom of God small when it began in your area? In your life? How is it growing?

7. What does a mature faith look like, one that has been “carried out to completion?” How would you like to see God work in your life in the present?

8. Why did Paul long to be with the Philippians? What created such a bond?

Philippians 1:9-11

1. How had the Philippians experienced God’s love for them? How had they experienced Paul’s love for them? How is our experience of human love related to our experience of God’s love?

2. What is preventing you from loving other people the way God loves you? What is the hardest aspect of showing unconditional love?

3. When are knowledge and love opposites (1 Cor 8:1-3)? How can knowledge prevent us from truly loving?

4. What kind of knowledge is Paul talking about in Phil 1:9? Read the parallel prayer in Col 1:9. How does our knowledge of God affect the way we love?

5. What does it mean to “discern what is best”? Do we ever spend time doing many good things without ever asking if we are pursuing God’s best, that is, pursuing as our first priority those things God has clearly revealed to us?

6. The terms “pure” and “blameless” refer to the removal of dirt. How has God removed your “dirt?” How is He continuing to clean you?

7. The phrase “filled with the fruit of righteousness” refers to positive spiritual qualities God is producing in your life. What fruit have you seen God produce in your life recently? What fruit are you praying for God to produce in your life right now?

8. This prayer has in mind the day when all our prayers for God’s kingdom will be answered perfectly, the day when Christ returns. How would your prayer be affected if you were completely certain that it would be fully answered positively? How does Paul’s method of prayer affect the way you pray?

Philippians 1:12-18

1. How do you normally react to disastrous circumstances?  When have you felt like bad things in your life were the result of Satan’s direct influence?

2. How did God use the circumstances of Paul’s imprisonment to advance the gospel? Was Satan able to prevent the advance of the Gospel?

3. How is Paul’s suffering related to Jesus’ suffering?

4. How can we re-evaluate our circumstances to see if God is giving us a new venue to preach the gospel? How has this happened to you?

5. Why did other brothers choose to spread the gospel while Paul was in prison? Who motivated you to start spreading the gospel?

6. What are some wrong motives for preaching Christ? Does Paul approve of such motives? Why can Paul rejoice when the gospel is spread by flawed messengers?

7. What prevents us from rejoicing in the grace God shows to other brothers, even those whose motives are suspect? What can we learn from Paul’s attitude?

8. How can you rejoice today because the gospel is going forth? How can you rejoice today even in difficult circumstances? How can you help each other rejoice?

Philippians 1:19-26

1. What does Paul mean when he says, “to live is Christ?” What is the purpose of Paul’s life? What is the purpose of your life?

2. What does it mean to be “in Christ”? How is this related to being a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17)? How is the new creation related to the first creation?

3. What does it mean to live “for Christ”? What does Galatians 2:20 teach us about this? Are you nervous about giving up your own life and living for another?

4. Paul describes living for Christ as “fruitful labor.” What kind of fruit was Paul producing? Are there ways in which you see God producing spiritual fruit in others through you? What prevents you from investing in spiritual fruit?

5. What does Paul mean when he says, “to die is gain?” Do you see death for the cause of Christ as gain? What does Paul teach about death in 2 Cor. 5:1-10?

6. How was Christ’s death “gain?” How is that related to our death?

7. When we “die to ourselves” is that really death? Does that kind of dying increase or decrease our quality of life?

8. Paul begins this section by praying that he will have courage so that Christ will be glorified in him whether by life or by death (1:20). Where do you need more courage to glorify Christ through your life (or death)?

Philippians 1:27-30

1. Describe a manner of life “worthy of the Gospel.” Whom do you see living such a life today? What prevents us from living such a life today?

2. Does the idea of living a worthy life contradict the emphasis on grace and forgiveness in the gospel? Does grace result in a more worthy life or one that merely feels free to seek forgiveness after sin?

3. Paul seems to suggest that some would behave differently in his presence than in his absence. Do you behave differently when your boss (or your elders or authorities) are absent?

4. In Philippi, there were some that opposed the new Christians. Who opposes the faith in your community? How do they express that opposition? Does it cause you to fear?

5. According to Phil 1:28, what does our unity in Christ show our opponents? How can you pursue that kind of unity with your brothers and sisters?

6. Paul teaches us in 1:29 that we have been promised suffering. According to Romans 8:19-25, why do we suffer? According to 1 Peter 4:15, for what should we not suffer?

7. Where is God when we are suffering? What principles did God reveal in Daniel 3:16-18? Where is God in Daniel 3:24-25? How have you experienced God with you in the fire?

8. How are we made more like Christ through our suffering? Where do you need strength to grow in this area through your current suffering?

Philippians 2:1-4

1. Paul calls us to be likeminded in Phil 2:2. With whom are you like minded? What draws you to people who think like you? What things do you most often find you have in common with your friends and family?

2. What divides you from other people? What differences divide us from others and make it hard to live and work together?

3. According to Philippians 2:1, what unites believers? How have you experienced the things listed in 2:1?

4. What is the difference between the unity that the world offers diverse groups of people and that which Jesus Christ offers?

5. Paul suggests that the main reason for the disunity among the Philippians was their self-centeredness. Why do we all have a tendency to be self-centered? In what way is the self-centeredness of mankind evident in your culture?

6. What are your current ambitions? What are your life ambitions? Are ambitions selfish? When are they appropriate and when are they self-serving?

7. What does Paul teach is the antidote to selfishness? What does it mean to you to be a servant? How was Jesus a servant? List three practical things you can do to imitate the servant-nature of Jesus.

8. If we consider others’ needs more important than our own, who will take care of our needs? What are practical steps we can take to trust Christ for our own needs so we can imitate Him in serving others?

Philippians 2:5-11

1. What does it mean to imitate Christ? What part of His life can we imitate and what parts of His life were uniquely related to Him and His mission?

2. What does Philippians 2:6 teach us about the divinity of Jesus? How do John 8:58, 20:28, Matt 9:6, and Matt 28:18 support this idea?

3. What does Philippians 2:7 teach us about the humanity of Jesus? How do John 1:14, Luke 2:7, and Rom 1:3 support this idea?

4. Jesus was uniquely both man and God. How does this affect our view of Him? How does this affect our view of God? How would it affect our faith if Jesus were either just man or just God?

5. How did Jesus humble Himself according to Philippians 2:6-8? What was the result? How can we imitate Jesus’ humility?

6. What was the result of Jesus’ humility, suffering, and death according to Philippians 2:9-11? What is the highest place according to Eph 1:20-23? How do we participate in Jesus’ exaltation?

7. What does it mean that Jesus has the name that is above every other name? Are there any names that you, even subconsciously, revere more than Jesus’ name?

8. What does it mean that every knee will bow to Jesus? What do we learn from Isaiah 45:18-25? How does the reality that every knee will bow before Jesus affect our view of evangelism? Of corporate worship?

Philippians 2:12-18

1. What does it mean to “work out your salvation”? What part of our salvation can we work on and what part is worked out for us? 

2. If it is God who is at work in us, what is the point of obedience? How do God’s work in us and our own work of obedience relate to each other?

3. What kind of “fear and trembling” should we have before God? What is healthy fear and what is unhealthy fear? Do you typically fear God too much or too little?

4. What is your favorite thing to complain about? When do you most often complain?

5. What did the Hebrews love to complain about in the wilderness? See Exodus 15:24, 16:2, 17:3. What was wrong with their complaining? What is the core problem of our complaining?

6. How are we supposed to differ from this “crooked and depraved generation”? Can you see a contrast between the people in your fellowship and the people in this world? Where is the distinction clear? Where is it blurry?

7. What does it mean to “hold out the word of life?” How can we practically do this without complaining? When do we complain about having to “hold out the word of life” or “shine like stars”?

8. Paul considered his life worth living if he could rejoice in the growing faith of the new Philippian believers. What makes life worth living for you? Under what conditions could you rejoice, even if you knew your life was about to be “poured out as an offering” to God?

Philippians 2:19-30

1. How is Timothy an example of Paul’s teaching in Phil. 2:1-5? Whom do you know that is an example of the same character traits? Describe them.

2. Paul frequently refers to Timothy as his son. How is discipleship similar to a father/son relationship? How is it different?

3. Who is a “Paul” for you? Who is mentoring you in your faith and helping you grow? If there is not such a person in your life, who might be able to become a Paul for you?

4. Who is a “Timothy” for you? Who are you mentoring in their faith and helping them grow? If there is not such a person in your life, who might be able to become a Timothy for you?

5. Why did Paul send Epaphroditus back to Philippi? What characteristics of a disciple had he demonstrated?

6. What kind of personal relationship existed between Epaphroditus and his church? How did such a bond develop? What kind of bond exists between you and your church? What can you do to help establish a bond with your church similar to that Epaphroditus had with his church?

7. Epaphroditus risked his life for the sake of the gospel. What risks have you had to take in this life for the sake of the gospel? Whom do you know who has risked much for Christ?

8. What does this passage teach us about how we should treat faithful disciples? How can you as a body grow in this area?

Philippians 3:1-9

1. What kind of false teachers is Paul concerned about in Phil 3? What do they appear to be teaching and why does it concern Paul?

2. What does Paul mean when he says he puts “no confidence in the flesh”? In what ways might we put confidence in the flesh?

3. What reasons did Paul have for boasting in his religious devotion? If Paul lived in your community of believers, what kind of list might he give to demonstrate that he was very spiritual? How does Paul actually estimate the value of these accomplishments? Why?

4. Why is everything a loss compared to knowing Christ? How is knowing Christ tremendous gain not only for our future life after death, but also for our life in the present?

5. Paul claimed he “lost all things for the sake of Christ.” What did Paul lose? What have you lost for the sake of Christ? Was it worth it?

6. What do you think you need to consider rubbish compared to the value of knowing Christ? What do you value too much?

7. What is the difference between the righteousness that comes through the law and the righteousness that comes through Christ? Which kind do you tend to depend upon more?

8. Do you ever feel like you have to be “good enough” for God? Do you ever feel like you are not “righteous” enough for Him, or for His people? What does this passage teach us about depending upon our own righteousness? Why do you think so many believers continue to seek to establish their own righteousness?

Philippians 3:10-14

1. What does it mean to know the power of Christ’s resurrection? How can we know that power, the power that gives new life, today?

2. What does it mean to share in Christ’s sufferings? Is all of our suffering related to Christ’s suffering? How is our suffering specifically Christ-like?

3. Why did Paul say he had not yet attained the resurrection from the dead? Was Paul uncertain of his salvation?

4. What, exactly, is Paul pressing on toward in Phil. 3:12? For what did Jesus “take hold” of Paul? Why did Jesus take hold of you?

5. Paul lived a purpose-driven life. How would you define his purpose in life? How would you define your purpose in life? What drives you more than anything else?

6. What goals do you have for your life? Do some of them distract from the goal of pursuing Christ? How?

7. What things do we need to forget and leave behind in order to pursue Christ whole-heartedly? What things should we not forget about our past?

8. How do God’s call and our striving work together? What can you do to renew the sense of God’s call on your life? What can help you see the finish line more clearly?

Philippians 3:15-4:1

1. What is the difference between a mature and an immature believer? Does an immature believer know he is immature?

2. When do you feel you are not living up to the teaching and maturity God has already given you? What prevents you from living up to the potential God has given you? 

3. What pattern did Paul give the believers in Philippi? Have you seen that pattern lived out before you? By whom? What did it look like?

4. What does it mean to live as an enemy of the cross of Christ? When do we ourselves oppose living by the example and power of the cross?

5. It is not only villains, but sometimes people in the church whose minds are on earthly things. What “earthly things” captivate the attention of people in your fellowship? When do earthly things lead us to ignore and sometimes even reject the cross of Christ?

6. What does it mean to have heavenly citizenship? We know heavenly citizenship is like our visa to heaven. But how does it affect the way we live on this earth?

7. How will the power of God transform our lives in the future? How does the power of God transform our lives in the present? Apart from having glorified bodies, is there any part of God’s power that is not available to transform our lives right now?

8. Where is it hardest for you to stand firm in your faith? How can Christ, through His body, help you to stand firm?

Philippians 4:2-9

1. What do good friends, even believers, tend to disagree about? What causes petty disagreements to grow into full-fledged conflicts?

2. What can you do to help people in conflict reconcile? What do people do that is not helpful in reconciling conflicts? How is resolving conflict different for believers than for unbelievers?

3. What causes you to feel anxiety? How do you behave when you are anxious? How does your anxiety affect your relationships with others?

4. How does Paul instruct us to deal with our anxiety? Once we have given our request to God, is it a sin to continue worrying about it? Why do we so often continue to worry?

5. Have you experienced the peace of God, as it is described in 4:7? Describe that peace. According to 4:6-7, what do we need to do to acquire that peace?

6. What does Paul tell us to fix our minds upon in 4:8? What would happen if that is what we thought about most of the day? Have a brainstorming session for each of the 8 terms listed in 4:8 and write down 5-10 things that fit each category. Then spend time thinking about them during the week.

7. What does the world encourage us to fix our minds upon? What is the result of focusing on the world’s values and activities for the majority of each day?

8. Rejoicing is one of the major themes of Philippians. What reasons does this passage give us for rejoicing? How does this passage teach us to find joy even during difficult circumstances?

Philippians 4:10-23

1. What causes you to be discontent? In what circumstances is it hardest for you to be content?

2. There is an old saying that contends that “the grass is always greener on the other side.” Is this true with regard to money? Do you think it is easier to be content when you have riches or when you have very little? Do you feel like if you were “on the other side” you would then be content? What is the flaw in that way of thinking?

3. What is Paul’s secret to contentedness? How is the “all things” of Philippians 4:13 related to the issue of contentedness? How broad is the promise that we can do “all things?”

4. What one thing would you like Christ to strengthen you to do? With whom can you pray about that one thing?

5. Why did the Philippians support Paul financially? The church was likely small and not very wealthy. How could they support Paul financially if they did not have very much money? 

6. What does the Bible teach in general about sacrificial giving? When is it hard for you to give offerings to God and share with those in need?

7. What does God promise the Philippian church in 4:19? How is this related to Paul’s teaching in Phil 2:1-2? What does that teach us about giving?

8. What steps do you need to take to grow in the area of giving? What promises does this passage give you that can help you in this area?

Colossians (Russian Only)

1 and 2 Thessalonians

Historical Background

Thessalonica was the major city of the Roman province of Macedonia. It was founded in 315 BC and named after the wife of one of Alexander of Macedonia’s generals. The city was located on the Via Egnatia, the main highway that connected Rome with the East. Paul and his companions traveled on this road after being asked to leave Philippi in Acts 16:39. According to Acts 17:1-10, Paul entered Thessalonica and preached in the synagogue for three Sabbath days. While he was there he worked with his hands (1 Thess 2:9), suggesting he practiced his trade of tent-making. 1 Thess 1:9 suggests that the majority of his readers were Gentiles, since they had “turned to God from idols”. Thus it is likely that many of the people from the synagogue who believed Paul’s message were Gentile God-fearers. 

After a short period of ministry, the Jews of the city stirred up trouble for Paul and fomented a riot against him. Since this endangered Jason, one of the leaders of the new house church (Acts 17:6-9), Paul and his companions left for Berea, the next town along the road. After a successful initial ministry in Berea, the Jews from Thessalonica heard that Paul was continuing to preach. As a result, they themselves traveled to Berea, stirred up trouble for Paul, and forced him to leave the city. It was these agitators that caused Paul to be worried about the state of the young church in Thessalonica and led him to write 1 Thessalonians.

There is some debate about how long Paul was actually in Thessalonica. Acts’ reference to thee Sabbaths suggests Paul’s stay was a period of no longer than a month. But Paul’s ability to find work, as well as his comment in Philippians that he received aid from the Philippian believers multiple times while in Thessalonica (Phil 4:16), suggest a longer period. It is possible that the three Sabbaths mentioned in Acts refer to the time he spent exclusively in the synagogue, and that he remained for a longer period working with the new house church after he had left the synagogue.

Literary Purpose

Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians around 50 AD during his second missionary journey. While he was in Corinth, he received a good report from Timothy, whom he had sent to Thessalonica to find out how the young church was doing. Paul was concerned for the welfare of the church because of the persecution he had experienced both in Thessalonica and Berea. When he heard that the church was doing well, he rejoiced. He wrote 1 Thessalonians to praise them for their faithfulness and perseverance during persecution. Their faithfulness in the midst of persecution was an example to other Christians in Macedonia and Greece. He wanted to assure them that he deeply cared about them and that he loved them like they were his very own children. Paul also wrote to clarify some misunderstandings the church had about the return of Christ and to encourage church members to work diligently while actively pursuing godliness.

Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians shortly after 1 Thessalonians, perhaps within a month of the first letter. He assumed that the readers had already read 1 Thessalonians so did not repeat its content. Instead he wrote something of a supplement to his first letter. Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians to further clarify that the Day of the Lord, the Day of Christ’s Return, was still a future event that had not yet occurred. He also instructed the church to warn and discipline brothers who perpetually refused to work. Assuming Paul wrote Galatians during his first missionary journey, these are the second and third canonical letters written by Paul, reflecting some of the earliest thinking and instructions we have from the apostle to the Gentiles.

Theological Themes

The Heart of the Apostle

Paul is most often thought of as a brilliant theologian who wrote sophisticated theology in his letters. He is also remembered for his strong words of “anathema” to false teachers and his warnings about being led astray. But there is another side of Paul that is particularly prominent in 1 Thessalonians. Paul is a parent who deeply and emotionally loves the people in the young church in Thessalonica. Consider how Paul relates to the new group of believers in 1 Thessalonians 1-3. In 1 Thess 1:3, Paul constantly remembered the new believers, dwelling upon their faith, hope, and love. This led Paul to earnestly and constantly pray for them (1 Thess 1:2). According to 1 Thess 1:5, Paul lived with them openly, honestly, and genuinely. He worked hard with his hands not to be any burden to them, but instead to be a support and encouragement to them (1 Thess 2:6, 9). Paul cared for them as if they were his very own children, comparing himself both to a mother (2 Thess 2:7) and a father (2 Thess 2:11-12). Paul did not seek to be treated like a professional minister or speaker, but shared his life with them (2 Thess 2:8). When Paul was separated from the Thessalonians, he intensely desired to be with them and had great anxiety, just as a parent separated from his child (1 Thess 2:17; 3:5). Finally, when Paul discovered that the Thessalonians were not merely surviving, but were growing and thriving even amidst persecution, he claimed that he could really live (1 Thess 3:8). Paul was not only a brilliant theologian and a dogmatic defender of orthodoxy. He was a loving, caring father of spiritual children who worried and cared for each individual and each community of faith in which he was involved. He thus serves as an excellent example of a humble leader.

Sexual Purity

The gospel provides clear teaching on the nature of sexual relationships (1 Thess 4:3-8). Believers are called to sexual purity. Faith in God will result in clear differentiation from the world. The command to be pure sexually is not a culturally conditioned ethic, but part of the calling to be holy before the Lord. While people of this world seek to fulfill their uncontrolled sexual appetites, God’s people are called to be holy and set apart. They are instructed to live by a different standard. According to Genesis 2 and 1 Cor 7, God established sexual relationships in marriage as the pattern for life. Even in a Gentile world believers are called to pursue a sexual relationship only in the context of marriage. The distortion and corruption of God’s design for sexual relationships is to be rejected and replaced by God’s holy intentions for sexual relationships. Paul reminds the young church about the importance of holiness in the most personal aspect of their lives.

The Believer’s Work Ethic

Just as the gospel provides clear teaching on the nature of sexual relationships, so also it gives clear teaching about the relationship of believers to their secular vocation (1 Thess 4:9-12, 2 Thess 3:6-15). Diligent work is the normal pattern for believers. Neither eschatology nor ecclesiology changes this pattern. In other words, the imminent return of Christ does not cancel our obligation to work, which is grounded in Genesis 1:28. Ruling over the land means both studying the world God has given us and developing God’s order in the world. The normal pattern for the children of Adam is to faithfully work in the world God has entrusted to His children. The fact that Jesus will soon return does not remove from us our normal responsibilities to work and earn money. The fact that there are a few who are set aside for ministry also does not change the normal pattern of work. According to the Old Testament pattern, one tribe was set aside for service in the tabernacle. That meant 1 out of 12 people were set aside for ministry. It seems to me that perhaps in the modern world it should be even fewer. Perhaps no more than 5% of active adults in the church should consider full-time ministry. It should be noted that Paul, who had the right to receive support from the Thessalonians, chose not to receive that support, but instead chose to work to support himself. Thus, even ministers and missionaries are sometimes called upon to work in the world to support themselves while giving themselves to the ministry of the Gospel.

What basis does Paul give for this principle in 1 Thessalonians 4? One purpose for work is to win the respect of unbelievers through faithful, diligent work. Faithful work in the world will bring believers into contact with unbelievers in a way that God can naturally reveal how His presence changes the lives of His children. Faithful work also frees us from the slavery of debt and dependence, especially to those who reject the gospel (Prov. 6:1-8).

2 Thessalonians 3:10 gives us the origin of the phrase, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.”  According to Paul, hard work is the prerequisite for eating. Those who perpetually refuse to work on grounds of principle refuse to listen to the apostolic teaching on work. Paul teaches us that these brothers must be disciplined. Paul introduces a category of discipline in this passage that is most often understood as a category between confrontation by elders and excommunication. The brother is warned about his inappropriate behavior. The church is instructed not to follow the poor example of the individual and is charged to “take special note of him.” Nevertheless, the disciplined individual is to be considered a brother, and it is presumed that he will be prayed for and encouraged to change his behavior and be restored to full fellowship in the church.

It seems interesting to note that of the two moral issues addressed directly by Paul in 1 and 2 Thessalonians, sexual immorality and refusal to work, it is the second topic that requires Paul to recommend church discipline. Paul obviously considered sexual purity of great importance, and does recommend church discipline for sexual sin in 1 Corinthians 5. However, when Paul needed to teach the Thessalonians about church discipline, it was the vice of laziness that caused him to bring it up. Perhaps the modern church should take note of the variety of ways holiness should be demonstrated, and not only focus on one issue.

The Rapture of Believers

Just as in the modern world people have a wide variety of expectations about what will happen on the day of judgment, or the Day of the Lord, so also in the ancient world there was confusion about this topic. When Paul was in Thessalonica, he had taught the young church about the reality of Christ’s return and the final judgment that would come on that day. Since some confusion had arisen about this topic after Paul left, he wrote to clarify the situation. 

In Jewish thinking, time was divided into two segments: this present age, which is evil, and the age to come, when God will reign fully. Paul taught that the age to come had been further divided into two phases. The first phase had begun when Jesus arrived and completed his mission. The reign of God has already begun in this world. The second phase will begin when Christ returns, when God’s reign through Christ will be perfect. This phase has not yet begun. The complexity arises from the fact that we live in both eras. There is a tension between the aspects of God’s reign in phase one that have begun but have not yet been fully realized. Believers desire for God to reign perfectly in the world, and in their personal lives, in the present time. But we struggle because sin is still active in our lives and the devil is still active in our world. 

Believers often tend to move toward one of two poles in this issue. Some believers are convinced that God is so fully reigning now that we should expect miracles and perfect health and perfect victory in every area in the present. This pole tends to ignore the reality of the fact that Christ has not yet returned to fully consummate his reign. Other believers tend to see the world as so evil that nothing can be done, so they tend to be passive in trying to change the world, merely waiting for God to return to judge the world. This pole tends to ignore the reality that Christ has already begun to reign through them and intends to change the world through them. Paul calls believers to properly understand what things we should expect in the present while at the same time teaching us which things are still only to come in the future.

Paul first addresses the Thessalonians’ misunderstanding of the rapture. This term refers to the experience of believers who are alive at the time of the return of Christ who will be called to meet Him in the air. It appears that the Thessalonians were concerned because some among them had died before Christ returned. They had expected Christ to return virtually immediately and were distressed that those who had died had somehow “missed” the event. It is possible that they thus interpreted the death of these brothers as some kind of punishment. In response, Paul taught that Jesus will return and call all of His people unto Himself. He will first raise the dead unto himself. They will receive transformed bodies and will meet Jesus in the air. They will not “miss” the event. He will next transform those alive and draw them to himself. All believers will be bodily and physically present with Jesus. Therefore, the Thessalonians can take comfort that their brothers who had already died would not suffer for having died before the return of Christ.

In popular modern teaching, the term “rapture” most frequently refers to the “secret” rapture of the church. This teaching claims that believers will “secretly” be raptured to be with Jesus while unbelievers remain on the earth for an additional period of time. The rapture is a secret event for believers that will leave unbelievers confused as to why so many people suddenly disappeared. While this teaching is very common, it is difficult to find support for it in 1 Thessalonians 4. The events which signal the beginning of the rapture in 1 Thess 4:16 appear to be quite public. The Lord will come from heaven (perhaps an allusion to Daniel 7:13-14) and be accompanied by a loud command, the trumpet call of God, and the voice of the angel. This will be followed by the resurrection of the dead. These are eschatological and symbolic events which all appear to be universal in scope. 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 appears to teach that a public and cataclysmic event will occur which will begin the Day of the Lord. On that day God’s elect will be drawn unto himself, and presumably judgment will begin for the non-elect. The Old Testament background of these symbols strongly suggests that it will be a public and visible event.

The argument for a secret rapture is based primarily on theological grounds from other passages. Theologians who advocate a secret rapture typically understand that the 70th week of Daniel 7 refers to a Jewish period. This requires the absence of the Gentile church during week 70. This is combined with a chronological understanding of Revelation which interprets the judgments from chapters 6-19 as acts of God’s wrath. It is argued that 1 Thess 5:9 excludes believers from experiencing wrath. Therefore they could not be present on the earth during this period. The absence of explicit reference to the church in Rev. 6-19 is then used to argue that a secret rapture occurred between chapters 3 and 4 of Revelation. On this basis many argue that 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 supports a “secret” rapture of believers.

I would argue that a straightforward reading of 1 Thess 4:13-18 describes a public and climactic event which begins the resurrection of the dead, which will occur on the Day of the Lord. Jesus will return, draw his own, both living and dead, unto Himself. Then He will judge unbelievers in a final judgment. This passage demonstrates Jesus’ authority over both life and death. Christ’s resurrection is the pattern and the promise of our own. Jesus will bring his own through death, so we need not be afraid for those who have died in Christ, or even of death itself. It is vital to keep in mind that the purpose of Paul’s teaching is to help the Thessalonians encourage each other and build up each other’s faith, hope, and love (1 Thes 4:18). This text was not given to divide the Thessalonians so they could fight one another about theological details.

The Imminence of the Return of Christ

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 explains Jesus’ teaching that Day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. Therefore, there is no use predicting it. If we knew when the thief would come, we would be ready. Similar teaching can be found in Jesus’ Olivet discourse in Matthew 24:36-25:13. While the timing of the Day of the Lord is secret, the reality of the coming of that Day is not. Believers should not surprised by the fact that it is coming. There are signs that remind us of its coming, even though they will not tell us of the date. Wars, famines, earthquakes, believers falling away, and persecution of the church are all signs that Jesus’ return is imminent. The Lord will return and make things right. But neither Jesus nor Paul give us secret information to determine the date of Christ’s return.

The Man of Lawlessness

In 2 Thessalonians 2 Paul corrects the Thessalonians who have somehow come to believe that the Day of the Lord had already taken place. He did this by teaching about several things that would happen before the Lord returns. These things had not occurred when Paul wrote his letter. In 2 Thess 2:3 Paul introduced the man of lawlessness, the man doomed to destruction. While the terminology is different, it is generally accepted that this is the same character described as the antichrist in 1 John 2:18 and as the beast in Revelation 13.
 The man of lawlessness will come during a time of great rebellion and set himself up in the temple. The man of lawlessness will be satanically empowered to deceive people and turn them away from the truth. Many commentators recall Caligula’s attempt to set up a statue of himself in the Jerusalem Temple in 40 AD, which was only stopped by his death. This naturally aroused great horror from the Jews. It may be that Paul had this incident in mind when he wrote these words. The event Paul described, however, was a greater evil, as the man of lawlessness would not set up a statue, but would take the seat himself. Many assume this to be a literal temple, which would require the reestablishment of the Jerusalem Temple that was destroyed in 70 AD. However, Hebrews 9-10 suggest that the Temple will not be rebuilt, but instead has been replaced by the high priestly ministry of Jesus. Thus, the reference to being “seated in the temple of God” should be taken as a metaphorical way of expressing, in Old Testament language, defiance of God (Ezek 28:2; Isa 14:13-14). The man of lawlessness who opposes God will ultimately be judged by Jesus Christ when He returns, reminiscent of Daniel 7:9-14.

Many have attempted to determine historical figures who fulfilled this role, such as Nero, the whole line of Roman emperors, or even the Papacy (a view popular during the Protestant Reformation). Yet the figure described is an eschatological figure who will come at the end of this age. This figure immediately precedes the return of Christ, which excludes all past figures. Some see this figure as a supernatural figure, perhaps in some way an incarnation of Satan. The distinction in 2 Thess 2:9 between Satan and this figure rules out this option. Since Scripture tells us in 1 John 2:18 that there are many antichrists, we should not be surprised that there are many possible fulfillments of this figure prior to the final antichrist. The spirit of opposition and rebellion against God was already at work in Paul’s day and continues into ours. We do not know enough to say more than that Paul was referring to the supreme embodiment of evil and that it will take place at the end of this age when there will be a great apostasy from the church and when evil will be strong.

What is the power, or who is the individual, who is restraining the principle of lawlessness and the appearance of the antichrist? Once again, there have been many suggestions. The most popular suggestion is that this is a reference to the Holy Spirit, who will depart with the (secret) rapture of the church. However, it is hard to see that this is what Paul refers to, and extremely difficult to see how or why the Holy Spirit would be removed from God’s creation. Others have proposed this power to be the Roman empire, with someone like Nero being the specific individual referred to in 2 Thess 2:7. However, historically this must be ruled out, since both Nero and the Roman Empire have come and gone and the man of lawlessness has not been revealed. Some have argued that the force is the missionary preaching of the gospel, with Paul himself being the one who restrains. But it is hard to imagine Paul referring to himself in this way. The most likely idea, but somewhat less satisfying, is that the force is the principle of order, which when taken out allows the man of lawlessness (chaos) to rule. Interestingly, while modern scholars find it difficult to precisely determine what Paul meant, it seems the young church in Thessalonica already knew what Paul was talking about, since he wrote, “you know what is holding him back” (2 Thess 2:6). The result of the removal of this barrier, however, is quite clear. When the lawless one is revealed, it is merely so he can be overthrown and judged by Jesus Christ in His final victory over evil (2 Thess 2:8).
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Bible Studies from 1 Thessalonians

1 Thessalonians 1:1-10

1. What does Paul remember about the Thessalonians when he is in prayer for them (1 Thess 1:3)? How do faith, love, and hope work together in the life of the believer?

2. How does faith affect our practice and understanding of “works”? How does love affect the way we view our labor or effort for others? Is Paul teaching here that we must work and labor to earn our salvation?

3. What is the believer’s hope [упование]? How does having such hope affect the way we live? How does it affect our relationships with other people?

4. What gives Paul confidence that God is at work in the lives of the Thessalonians (1 Thess 1:4-5)? What kind of “power” is Paul talking about? What is “deep conviction”? How have you personally experienced this power and deep conviction?

5. In what way did the Thessalonians imitate Paul (1 Thess 1:6-7)? How had he experienced suffering when he was with them? Consider Acts 16-17 and what happened to Paul in Philippi, Thessalonia, and next in Berea. 

6. Do you know anyone who has persevered while suffering for their faith, who maintained a joyful attitude during their suffering? Why do we find it hard to maintain a joyful attitude when we experience inconvenience, much less suffering?

7. What aspect of the faith of the Thessalonians became famous in 1 Thess 1:8-9? What did it mean in an ancient Roman culture to reject idols and serve the living and true God? What does it mean in your culture? How have you rejected the idols of your day?

8. What does it mean to “wait” for Jesus? Is this only passive or can it also be active? How does waiting on Jesus, who will save us from God’s wrath in the future, affect the way we live in the present? Does it practically affect our attitude toward the things we do now that might incur God’s wrath?

1 Thessalonians 2-3

1. Why might the Thessalonians have thought Paul’s visit was a failure (see Acts 17:5-10)? Why does Paul say it was not a failure (1 Thess 2:1)? When have you experienced something that at first appeared to be a failure, but later was revealed to be something much better?

2. Give an example of someone who tried to accomplish their goals using impure motives like as flattery or greed? What is Paul’s motive for preaching to the Thessalonians (1 Thess 2:3-6)? What does it mean to try to please God, instead of men, with our lives?

3. To whom does Paul compare himself in 1 Thess 2:7? To whom does he compare himself in 1 Thess 2:11-12? What is unique about the way a mother cares for her child? about the way a father raises his child? What does this teach us about Paul?

4. How did Paul share his life with the Thessalonians (1 Thess 2:8-9)? Why did Paul work at his job? What does this teach us about Paul? How can this motivate us to care for people in our spiritual family?

5. What does Paul mean when he says the Thessalonians received the “word of God” from Paul (1 Thess 2:13)? (Note: there was not a New Testament at this time). What made Paul’s message the “word of God”? How can we discern the difference between the “word of men” and the “word of God” today?

6. What does Paul teach us about trials and persecutions in 1 Thess 3:3-4? Why should we expect persecution from the world? 

7. Why does God allow persecution? How have you seen persecution of believers in your area? What have been the results of such persecution?

8. About what was Paul concerned in 1 Thess 3:5? What report did he receive and how did he respond in 3:6-8? What does this tell us about Paul, and ultimately about Jesus, whom Paul is imitating? How can we imitate this quality of Paul?

9. How are the ideas of faith, hope, and love used in 1 Thess 3:10-13? How can Paul’s prayer and benediction over the Thessalonians shape the way we pray for each other? How can it shape the way we pursue spiritual growth ourselves?

1 Thessalonians 4:1-10

1. This passage refers to love for God, sexual love for someone of the opposite sex, and brotherly love. What is the difference between each kind of love? Which would you say is more important to you at this stage of your life?

2. Paul teaches that God’s will is for His children to be holy in the area of sexual relationships. Why is our sexual life important to God? Isn’t this simply our personal life? What does “sanctification” look like in this area?

3. How does Paul describe people who are not holy in their sexual lives in verses 4-5? How is sexual impurity a sign of weakness? How does sexual immorality show a lack of love, according to verse 6?

4. Do the believers in your city really behave differently in their sexual relationships than unbelievers? How has God made a difference in this area in the lives of people you know?

5. What tools has God given us to help lead a holy life in this area? How does the presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives affect the way we think about our sexual lives (1 Cor 6:18-20)?

6. What can you do to help others develop greater holiness in their sexual lives? What can others do to help you develop greater holiness in your sexual life?

7. What is unique about brotherly love (1 Thess 4:9-10)? What is the difference between this kind of love and love for relatives, for a spouse, for children, or even for your nation?

8. Give an example of a way you have experienced genuine brotherly love. How can you further develop the expression of brotherly love in your community?

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

1. What different things do people in your community believe about life after death? What do most people base their beliefs on?

2. What does the death and resurrection of Jesus teach us about the nature of life after death? What exactly does it mean to be “in him” (1 Thes 4:14)?

3. What Old Testament ideas are suggested by the phrases “come down from heaven,” “a loud command”, and “the voice of the archangel” from 1 Thess 4:16? How does this affect the way we understand 1 Thess 4:16? 

4. What did the blast of the trumpet mean in Exodus 19:16-19, Josh 6:16, Isa 27:13, and Joel 2:1-2? How does this affect the way we understand 1 Thess 4:16?

5. Is the Day of the Lord a frightening thought for you or an encouraging one? How does Jesus’ return affect the way you actually live on a day to day basis? Why do we so often live as though Jesus were not returning anytime soon?

6. What does 1 Thess 4:17 teach will occur to believers when Christ returns? Will the day be different for believers who are alive on that day than for those who had already died while believing in Christ? If so, how?

7. While many texts speak about the Day of the Lord, this is the only text in the Bible that explicitly speaks of believers going to meet Jesus in the air on the day of His return. What does this passage say explicitly about unbelievers (1 Thess 5:3)? How should that affect the way we understand this passage?

8. What is the purpose for which Paul wrote this teaching to the Thessalonians, according to 1 Thess 4:18? How can we use this text for that purpose today?

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11

1. What do most people believe about the end of the world? How will it happen? What will bring it about? What is the “Day of the Lord”, according to 1 Thessalonians?

2. What can we learn about the Day of the Lord from the Old Testament? Consider Joel 2:31-32, Amos 5:18-20, Obadiah 1:15, and Mal 4:5-6. What did the Day of the Lord mean in the Old Testament?

3. What can we learn about the Day of the Lord from Jesus? Consider Matt 24:26-31. What does the Day of the Lord mean in the New Testament? Should we eagerly anticipate the Day of the Lord or be afraid of it?

4. According to 1 Thessalonians 5, should we be surprised at the Day of the Lord? Why or why not? How does the fact that the date cannot be determined affect the way we think about the Day of the Lord?

5. What characteristics of “night” and “day” does Paul describe in 1 Thess 5:5-8? How does the coming Day of the Lord actually affect our behavior in the present age?

6. What elements of spiritual armor are described here? How is the wearing of spiritual armor related to the coming Day of the Lord? How is it related to the coming of Jesus Christ? 

7. What, actually, is spiritual armor? How can you help each other put on such spiritual armor today?

8. What is the difference between “wrath” and “discipline” (1 Thess 5:9)? Does God use discipline to help us fully obtain salvation? How have you experienced the Lord’s discipline?

9. What does verse 10 teach us about those who have already died who believed in Christ? What does it mean to you to be surrounded by such “a great clout of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1)? How can we use that truth to “encourage one another and build each other up” (1 Thess 5:11)?

Bible Studies from 2 Thessalonians

2 Thessalonians 2:1-17

1. Why would the Thessalonians be distressed if the Day of the Lord had already taken place? How would that affect their faith? Do you know which groups teach similar things today? How does that affect their faith?

2. What characteristics of the “Man of Lawlessness” does Paul give us in 2 Thess 2:3-4? What is the main goal of the “man of lawlessness” and how does he seek to accomplish it? What people or groups have acted similarly in your society?

3. What can we learn about this figure by comparing him with the one described in 1 John 2:18-27? Is this the same person or different people?

4. What two figures are introduced in Revelation 13? How is each figure different? the same? How does this influence our understanding of 2 Thessalonians 2? Is there one antichrist, two, or many?

5. There have been many ideas about what it is that is “holding back” the man of lawlessness, from the Roman Empire to the Holy Spirit to the principle of law and order or the missionary preaching of the gospel. Regardless of what is holding back this “man of lawlessness”, what is the result of his release once this other person/force is removed (2 Thess 2:8)? Is this lawless one really a threat to the Kingdom of God? Should we be afraid of the coming of this figure?

6. According to 2 Thess 2:9-10, what will accompany the coming of the lawless one? Have you seen such things in your city? Who is deceived by these things? Have you ever intentionally chosen to believe a lie because it was more convenient than accepting the truth?

7. How can we see both God’s sovereignty and man’s freedom in the lives of unbelievers in 2 Thess 2:10-12? Does God have the right to judge people by sending them a delusion causing them to believe the lies presented them? Is that just?

8. How are the condemned unbelievers contrasted with the believers in 2 Thess 2:13-17? If the followers of the man of lawlessness are a foil character (a contrast with the main character), what do we learn about true disciples by means of contrast? What do we learn about Christ by comparing him with the “man of lawlessness”?

9. How does the teaching of the coming of the man of lawlessness help us better prepare for the ultimate event of the Second Coming of Christ? How does knowing that the Day of the Lord has not yet come, and that the man of lawlessness has not yet been revealed, affect the way we live today?

2 Thessalonians 3:6-15

1. God has commanded us to work six days (Exodus 20:9) as a way of expressing God’s image and Lordship over this world (Genesis 1:27-28). How does that affect they way you view your work? How does being a believer affect your attitude toward your job?

2. What instructions does Paul give in 1 Thes 4:11-12 regarding work? What purpose of work is Paul emphasizing in this passage? What prevents you from having such an attitude toward your work?

3. How can you use your place of work to win respect from unbelievers and even demonstrate through your approach to work something about the nature of the Gospel? What does 1 Thess 4:12 suggest about the importance of believers working in the world (as opposed to becoming full time ministers)?

4. What problem does Paul address in 2 Thess 3:6, 11? Why is this a problem? Is this a problem in your area?

5. What rule does Paul give regarding the perpetually idle in 2 Thess 3:10, 12? Isn’t this rather harsh? How does this apply to people in need? to perpetually homeless people? Does this contradict Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:42? How long can someone be out of a job before they are considered idle?

6. What can we learn from Paul in regard to our work-ethic (2 Thess 3:7-9)?

7. What disciplinary measure is introduced in 2 Thess 3:14? How does Paul want the church to treat people in this condition? Why are they deserving of such discipline?

8. Do you tend to be too strict in discipline or too soft? What instruction is given in 2 Thess 2:15 to balance the disciplinary action? What is the goal of all church discipline?

A Guide for the 
Pastoral Epistles

Historical Setting

The book of Acts described the Holy Spirit emboldening the early disciples of Jesus to take the Gospel to the ends of the earth, to establish the church, and to live as believers in a world opposed to God.  In the last verses of the book of Acts, Paul is under house arrest yet free to preach and teach.  Acts 28:30-31 says, “For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him.  Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.”

According to historical data found in the books of Philippians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, as well as church tradition, it has been proposed that Paul was released from this house arrest around 62 AD and allowed to travel freely.  During this period of travel (sometimes referred to as Paul’s fourth missionary journey) he possibly visited Spain (Romans 15:24,28), Crete(Titus 1:5), Ephesus (1 Tim 1:3),  Philippi (Philippians 2:23-24), Nicopolis (Titus 3:12), and other cities before returning to Rome around 67 AD.  During these travels he left his disciple Timothy in Ephesus to help lead and establish the church in that city, and his young disciple Titus on the island of Crete to “straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint elders in every town, as I directed you.” (Titus 1:5)

The historical setting for both 1 Timothy and Titus is likely after he had visited both Crete and Ephesus, but before he returned to Rome.    Paul’s desire was to write personally to his young disciples to give them the necessary authority needed to accomplish their calling, to encourage them in their work, to instruct them in practical matters of establishing churches, and to refute various dangerous teachings and heresies that were creeping into the believing community.     

It is likely that sometime during 67 AD Paul was again arrested and that he returned to Rome.  His treatment during this imprisonment was much more harsh then his first Roman imprisonment.  Rather than house arrest in a rented home, he was placed in chains and languished in a Roman dungeon (2 Tim 4:13).   Paul was now an old missionary who understood that his life on this earth would soon come to an end.  He writes in 2 Timothy 4: 6-7, “For I am already being poured out like a drink offering and the time has come for my departure.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”  In 2 Timothy, Paul writes from the vantage point of his desires to connect with his young disciple, to offer parting words of advice and encouragement, and to give confidence to the church and Timothy to remain true to the grace in which they were called.  

As a whole, the books of 1st Timothy, Titus, and 2nd Timothy are referred to as the Pastoral Epistles.  In contrast to Paul’s other epistles which are addressed to multiple people or the church at large, these three letters are simply addressed to the individuals Timothy and Titus.  The information is at times very personal, and at other times seems designed for a more public audience.  The subject matter is more practical then theological, and it is very encouraging both in its lifting up believers to remain true to their faith as well as encouraging young leaders in church development.  Paul was a seasoned, older missionary who desired to pass on parting thoughts to his disciples, and we as a church should listen carefully and with great appreciation to the care and wisdom found within these letters.   

Major Themes in the Pastoral Epistles

Avoid Legalism, Preach Grace

There are two extreme beliefs that are polar opposites to one another, and both seek to destroy the message of grace and forgiveness found in Scripture.  One extreme is called lawlessness, a belief that says that because Jesus has purchased forgiveness for all our sins, we are free to sin because we know that those sins will be forgiven.  Because sound Christian doctrine teaches that our love for God leads us to obedience, the core message of lawlessness is “I don’t love God.” The second extreme belief is called legalism, a doctrine that says that it is up to us to earn God’s favor through our righteous works.  Because in legalism we are attempting to earn righteousness by our own efforts, the core message of this extreme doctrine is “I don’t need God.”  Legalism is a very subtle cancer that infects the church from within, and can lead to all sorts of destructive doctrine and practices.  Paul deals with these extreme doctrines throughout the Pastoral Epistles.  Specifically, Paul exams legalism  1 Timothy 1:1-11 and 1 Timothy 4: 1-10, where he urges leaders to teach sound doctrine and not legalism.  Throughout the epistles, but particularly in the book of Titus Paul exams correct living in contrast to lawlessness, a topic that will be examined separately in a later paragraph.  

The problem with legalism is that it at times sounds righteous.  Obeying the law of God sounds like the right thing to do, and so we have the tendency to equate law keeping with righteousness.   Paul points out that the law was designed for the law breakers and was never intended to make us righteous (1 Timothy 1:9).   It is Jesus who makes us righteous, and when we have received a new heart and the power of the Holy Spirit, we will naturally do what the law instructs because our hearts are inclined toward God.  The sinner, on the other hand, needs the boundaries of the law to both protect himself and society at large from lawless behavior.  In 1 Timothy 1:9-10, Paul presents a non-inclusive list of people that the Law is designed for, and this list includes those who are unholy and irreligious, murders, adulterers, perverts, slave traders, liars, as well as other ungodly and sinful people.  It was not designed for the righteous.  

For example, many areas of the world have problems with wild dogs.  One can’t teach a wild dog to not eat out of a trashcan, to not travel in packs, to not fight with other dogs.  The reason is that by their very nature this is what they do.  In order to protect society, laws are designed against wild dogs, and the city often rounds them up and destroys them.  In order for a wild dog to not be wild, he doesn’t need a law, rather he needs an owner.  In the same way, laws are designed for those who are by nature sinners, to restrain their evil and to protect others.  A person who is righteous, however, will by his very nature be inclined to do what the law commands.   He does not become righteous through the law, but rather he is righteous because he has been bought by God at the price of His Son, Jesus Christ.  The righteous have an owner, God himself, and they naturally want to please Him.    

In 1 Timothy 1:3, Paul instructs Timothy “to command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer.”  Of them he says in 1:7, “they want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.”   It is a good injunction for all of us, that we must be careful not to preach the false doctrine of legalism, to have a reliance on myths and superstition, or teach anything that would detract from the Grace of God found in Jesus Christ.  For example, leaders must be careful to not imply to others that by giving money, praying all the time, reading the Bible, having quiet times, and doing good works one can somehow earn God’s righteousness.   At the same time, as believers we will naturally want to do those things as a means of knowing God better and expressing our love for him.  

Paul comes back to the theme of legalism in Chapter 4:1-6, but adds the emphases that in times to come, false teachers will use legalism to imprison the righteous.  They will forbid not only what is contrary to God’s law, but will go beyond and forbid that which was given by God and which is good.  1 Timothy 4:3 says that these false teachers will, “forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth.”  Paul responds to this by showing that everything that God created is good and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thankfulness  (1 Timothy 4:5).  

In contrast to those who preach legalism, believers are to preach the grace of God found in Jesus Christ.   The Gospel came to make the unrighteous righteous, not to congratulate the self-serving legalists.  In 1 Timothy 1:9-10 Paul makes a list of the worst types of sinners, and then he does a surprising thing.  He counts himself among that list!  In 1 Timothy 1:15 Paul says, “Christ came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.”  And it was this acknowledgement that Paul was a sinner in need of a savior that brought him to the grace of God.  In 1 Timothy 1:16 he continues, “for this very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.”  

For example, who is closer in his relationship with God – a murder or a self-righteous pastor?  The answer is neither; they are both very far from a relationship with God.  A more fruitful question would be, who has more potential to be closer to God?   The answer is probably the murder rather than the self-righteous pastor.  A murder’s conscience can be ignited to show him his guilt and lead him to saving grace.  At the same time, a self-righteous law keeper never sees his own need for a savior because he is satisfied in his own righteousness.  His conscience has been seared as with a hot iron (1 Timothy 4:2), and he does not see his own sinfulness. 

As believers, we are to preach grace and grace alone.  2 Timothy 1:8-9 says, 

“﻿ So do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner. But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.”

The practical application of preaching grace is that our daily struggles to not sin decrease as our daily desire to know God increase.  At the same time, we quickly recognize our sins and ask God for forgiveness.  The law is written on our hearts, and the awesome righteousness of God’s law reminds us daily of our reliance on His grace.  Other practical aspects of living by grace is that we don’t burden others with law keeping, and we are free from the false guilt sometimes placed on us by others.  The law still informs us of God’s righteousness, but we are not slaves to the law, rather we are owned by Christ.  As Paul wrote in Titus 3:5, “He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.  He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”

Don’t Avoid Anyone – In Prayer and in Evangelism.  
Another major theme of the Pastoral Epistles is that of prayer and evangelism.  Both are inter-connected, and Paul instructs his disciples to remember everyone by both praying for the needs of others, but also by praying for others ability to hear and receive the gospel.  In 1 Timothy 2:1-2, Paul urges Timothy to remember everyone in his prayers, intercessions, and thanksgiving.  Our prayers are not just for the common person, but also for those who have authority over us.  We are to pray for all leaders, regardless of whether they are good or bad rulers.  Prayer is a uniting force in that it reflects our common purposes to rely on God for everything, and it was Paul’s desire that men and women everywhere, “lift up hands in prayer, without anger or disputing” (1 Timothy 2:8).  Paul taught that prayer was a means that we could offer our thankfulness to God for the good things he has provided (1 Timothy 4:5), and his personal example was to pray consistently for others (1:3).  

In conjunction with prayer, Paul also stresses evangelism.  In evangelism we respond properly to God’s desire for all men to know him.   In 1 Timothy 2: 3-4, Paul writes that we should pray to for everyone to be saved because our prayers please “God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth.”  Our responsibility, however, does not stop with simply praying for the lost.  Paul points out that there is only one path to God, and that path is found in Jesus.  In 1 Timothy, 2:5, he writes, “for there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.”  Because of this, it is vital that believers not simply pray, but that they proclaim and preach the good news to the world.  Paul knows that the reason he was appointed a herald and an apostle was to proclaim grace to the Gentile world (1 Timothy 2:7).  And he stresses that the church and its leaders should boldly and actively proclaim to all people that Jesus is the Savior and Lord of all.  He tells Timothy in 2 Timothy 1:3 to not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of Paul because of his status as a prisoner.  Instead he encouraged Timothy to proclaim Jesus even to the point of suffering, because suffering is momentary in comparison to the eternal value of knowing Jesus.  At the same time, even when we suffer we can trust the one whom we have believed to guard and protect us until the day of His return (2 Tim 1:12-14).

Practically, having a heart for all men has great implications for believers.  We should be actively praying for people that don’t know Jesus. We should be praying specifically for those in our immediate spheres of influence, but also we should pray for those in authority who we do not know personally.    Along with prayer, we must boldly tell all people the Gospel because we know that when they hear, understand, and receive the good news of Jesus Christ, they will be saved.  There is no sinner who is so retched that he is outside the potential grace and forgiveness that God provides, and so we pray for all people, and we proclaim to the whole world the salvation that Jesus offers.  

Recognize the Roles that God Gives to Everyone

Throughout the Pastoral Epistles Paul has some very practical advice for different groups of people.  A common thread found in each advice is that God created everyone equally and uniquely, yet with different responsibilities, functions, and abilities.   Though everyone is created equal in the eyes of God, equality of value does not mean conformity of task.  Each of us as individuals is given gifts and talents to be used for the Kingdom of God.  At the same time, we are also all part of larger groups, and those groups also have a specific task or role to play.  

For example, one distinctive aspect of people that Paul addresses is that of gender.  Everyone is created either as male or female, and God’s plan is that each gender has specific role in both the family and the church.  In 1 Timothy chapter 2:9-15, Paul gives advice concerning the place of women in worship.  Paul recognizes that one characteristic of being female is the desire to be beautiful, and so he encourages women to show their beauty through the good deeds and pure hearts rather than outward ornamentation.  Along with this, he points to the order of creation as a reason for male leadership (1 Timothy 2:13).  He notes that it was Eve who was originally deceived to sin, and that she later she was able to persuade Adam to join in this deception.  As a leader, Adam was ultimately responsible for leading mankind into sin, and so in the book of Romans Paul says that sin came into the world through one man, Adam (Romans 5:12).  Paul’s advice to men is to lead responsibly and decisively, and his advice to women is to allow men to lead. Women should not usurp the authority of men, but they should recognize their roles as supporters and helpmates in their families and their churches.   Men are to lead well, and recognize their roles as heads in their churches and in their homes.  

This is not to say that women cannot be leaders or have ministries.  Paul recognizes women, such as Pricilla and Phoebe, who had vital ministries.  In Romans 16, Paul calls Phoebe a servant of the church who was a great help to many people, including himself.  Paul also refers to both Priscilla and her husband as fellow workers in Christ Jesus.  Timothy himself was brought up among believers, and certain women played vital roles in his life.  In 2 Timothy 1:5 Paul praises the sincere faith that Timothy possesses, and he attributes this faith to the influence of Timothy’s grandmother, Lois, and his mother, Eunice.  With this in mind, Paul is not saying that men lead as dictators and women follow as servants.  Rather, he points out that men and women have specific roles in accordance with who they were created to be, and that when in humility they fulfill their roles, God is glorified and they are blessed.  

Paul also exams the roles and behaviors of other groups as well.  In 1 Timothy 6, as well as in Titus 2, Paul examines both the relationship as well as the behavior of older men, younger men, older women, younger women, widows, slaves and their masters.  The complexities of these relationships are examined, but the result of each relationship is the same.  In 1 Timothy, Paul stresses that believers should treat other people as they would treat their own family.  And so older men and women are treated with the respect given their parents, younger men are women are treated with the purity given their siblings.  Believing slaves were to treat their masters with respect so as to share in their lives the gospel of God, and all the more so if their masters as also believers, because they serve not just a slave, but a brother in Christ.  

At the same time, not just how one should treat others but how one should behave is mentioned.  Among other things, in Titus 2 Paul teaches that older men are to be wise and worthy of respect, older women are to be reverent in their lifestyles, younger women are to love their families, and younger men are to exhibit self-control.  A common thread in these teachings is a transformed lifestyle caused by a relationship with Christ.  This transformation effects Christians’ relationships with others so that they treat all people with love and respect, and it transforms their inner self so that they are exactly who God created them to be, in all life and purity.  

Choose, Train, and Release Leaders

A major theme in all three letters is that of the importance of leadership.  Paul spends a large portion of these letters encouraging both Titus and Timothy to choose, train, and release leaders to serve God and grow the church.  In fact, the main reason that Paul instructed Titus to stay in Crete was so that he could establish leaders for the churches (Titus 1:5).  In establishing leaders, Paul utilized a multiplication form of discipleship.  He writes in 2 Timothy 2:2 that “the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.”  His main point in establishing leaders it that we should train up a few men and women, and these will in turn train and release others, who will continue on in this cycle with the goal of reaching the world for Christ.  Multiplication of leaders is essential for the growth of the church.  The model that both Jesus utilized and Paul wrote about is the training up of a few reliable men and women who will be able to train others.  It is a multiplication model that produces exponential growth far beyond a model that simply proclaims the gospel without teaching others to do the same.  Leadership is both about leading the church and its people, but also about training and teaching others to lead as well.  

In both 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, Paul establishes the qualifications of those who would lead the church.  He mentions two specific offices within a church, that of elder and of deacon.  Their qualifications are very similar although their functions are different.  In short, the elders spiritually lead the church and are responsible to teach, to rule, and to lead.    The deacons have responsibilities that are more hands on.  They serve in more practical ways, as well as leading church members in acts of physical service to the world around them.  A summary of the qualifications presented in the Pastoral Epistles might be that a leader is to be a person above reproach (1 Timothy 3:2).   It should be apparent in his life that he is a man of God, and there is no one inside or outside the church who can legitimately accuse him of misconduct.  Not that a leader is without sin, but rather that his life has been so transformed by the grace of God that his actions and attitudes consistently reflect the image of God.  These qualifications can be seen from how a leader relates to certain fundamental people and items:  to God and his Word; toward himself and his family; toward people in the world around; and to the things of this world.  

First of all, a leader relates to God and His word not as a novice, but rather as one who has lived as a Christian for some time.  He holds fast to the Word of God, and if he is an elder, he is able to teach the truth of scripture and refute the false teachings of the world.  Second, a leader relates toward himself in that he is disciplined and self-controlled, wise in his personal habits, and not easily offended or angered.  Third, a leader relates to his family as one who is faithful to his one wife, and who manages both his house and his children well.   Paul stresses this point when he writes, “If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he take care of God’s church” (1 Timothy 3:5).  Fourth, a leader relates toward the people in the world around him as one who is hospitable, not physically or verbally abusive to others, not always seeking an argument, gentle, just, respectful to others, and having a reputation of integrity with the world around.  Finally, a leader relates toward the things of this world in that he does not value money or success more than he value God.  His priorities are to put God first, and by fully trusting God he is free from a love of money that could influence him toward compromise and dishonest gain.  Along with this, a leader does not have an addiction to alcohol or any other substance, and he does not involve himself in any practice that would lead toward dishonoring God and his calling.   

It should be noted that almost all of the qualifications of leadership present in the Pastoral Epistles deal with character issues, and very few of them have to do with skills or knowledge.  True leadership comes from a transformed heart.  Often we are tempted to choose our leaders based on their skills and knowledge, and we want to ignore obvious character flaws with the expediency to make things happen and get things done.  Paul’s lists of the qualifications of leaders are a great reminder that “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart (1 Samuel 16:7).”

The Importance of Sound Doctrine

False teachers who showed an unhealthy fascination with myths and genealogies (1 Timothy 1:4, 4:7) and a preoccupation with the law (1 Timothy1:7) had infiltrated the church of Ephesus.  They prohibited marriage and the eating of certain foods (4:3) and taught that the final resurrection had already taken place (1 Timothy 1:20, 2 Tim 2:18).  On the island of Crete, legalists had infiltrated the church and were destroying whole households.  They were teaching what should not be taught, and at times their motives were simply for financial gain (Titus 1:11).  In contrast to this disruptive and dishonest teaching,  Timothy and Titus were to teach what was sound and true (1 Timothy 1:9-11, 3:9, 4:6, 6:3-4, Titus 1:9).  

Concerning sound doctrine, Paul tells us first of all what sound doctrine is not.  In 1 Timothy 1:10, Paul lists various types of sinners, and then concludes that the law was designed to protect against, “whenever is contrary to sound doctrine.”   Sound doctrine is not the type of doctrine that is found in the world, a type of thinking that relies on myths, superstitions, chance, or worldly gain.  

Secondly, Paul tells us that a time will come when men will no longer listen to sound doctrine, rather they will only listen to teachers that tell them what they want to hear (2 Timothy 4:3).  These teachers will turn them away from the truth and turn them toward all types of myths and false doctrines.  

Finally, Paul tells Timothy and Titus where to find sound doctrine.  In 1 Timothy 4:7, Paul reminds Timothy to devote himself to public reading of scripture, to preaching and to teaching. In 2 Timothy 4:2, Paul tells Timothy to preach the word of God, to be prepared at all times, to correct, rebuke, and encourage everyone with sound doctrine.  In this, Paul is giving very practical advice to his disciples.  He is teaching that there is one objective truth that does not change with opinions, time, or situations.  The truth found in the Bible should be regularly studied, preached from, taught, and applied to our lives.  It is very tempting to listen to the latest teacher, the latest book, or the latest trend both within the Church as well as within the world.  Paul encourages us to stick to the truth of scripture and measure everything else up against that standard.  For as Paul teaches in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  

The Importance of Correct Living

A complement to Sound Doctrine is Paul’s encouragement toward correct living.  All of the Pastoral Epistles mention the importance of doing what is right, but the book of Titus especially emphasis this aspect of the Christian life.  It is not simply that we must know the right thing to do, we must also live that out in our daily lives.   In 1 Timothy 1, Paul emphasizes the dangers of legalism, which is relying on our own efforts for salvation.  The underlying message of legalism is that we don’t need God.  Paul stresses that salvation is only by God’s grace, and our good acts do not earn us favor with God.    In Titus, Paul now emphasizes the dangers of lawlessness, which is when we disregard God’s laws.   The underlying message of lawlessness is that we don’t love God.  In Titus 2, Paul encourages older men to be self controlled and worthy of respect, for older women to not gossip and live reverent lives, for younger women to show attention to their families and kindness to others, and for younger men to be self controlled.  These lists are not exhaustive, and many other character traits could be added to them.  The principal theme is that as believers, we should live lives that are worthy of the gift of being a child of God, and that our good life should be apparent to others.  

For example, one time I experienced a situation that emphasized both the danger of legalism and the folly of lawlessness.  Several years ago a friend of mine (I will call her Mary) and I were visiting someone who was not a believer.  We wanted to share the grace of God with that person and give him an opportunity to believe in Jesus.  In the process of sharing the love of Christ, another supposed believer (I will call him Alex) was also in the room with us.  Alex had been taught a type of doctrine that greatly emphasized speaking in tongues as the only sign of salvation, and for him, speaking in tongues was almost a work.  He said that if one spoke in tongues one was saved, and if one didn’t speak in tongues, one was lost.  As we were sharing, Alex aggressively turned at us with several questions such as, “Do you speak in tongues?”  “Do you want to speak in tongues?”  “I will teach you, simply repeat various words and let your mind flow freely,” etc.  He was very adamant about this one item, and when it became apparent that we were not able to pray in tongues, he declared that we were lost and going to hell.  For him, this one “work” was a means to salvation.   What was interesting was that Mary was known for her good works.  She was very hospitable, taking people into her home, and sharing whatever she had.  She frequently shared her faith and was bold in evangelism.  She prayed regularly for others and was she was a leader in the church.  At the same time, Alex, who insisted on speaking in tongues, was a drug addict; he had left his family, and was known to be a liar, unreliable and untrustworthy.  I am not commending or condemning speaking in tongues, that is, speaking in tongues is not the issue.  Rather what this example shows is that this man was very legalistic about tongues, declaring it as the entry point to salvation.  And at the same time, he was very lawless in his personal behavior, perhaps feeling no need to live correctly and thus bring disrepute to the name of Christ.  Paul strongly tells us that it is only by grace that we are saved, not by works.  Yet, after we are saved our lives should reflect God’s goodness.  We should live in a manner that shows we are children of God and bring glory to Him.  As Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9, “It is by grace that you have been saved, through faith – and not from yourself, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.”  Yet Paul continues in verse 10 to remind us that the reason we were saved was that “we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  
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Seven Bible Studies in

1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus

Lesson One – 1 Timothy 1:1-20

1. According to verse 3, why did Paul send Timothy to Ephesus?

2. In verse 3, Paul used the word “command”.  What was Timothy suppose to command?  “Command” is a harsh word, why do you think Paul uses this word? 

3. In verse 5, Paul says the goal of this “command” is love.  How can telling someone not to do something show love to them?  

4. This love comes from a pure heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith (verse 5).  What do you think that means, and why is the source of loving someone else found in these things?  

5. Verse 7 says that certain men want to be teachers of the law, but they don’t know what they are talking about?  What did they not understand about the law?  (that is, what did they think the purpose of the law was?)

6. According to verses 8-11, what is the purpose of the Law?  Is the law good or bad, and who is it for?  Do we ever need the law in our lives to restrain us from doing sin?  Do we ever need the law to protect us from evil people?  

7. Paul writes in verse 15 the he is the “worst of sinners.”   Why is it important that Paul defined himself as a sinner?  From verse 16, why did God show patience to Paul?  

8. According to verse 15, what is the purpose of Jesus coming into the world and how does that differ from the purpose of the law?  

9. How can we be like Paul and not like these false teachers in our actions and in our relationship with other people?  

Lesson Two – 1 Timothy 2:1-8

1. Paul says in verse 2:1, “First of all.”  Do you think that Paul meant that prayer is the first thing we should do, or that prayer is the most important thing we do? How does your answer change your view of prayer?   

2. Paul mentions in verse 1 four different types of prayers.  What are they, and how are they the same and how are they different?  

3. What is God’s reaction toward our praying for all people?   

4. Paul says in verse 4 that it is God’s desire that everyone be saved and come the knowledge of truth.  How does our praying for all people match up with God’s desire for all people?   Are there people that you have difficulty praying for?  What is God’s desire for those people?   

5. What is the connection between being saved and coming to knowledge of the truth, that is, what does truth have to do with being saved?

6. According to verse 5, the truth is that “﻿There is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” This truth is in contrast to the teachers in verse 1:3, who were teaching “false doctrines.”  Do we ever teach something other than the truth of Christ?

7. In verse 7, Paul said that he was appointed a herald of the Gospel.  A herald is a person proclaims a message as it is given to him, without changing the information within the message.   Are you ever tempted to change or water down the message of the Gospel?  Why?  

8. Paul shows a cycle of ministry throughout chapter 2.  He begins this passage by urging us to pray for everyone.  He then says that our prayers please God, because it is God’s desire that all people be saved and know the truth that Jesus died for our sins.  Paul then says he was appointed to tell this truth to the Gentiles.  Finally, Paul again urges us again to pray.  What is the cycle of actions that Paul is advocating us to do, and what does that that look like in our lives?

Lesson Three – 1 Timothy 3:1-13, Titus 1:5-9

1. In the New Testament, the terms “bishop,” and “elder” are all used interchangeably.  The word “elder” is the translation of the Greek word presbuteros, which simply means older man.  In the context of the New Testament, elders and bishops were mature believers who displayed spiritual wisdom and experience.  The word “pastor,” found in Ephesians 4:11 means one that shepherds or cares for a church, much like a shepherd cares for his flock.  How would you describe the elders and pastors you know? How do they function in your fellowship?

2. According to 1 Timothy 3, what are the two primary positions of leadership found in a local church?  

3. Read through the qualifications of elder and of deacon once again.  What is your primary impression of these requirements, that is, what are they primarily concerned about? 

4. According to these lists of qualifications for elders and deacons, what major qualification is found for an elder that is not a requirement for a deacon?  

5. 1 Timothy 3: 4-5,12 says that a leader must be able to manage his household and his children well.  Why do you think that is the case?  What is the connection between the relationships found in a church and the relationships found at home?  Where to you think a person’s true character becomes apparent, and why there?  

6. 1 Timothy 3:6 says that an elder cannot be a recent convert because he might become conceited.  Why would pride be an issue for a new believer?  Can pride also be an issue for a mature believer?  If yes, in what way?  

7. 1 Timothy 3:7 says that a leader must have a good reputation not only in the church, but also in the world around him.  Why do you think this requirement is important?  Do you ever act differently around Christians then you do around non- Christians?  

Lesson Four – 1 Timothy 6:3-21

1.  In verse 3, Paul again returns to the issue of those who teach false doctrine and who disagree with sound instruction.  According to verses 4-5, what is the attitude of this person toward others, and how does this person spend his time?   What is the end result of his actions?  

2.  Participation in a controversy is not always bad.  For example, in writing this letter Paul has involved himself in a controversy.  What criteria can we use to know when a controversy is necessary and when it is an “unhealthy interest” (vs. 4)?  According to verse 5, a characteristic of these false teachers is that they have been robbed of the truth?  What truth had they been robbed of, and how does that relate to our involvement in controversies?  

3.  Verse 5 says that the false teachers often think of godliness as a means for worldly, financial gain?  Do you ever hear this idea taught in the church or on television?  Why is it a false teaching?  

4.  According to verse 6, Paul says that godliness along with contentment is extremely valuable.  Why is that true?  It is possible to behave in a godly way, yet not be content?  What is the danger in this, that is, how can discontentment lead us to disobey God?

5.  According to verse 9, it is the all consuming desire to be rich that is a temptation, and not the riches themselves.  In the same way, verse 10 teaches that the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.    Why is desire for riches and love of money dangerous?  Do you ever find yourself falling into these traps, and how can the idea in verse 7 help us avoid these temptations?  

6.  Verses 17-19 give positive instructions to those who are rich.  Paul teaches that we should not put our hope in wealth because it is so uncertain, but rather put our hope in God who richly provides us with all we need.  With that in mind, how should rich people live, and how should they use their wealth?  Can those who don’t have a lot of money live the same way?   

7.  In verses 11-12, Paul charges Timothy to flee something, to pursue something, and to fight for something.  What things should we flee from, what things should we pursue, and how should we fight?  What would that look like in your life?  

8.  In verse 11, Paul tells Timothy to pursue both righteousness but also gentleness.  How can a person be both righteous and gentle?   

Lesson Five – 2 Timothy 2:1-13

1.  In verse 2, Paul tells Timothy to pass on what he knows and has seen from Paul to a few faithful men who will then pass that same example on to others.  Does this type of discipleship seem difficult?  What would happen if this process of multiplication were repeated over several generations?  According to verse 2, how many and what type of person should leaders seek to disciple?  

2.  In verses 3 and 4, Paul uses a military analogy to describe the Christian life.  A soldier’s life is often difficult.  Do you ever think that the Christian life should be easy, and according to verse 3, should we as Christians expect an easy life?  

4.  Do you ever picture yourself as a soldier in God’s army?  What is the difference between a soldier and a civilian?  Using this analogy, what civilian affairs should we avoid, and what does it mean to please our Captain?  

5.  In verse 5, Paul changes the metaphor to that of a sports theme.  He notes that regardless of an athlete’s skill, he must compete by the rules of the game.  If he doesn’t follow the rules, he is disqualified and does not receive the victor’s crown.  Is God only concerned with results, or is the process also important to him?  

6. It takes discipline, dedication, and direction for an athlete to be a winner.  How are these qualities nurtured in the Christian life, and what is the goal that we are hoping to achieve? 

7.  Paul now switches to a farming analogy.  In 1 Corinthians 3:6 Paul notes that although farmers work in the field, it is God that causes the growth.  Yet in 2 Timothy 2:6,  the farmer does share in the harvest, and he is the first to receive a share.  From a practical standpoint, what does this verse say about caring for those that lead the church?  In what other ways are those who labor rewarded by the harvest?  

8.  These three analogies share a common thread.  Dedicated efforts will be rewarded – not necessarily monetarily, but with the approval of God and the pleasure of seeing the gospel at work. The soldier is rewarded with the satisfaction of his superior.  The honest and hardworking athlete is rewarded with the victory, and the farmer shares in the bounty of the crops he has cared for.  How do these analogies encourage you to remain faithful to the calling of God in your life?  

9.  In verse 9, Paul comments on his chains.  He is able to speak about suffering from person experience.  According to verse 10, he does everything for the sake of the elect, that they may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus.  How does Paul’s suffering obtain salvation for others?  In the same way, how can our own hardship bring others to Jesus?

10.  Verses 11-13 probably represent a Christian hymn or confession repeated frequently by the early church.  It emphasizes the believer’s oneness with Christ: Christ died, but rose again and now reigns.  If we are in Christ, when we die, we also will live again and reign with him.  Like the early church that repeated this hymn, why is this concept something that we too should remind ourselves about frequently?

11.  This hymn also emphasizes the necessity of belief, in that our disowning of Jesus results in his disowning of us.  At the same time, 1 Timothy 2:5 says “there is one mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus.”  Are you ever tempted to believe that there are many ways to God, and what do these verses teach about the seriousness of rejecting Jesus?

12.  This hymn also makes a distinction between outright rejection and momentary wavering in our belief.   Verse 13 says, “If we are faithless, he remains faithful,” because faithfulness is who God is.  Have you ever experienced doubt, and what has been God’s response to your questions?  Do you always do what you say you are going to do?  How does the idea that God will always remain faithful encourage you in your daily walk with him?   

Lesson Six – 2 Timothy 3:10 – 4:8

1. In verse 10, Paul points to his teachings, his way of life, and his purposes as an example to follow.   He says that there was continuity in all of these, that is, he lived out what he taught.  In what ways do you live out what you teach, and is there consistency between your Christian beliefs and your goals and purposes in life?  

2.  Paul had confidence that God would rescue him from all persecution, yet he was also certain that “everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (verse12).  Do you think that this is true, and how does godly living lead to persecution?  

3.  In verse 15, Timothy is reminded that even as a child he learned that Scriptures are the ultimate authority in his life for gaining wisdom and knowledge about salvation.  Have you learned that the Bible is your ultimate authority, and if so, when?  

4.  Verse 16 teaches that the Bible does more than just give us knowledge about our future salvation, is it also our authority for our daily lives right now.   Verse 16 says that all Scripture is God inspired, literally “God-breathed”, meaning that the very spirit of God is found in his Scriptures.  As God is perfect, so are his words.  What is the difference between God’s word found in Scripture, and other great works written by say Tolstoy or Shakespeare?  

5.  Verse 16 mentions several valuable uses for Scripture.  What are those uses, and how do you see them functioning in your own life?  

6.  One purpose of Scripture, according to verse 17, is to equip a Christian for every good work.  In Ephesians 2:10, Paul teaches that “We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do the good works that God has prepared in advance for us to do.”  Considering that we were created to do good, what are some ways that you could better know Scripture so as to be prepared for those works.  

7.  Paul is near the end of his life, and Chapter 4 begins Paul’s parting instructions to his disciple.  He tells Timothy to “Preach the Word, to be prepared in season and out of season, correct, rebuke, and encourage.”  Is the preaching of God’s word just for information, or should we expect it to influence and change our thoughts and behaviors?  How has the preaching of God’s word changed your life?  

8.  In verse 4:2, Paul tells Timothy to preach God’s word with “great patience and careful instruction.”  Why do we need patience when we are teaching or preaching God’s word?  

9.  Verse 7 uses three examples to sum up Paul’s life.  He says he fought the good fight, he finished the race, and he kept the faith.  What are some specific ways that you also could say that you are fighting the good fight and keeping the faith?

10.  Verse 8 tells us that a “crown of righteousness” awaits all those who long for his appearing.  Christ’s appearing is his second coming, when Jesus will judge the world and bring righteousness to all of creation.  Does the pattern of your life cause you to “long for his appearing,” or does it lead you to hope that his coming will be delayed? 

Lesson Seven – Titus 2:1-3:8

1.  In verse 2:1, Paul tells Titus that “You must teach what is in accord with sound doctrine. ”  This is in contrast to the false teachers described in verses 1:10-16.   Verse 1:16 distinguishes true teaching from false teaching by saying that some people claim to know the truth, but their actions betray them.  With that in mind, Paul encourages believers of all ages and genders to behave according to sound doctrine.  How does what you believe influence how you behave?  Have you ever believed something that was not true, and what were the consequences?

2.  Reread verses 2:2-3.  How should older men and women behave?  Women are told not to be slanderers.  Is gossip or talking about a person something that you enjoy?  Does gossiping seem to run contrary to “sound doctrine”, and if yes, why?  What is the difference between genuine concern for someone and gossiping about them?  

3.  Verses 2:4-5 say that younger women are to behave in a godly way so that no one can malign the word of God.  Verses 2:6-8 teach that younger men, including Titus, should behave with self-control so that those who oppose God will be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say.  How can godly behavior silence those who are opposed to Christianity?  How are godliness, kindness, and forgiveness more powerful then protests, demanding your own rights, and seeking worldly power?

4.  Slavery was a social institution common throughout the Roman world.  Without condoning slavery, Paul teaches slaves in verse 2:9-10 to show by their actions what it means to be a Christian.  By this, Christian slaves showed spiritual concern for their masters, desiring their salvation.  How difficult do you think it would be for a slave to show this type of love for his master?  How can we apply this teaching to the modern employer and employee relationships? 

5.  Verse 11 says that “God’s grace that brings salvation has appeared to all men.”  Is there anyone who is beyond the saving power of God’s grace?  Does the concept that God’s grace is for everyone change your attitude toward your enemies or those you are in conflict with?

6.  Verse 2:14 says that Christ redeemed us from wickedness, made us pure, and established us as his own people, eager to do what is good.  What does it mean to you that you were bought by God’s actions and that you now belong to God?  What does it look like to be “eager to do what is good”?  

7.  According to verse 3:4, why did God save us?  Knowing this, what does Paul say in verse 3:8 should be our response?  

8. The book of Titus is a very practical book that encourages believers to live out their faith in their actions, attitudes, and deeds.  Paul emphasizes the overwhelming love of God to rescue us from our sins and the renewal of our lives “by the Holy Spirit whom he generously poured out on us” (Titus 3:6). How have you seen the Holy Spirit renew you and change your life?   

Philemon

Introduction

Grace applied through love.  That’s what this book is about.  Jesus taught it in a parable, and Paul put it into action in a real-life situation.  We are never told the end of the story, whether Paul’s letter to Philemon achieved the purpose for which he intended it, but we somehow know it did.  

Author

Paul’s authorship of this letter, this book, isn’t questioned.  The facts in it are historically sound as being related to Paul and his ministry, and the letter is written in a known and accepted historical context.  Paul names himself as the author three times in this short epistle, and one of those times he even says he is writing the letter with his own hand (v. 19).  The style and language are Paul’s.  And finally, Paul’s authorship is adequately attested to by early church fathers, such as Origen, Tertullian, Ignatius, and Eusebius.

Date and setting

This book is one of Paul’s prison epistles and was written during his first imprisonment in Rome.  Paul’s letter to the believers at Colosse names Paul’s disciple, Tychicus, as the one who would deliver that letter to them, and it mentions Onesimus as Tychicus’ companion.  It is believed that Tychicus was also carrying with him Paul’s letters to the Ephesians and to Philemon; therefore, the letter must have been written during the period A.D. 61-63.

At this time, Colosse was a thriving town in the Lycus River valley, about 160 kilometers east of Ephesus, on the east-west trade route between Ephesus and the Euphrates River.  It was well known for its wool and cloth trades.  Paul had never been to Colosse, but during his three-year ministry in Ephesus, one of his converts and disciples, Epaphras, is said to have gone to Colosse and started the church there.  Philemon, a dear friend of Paul’s, was apparently a successful businessman in Colosse, because he owned slaves and had a large enough house to hold church meetings in it (v. 2).  Scholars have speculated that Apphia was Philemon’s wife and that Archippus was both his son and a leader of the house church that met in the home (also v. 2).  

Purpose

Like many letters and writings that are included in the Biblical canon, the letter to Philemon has a dual purpose.  Certainly, Paul had an immediate, particular purpose that he wanted to accomplish in a real-life situation, and he may not have been as aware of or as concerned about the long-term value of the letter for future readers as we might think.  But whether Paul was writing for two audiences with two clear purposes in mind or not, God obviously was, or the letter wouldn’t have ended up in His Bible.

Paul’s immediate purpose was to reconcile two close friends whom he dearly loved.  These two friends may not have known at one time that they had a common relationship with Paul.  Indeed, Philemon may not have known about Paul’s relationship with Onesimus until he saw him with Tychicus and received the letter.  Paul’s purpose and heartfelt desire was not only that Philemon would forgive Onesimus, his one-time slave, and take him back into his household without punishment, but also that Philemon would accept Onesimus as a dear brother, even as he would accept Paul himself!

God’s purpose for all believers and for future readers of Paul’s letter was that they would have a concrete example of what it means to love your neighbor as yourself and to love each other as Jesus Christ loves us and willingly gave His life to save us.  We are to do as Paul did, and we are to do as Paul was asking Philemon to do.  If we do, God’s purpose for us will be lived out in a real, powerful way.

Message and application

The Apostle Paul didn’t want to leave anything to chance in this letter.  He was taking a huge risk in sending Onesimus back to Philemon and was both asking and expecting a lot from Philemon in the bargain.  That’s why we see how carefully and tactfully this letter is crafted.   There are three basic parts in the letter:  Paul’s praise of Philemon, his plea based on love, and his pledge or promise of restitution and reward.

In addition to his usual uplifting salutation, Paul started on a very positive note regarding Philemon’s character, not in flattery of him, but in genuine praise of him for his faith in Jesus and his love for others.  Paul made it clear to Philemon that he believed in him and that he had reason to expect Philemon to do what he was going to ask him to do.

We don’t know the prior relationship between Philemon and Onesimus or the past events leading up to this occasion.  Certainly, there was a time when the Gentile Philemon was not a believer, just as there was a time when Onesimus wasn’t.  We know from Paul’s words that at some point, Onesimus was “useless” to Philemon.  If that indicates what kind of slave Onesimus was in serving Philemon, then Onesimus underwent a radical change in his life when he became a believer.  If Onesimus ran away from Philemon before Philemon became a believer, both may have had something to do with Onesimus’ flight (not including the possible theft that some deduce from the letter).  If that was so, there may have been an equally radical change in Philemon at or following his conversion that deserved Paul’s high praise of him.

One of the critical truths that Paul established in the first part in his praise of Philemon was that Philemon’s love for others was expressed openly and effectively, so that others knew about it and were “refreshed” by it.  Paul was going to put that love to a greater test.  Love was the basis of Paul’s plea, Paul’s love for both Philemon and Onesimus and Philemon’s love for Paul.  But this love was not just an emotional love, it was a love based upon a principle of obligation, i.e., a commandment from God.  Paul used the phrase “what you ought to do,” reminding Philemon that this plea was coming from God’s own words and will, not just Paul’s.

When Paul mentioned that he was an “old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus,” he wasn’t seeking sympathy from Philemon in order to manipulate him.  On the contrary, he was both revealing how helpless he was to appeal to Philemon on the basis of anything else but love and how much he himself had sacrificed to bless Philemon and his family with God’s great gift of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  It was an emphasis on what Paul said Philemon owed him and a transition into what Onesimus (like Philemon) had come to mean to Paul.  He used the words “my son,” “my very heart,” and “very dear to me,” when describing his relationship with Onesimus.  Paul needed Onesimus, just as Philemon needed him.  Onesimus (the name meaning “useful”) had become very useful to Paul, and Paul was convinced that he would be just as useful to Philemon, not just as a slave, but as a “brother in the Lord.”

This was part of Paul’s pledge to Philemon.  He wasn’t asking him to give up anything; in fact, he was offering to give back all that Philemon had lost and much more.  Besides giving him back a very useful helper in place of a useless one that he had lost, Paul offered to pay back anything that Onesimus owed him.  (The “charge it to me” phrase is indicative of the imputational transfer of sin and righteousness that Jesus has accomplished for all believers.)  Paul seemed so confident of Philemon’s love and devotion to him that he boldly reminded Philemon that he owed Paul his own life (in a sense, as Paul’s slave) because of what Paul had done for him.  Paul was eliminating all possible reasons why Philemon would balk at taking Onesimus back in the way Paul was asking him to.  Philemon had nothing to lose (but his pride, perhaps) and everything to gain.  And, he would be doing a very great service to Paul if he would honor this request.  

We have many teachings and parables about love, forgiveness, reconciliation, and peace, but we don’t have many examples as powerful as this about how these concepts and principles are to be applied.  Over and over again, Jesus spoke and John, Paul, and Peter wrote about loving each other, about forgiving each other, about the need to reconcile our differences and to live in peace with one another, but we don’t have many examples of what that looks like in action.  Perhaps that is why God included this brief letter in His Word.  It is applied wisdom at its best.

Besides this, one of the most powerful lessons we can get from this book is the clear, totally focused purpose that Paul pursued from beginning to end.  He had a certain goal in mind, and he didn’t waste a word in accomplishing that goal.  If only all of Christ’s followers would be more purpose driven in all that they do.  Our relationships with each other would be much more stable, peaceful, and blessed if we would only stop to think about what we want to accomplish before we speak or act.  God’s words of wisdom are full of such instruction, but it is up to us to put them into practice. 

Bible Study on Philemon

1. What prompted Paul to risk his close relationship with Philemon to write this letter?

2. In what ways does love play a role in this?  Think of all the parties involved…not only human, but also spiritual.

3. What kind of love is Paul talking about here?

4. On what other bases could Paul appeal to Philemon?  What would motivate him to do it on any other basis?

5. Paul mentioned early in the letter about an example of love in action.  What was that and how did it relate to Paul’s objective?

6. What caused such a great character change in Onesimus from useless to very useful?  In light of this, what other character changes also might have or did play a role in these relationships?  (Hint: don’t forget Paul himself.)

7. Did Paul ask too much of Philemon?  Why?  How did Paul’s situation in Rome relate to the importance of this letter?

8. Could you do what Paul asked Philemon to do?  Think of a similar, but more personal, more difficult situation for you in which God might ask you to swallow your pride, overcome your bitterness and resentment, and humbly submit to God’s Word and will in reconciling with someone else.

Hebrews

Historical Context

The Epistle to the Hebrews was written to Jewish Christians of the Diaspora who were facing persecution for their faith. The extensive use of the Old Testament, both in citation and in Old Testament traditions, suggests that most of the readers came from a Jewish background. The writer assumed that his readers would understand the practice of offerings in the Temple as well as the qualifications and nature of the office of the high priest. The Old Testament citations all appear to be from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, suggesting that the readers were Hellenized Jews living outside of Jerusalem. Most Jews in Palestine still read or heard Old Testament Scriptures in Hebrew or Aramaic, while most Jews of the Diaspora heard or read the Scriptures in Greek. 

Tradition holds that Hebrews was written to Jewish Christians in Rome who were facing persecution during the time of Nero. Since Judaism was an officially recognized religion, many Jewish Christians could have been tempted to return to Judaism, or at least return to Jewish patterns of worship, in order to decrease the likelihood of persecution. Nero reigned until his death in 68 AD, which would have been prior to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD. The discussion of the role of the high priest and the extensive references to the sacrificial practices of the Temple make the most sense if Hebrews had been written while the Temple was still functioning. After the Temple’s destruction in 70 AD Jewish worship shifted exclusively to the synagogue, which would make references to Temple practices much less pertinent. However, it should be noted the most of the references in Hebrews are actually to the practices related to the tabernacle, rather than the Temple, in which case the date of 70 AD is less determinative.

The question of authorship is one of the biggest uncertainties of this epistle. The epistle itself does not record any claim to be written by a particular author. Paul, James, Peter, and Jude identify themselves at the beginning of their epistles, while John identifies himself as “the elder” in 2 and 3 John. Hebrews has no such introduction. Early church tradition attributes the letter to Paul, explaining that it differed from his other letters because of its unique audience. It has been argued that Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, did not want to interfere with Peter’s ministry to the Jews, and so he wrote the epistle to the Hebrews anonymously. Most modern scholars do not believe Hebrews was written by Paul because of its different style, its unique vocabulary, its method of argumentation, its anonymity, and its unique arguments from extended citations of Scripture. Unfortunately, there is no consensus on alternative suggestions for its author. Proposals for authorship have included Clement of Rome, Luke, Barnabas, Peter, Jude, Priscilla and Aquilla, Stephen, Epaphras, and Apollos. The early church unanimously regarded its content as in accord with the apostolic gospel and regarded it as apostolic in quality. However, in regard to the authorship of Hebrews, it is best to follow Origen who said, “only God knows.” The uncertainty of authorship does not, however, prevent us from getting a clear understanding of the purpose and character of the work. 

Literary Purpose

What would it mean for a first century Jew living in the Roman Empire outside of Palestine to become a Christian? Paul preached the gospel throughout the Roman Empire, usually beginning in synagogues. There, Jews, as well as Gentile God-fearers, came to believe in Christ. God-fearers were Gentiles who were attracted to the spiritual and moral teaching of Judaism but were not ready to accept Jewish ritual practices concerning dietary laws and customs like circumcision. Nonetheless, most of the churches Paul started had a group of Jewish Christians at the center. Hebrews addresses the question of Jewish Christianity from the other side. “How much of “Christ” does a Jew have to retain in order to be a “Christian”? Or more cynically, “How much of a reversion to Judaism would be considered a betrayal of Christianity”? The church addressed by Hebrews was facing persecution and many members were tempted to hide under the protection of Judaism. Perhaps Jewish teachers were aware of this situation and were pressing the new believers to return to Judaism. Hebrews warns in the strongest possible terms that those who have come to know Christ, who then revert to the forms and practices of Judaism, actually are renouncing their faith and are in danger of severe spiritual judgment.

The writer of Hebrews states his purpose in Hebrews 8:1-2. “The point of what we are saying is this: We do have such a high priest, who sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man.” The focus of Hebrews is to lift up Jesus Christ as the true high priest and call people to worship God through Him despite the persecution and threats they were facing. Since Christianity was not recognized by Roman authorities at that time, its adherents would have been at risk. Some members were tempted to return to Judaism, retaining some of the moral teachings of Christianity while abandoning Christ. The writer warned them of the severe spiritual danger inherent in turning away from Christ and exhorted them to entrust themselves to their great and final high priest. For this reason the writer emphasized the superiority of Christ over angels, Moses, Joshua, and Aaron. Furthermore, he compared the “house” of Moses, referring to the old covenant rituals of the tabernacle and the Temple, with the “house” of Jesus, referring to the new covenant, proclaiming Jesus’ covenant as superior. Jesus is the mediator of a superior covenant and is the great and final high priest. Therefore, the author summoned the readers to “fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb 12:2).

The genre of the Epistle to the Hebrews is an interesting question. While the title calls it an epistle, it lacks most of the elements of an epistle. It lacks an introductory greeting, a personal address to the recipients, an identification of the sender, a thanksgiving section, and an opening prayer. These characteristics are common among the other letters of the New Testament, particularly those of Paul. In Hebrews 13:22 the author calls his communication a “word of exhortation”. This term was used in Acts 13:15 to refer to Paul’s sermon. Hebrews is actually a written sermon intended to be read aloud in various house churches. Hebrews alternates between longer sections of teaching and shorter sections of exhortation to action (2:1-4, 3:1-6, 4:14-16, 5:11-6:20, 10:19-13:17). The doctrine of each section of Hebrews is intended to motivate hearers to action. Therefore Hebrews is not merely a doctrinal letter but a sermon calling its hearers to act on the doctrine they were being taught. The teaching of Hebrews is not intended simply to educate the mind; it is intended to change the heart and lead to action. Likewise, the action called upon is not based merely on emotional appeal or personal persuasion, but upon citation and explanation of Scripture. In this aspect Hebrews is a model of the role of doctrine and exhortation for modern preaching.

Theological Themes

The Superiority of Christ’s Revelation: Hebrews 1:1-3

The superiority of Christ is proclaimed in the opening verses of Hebrews. Hebrews begins with a comparison of the revelation of God given in the past to that given through Christ. All Biblical religion is based on the premise that God speaks. God has chosen to reveal Himself to mankind through His words, which He has spoken to His people through His messengers. In the past, God spoke through prophets. To those of a Hebrew mindset, this would include all Old Testament revelation, since Moses was considered the first and greatest prophet. The Historical Books were originally called the “former prophets” and the prophetic writings the “latter prophets”. All these writings were considered holy, because through them God spoke to His people. The words of the prophets were not their own private opinions or personal interpretations but the very words of God. 

The author then compared the many prophets and the many means of revelation, such as dreams, visions, thunder, clouds, and the like, with the singular revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the complete and full revelation of God. The description of Jesus in Hebrews 1:2-3 could not be said of any prior prophet. As John declared in John 1:1-4, 14, Jesus was the Word of God incarnate. As Paul stated in Col 1:15-18, Jesus was the image of the invisible God. Jesus is the Son who perfectly represents the Father to us and perfectly represents us before our Father as our high priest. 

The “last days” in which Jesus appeared referred not only to the days of His ministry on earth. The “last days” was a technical phrase referring to the Day of the Lord, which would be the day of God’s appearing.
 Jesus’ appearing was the appearing of God and the full revelation of the presence of God. Jesus told a parable in Luke 20:9-19 about a landlord who sent various servants back to his property to collect the harvest. When they were unsuccessful, he finally sent his son. In the same way, God genuinely revealed His will and intentions through His previous servants, the prophets. Jesus came as a true prophet and messenger of God, but He was in a separate category. He came as the Son who perfectly revealed the Father and thus was superior to all previous revelation.

The Superiority of Christ’s Person: Hebrews 1:4-4:13

The author of Hebrews further developed his Christology in Hebrews 1:4-2:18 by demonstrating Jesus’ superiority to angels. The author cited 7 Old Testament texts which had a cumulative effect of exalting the nature of Jesus and the quality of His ministry. Jesus has a unique relationship to God the Father. Jesus sits at the Father’s right hand, from whence He reigns, and He is worthy of worship from angels. Jesus is therefore superior to angels. In a sense, this is a preparatory argument for the superiority of Jesus’ covenant to that of Moses. Jewish tradition held that the law of Moses was mediated through angels. By demonstrating that Jesus was superior to angels, the author prepared the readers to see that the covenant established by Jesus was superior to the covenant established by Moses.

The author of Hebrews continued developing the superiority of Jesus in Hebrews 3:1-19 by demonstrating how Jesus was worthy of greater honor than Moses. The author of Hebrews commended the work of Moses, who worked as a servant in the building of the house. As excellent as the work of Moses was, however, it could not be compared with the work of Jesus, because Jesus was the son. The author further revealed the problem of the Mosaic covenant by extensive exposition of Psalm 94. That Psalm revealed that there was a real danger of following Moses but not entering the promised land. An entire generation of Hebrews died in the wilderness without reaching the promised land. They had unbelieving hearts that wanted to turn back to Egypt. They constantly rebelled against God’s leader and chose to act in unbelief. They wanted to turn back. The author made a parallel between the wilderness generation of Hebrews and the first century church. Those who heard the gospel, that is, the words of God, but did not combine them with faith, would not enter into God’s rest. They would not receive eternal life. Those who turned away from Jesus and rejected Him, even under the threat of persecution, would be in danger of God’s judgment. The author therefore encouraged his readers to press on and not abandon Jesus but instead to persevere in their faith.

As part of the comparison with Moses, the author of Hebrews mentioned Joshua in Hebrews 4:1-11. He made the point that even those who entered the promised land did not necessarily receive the “rest” God had promised. They had the same kind of unbelieving hearts that the wilderness generation had. Psalm 94 was written centuries after the Israelites entered the promised land. Yet the Psalm included a warning for those people not to repeat the sins of the original wilderness generation. All of this revealed the superiority of the ministry of Jesus, the son, over the ministries of Moses and Joshua. Jesus is the true Son that would lead His followers into God’s rest of eternal life in the promised land.

It should further be noted that both of these sections include serious exhortations to application. Hebrews 2:1-4 summons the readers to pay careful attention to the words they have heard and not ignore God’s warning. Hebrews 4:14-16 summons the readers to approach God’s throne with confidence based on the high priestly ministry of Jesus. Therefore, the author of Hebrews is not merely making doctrinal and Christological statements. He is using theology to motivate his readers to live in a new way.

 The Superiority of Christ’s Priesthood: Hebrews 4:14-7:28
The central assertion of Hebrews is that Jesus is our new and great high priest. Jesus is greater than regular priests because His position is unlike that of any other priest. Unlike priests who might have had a vision of heaven or seen the heavens, our high priest has ascended to heaven and sits at God’s right hand. His place of intercession is superior to that of any other priest in history. Since Jesus intercedes for us from a position of great authority, we can be sure our case is heard by the Father. 

The author of Hebrews stressed the importance of the humanity of Jesus in 4:14-5:10. Since Jesus became a man and suffered on this earth, He experienced humanity firsthand. He was tempted in every way like we were, only without falling into sin. Therefore we can be sure He understands us and intercedes for us with great sympathy. Only one who has never sinned can say he has fully faced every temptation. Everyone who falls into sin gives in to temptation before it reaches its maximum strength. Jesus, who never gave in to temptation, experienced the full strength of every kind of temptation without sinning. Therefore, He is a high priest who understands everything mankind has faced. The nature of Christ assures His followers that mercy and grace will flow from the throne of God. 

The author of Hebrews next explained how it was possible for Jesus, a descendant of David from the line of Judah, to be a priest. The Old Testament required priests to be descendants of Levi and high priests to be of the line of Aaron. In chapter 7 the writer of Hebrews argued that Jesus was of a different order of priesthood that was greater than that of Aaron or Levi. From Psalm 109 and Genesis 14 the author argued that the independent priesthood of Melchizedek was greater than that of Levi. Melchizedek’s order of priesthood existed prior to Levi. Abraham, the great grandfather of Levi, offered sacrifices to Melchizedek. Therefore, since Levi (through Abraham) served Melchizedek, the priesthood of Melchizedek is greater than the priesthood of Levi. Psalm 109 declared that the priesthood of Melchizedek was permanent and would continue forever. Therefore, the one who fulfilled the prophecy of Psalm 109 would be part of an eternal priesthood. His ministry would be more effective than priests who had to be replaced each year. His ministry would be more effective even than that of the regular high priest, who served for his lifetime. Jesus’ priesthood would last forever. The point of this complex argument is to say that Jesus was not disqualified from priestly ministry by his ancestry through Judah. In fact, He was actually better qualified for ministry by his Melchizidekian priesthood.

The Superiority of the New Covenant: Hebrews 8:1-10:18

The author of Hebrews draws his main doctrinal point in this section. Christ, our great high priest, is the mediator of a new covenant. In Hebrews 8:6 the author explicitly declares the superiority of the new covenant over the old. This reality was prophesied in Jeremiah 31:31-34 when God promised the coming of the new covenant. However, the inferiority of the old covenant does not mean that the Old Testament is worthless. The fact that Hebrews contains so many Old Testament passages and arguments demonstrates that the Old Testament was not corrupt or inadequate in any way. It was and still is the living word of God. However, the function of the old covenant was to prepare us for the new covenant. The ceremonial regulations of the old covenant served a temporary purpose. They prepared God’s people for the coming of the new covenant. The regulations were never intended to be permanent. Their function of historically preparing the way for the new covenant will always have a pedagogical role. Likewise, the ways in which the Old Testament revealed the moral character of God and His plan for salvation are part of His permanent revelation and are not inferior to New Testament revelation. But those who were tempted to supplant the work of Jesus, the high priest of the new covenant, with old covenant regulations had to be reminded of the preparatory function of the old covenant. It served a temporary purpose to prepare God’s people for the coming of the new covenant.

One way the writer of Hebrews revealed the superiority of the new covenant was by demonstrating the superiority of the place where the new high priest served. The tabernacle and Temple, where priests served in the old covenant, were merely copies and shadows of the true tabernacle (Heb 8:5; 10:1-10). The copy was not bad or corrupt; it was merely a copy. It was a model and approximation of the true presence of God. It served a good purpose, but was, of course, inadequate when compared to the reality of God’s literal presence. Likewise a shadow was helpful to give someone an idea or estimate of the size and shape of the real object. But it is still not the object itself. It is only an indication of what the real object is like. The tabernacle, or the Temple, and all the rituals and traditions surrounding them were still merely copies and shadows of the real presence of God. They gave people an idea of what God’s presence was like and pointed them to how people ought to behave before Him. 

Jesus, however, did not serve in a copy of the Temple. According to Hebrews 9:11-16, when He ascended to heaven, Jesus entered the literal presence of God and was seated at God’s right hand. He engaged in His priestly ministry in the physical presence of God. A priest served as a representative of God’s people who would make intercession on their behalf before God. He brought sacrifices and offerings to God on behalf of his people. Unlike other priests who were always standing before God, this unique priest was seated in God’s presence. Jesus did this because His ministry had been completed. He had brought the final sacrifice, the one effectual sacrifice, to God, and completely and finally atoned for the sins of His people. The blood He brought was not symbolic but literal. The high priest offered Himself, the only pure and spotless representative of His people, and gave His life as an atonement offering for the sins of His people. He thus was the priest and the offering in one. His offering was received by God and thus completely effective in atoning for the sins of His people. Therefore He could be seated, since His sacrificial ministry was completed. His offering would never have to be repeated. Furthermore, He has a permanent place from which He can intercede on behalf of His people. He has both the right and the position to constantly present our requests to God.

In the old covenant the people of God waited for the high priest to return from the tabernacle on the Day of Atonement. They eagerly awaited his appearing because it meant that their sacrifice had been accepted. The high priest’s safe return from the holy of holies was proof that their sins had been atoned for. If he did not return, but was judged by the Lord when he entered the holy of holies, it clearly meant that his sacrifice had not been accepted. Likewise, God’s people today await the return of our high priest from the literal presence of God. Jesus’ return will joyfully announce the completion of our salvation (Heb. 9:28). In Hebrews 10:11-18 the author concluded his argument for the superiority of the high priestly ministry of Jesus, the mediator of the new covenant.

The author made an interesting implicit argument for the unity of the old and new covenants in Hebrews 11:1-12:3. The author told the history of Israel by reciting a list of the heroes of the faith. The lives of these individuals tell the story of the history of salvation up to the conquest and then briefly summarize the period of the kings. The history is shaped to focus attention on the faith demonstrated by these characters in order to exhort the listeners to exhibit the same faith in the face of oppression. The key to understanding this history is to note how smoothly it concludes in Hebrews 12:1-3 with Jesus Christ, the author and perfecter of our faith. There are not two different stories, one told in the Old Testament and one told in the New Testament, but one story which culminates in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He brings the culmination to the story and ushers in the new and permanent covenant. Therefore, He must be honored above all the great heroes that prepared us for His coming.

Apostasy: Hebrews 6:4-6; 10:26-31, 12:15-17, 25

Hebrews 6:4-6 presents a complex pastoral and theological problem that has plagued the church from the first century to our day. The pastoral problem is familiar to everyone who has ever led a group of believers: How do we respond to those who fall away from the faith? The theological problem is familiar to everyone who has considered the issue of God’s role in granting us salvation: If God has given us grace, faith, and salvation, how can we lose it? Furthermore, Hebrews 6:4-6 states emphatically that for such a person who has fallen away, it is impossible to be restored. This is difficult not only for Reformed believers but for all who are engaged in evangelism. What does Hebrews teach about falling away and being restored?

First of all, Hebrews is dealing with people who have had a real experience of God’s blessings that are part of the gospel community. They have experienced the Holy Spirit, acquired (“tasted”) a knowledge of the truth, and been in some way enlightened. At the same time, these are people who have subsequently fallen away, who refuse to listen to God, and who continue to intentionally sin. It is as if they were crucifying Jesus a second time (Heb. 6:6). For these people no sacrifice of sins remains (Heb. 10:26). Hebrews 6:4 states that for such people it is impossible to be restored to fellowship with God.

Pastorally, the issue seems to be very clear. The author of Hebrews is warning his readers in the strongest possible terms not to reject Christ. Those who have entered church membership, experienced the blessings of God upon the community of believers, enjoyed fellowship with other believers and seen God’s work first hand, will not be unaffected if they subsequently choose to reject Christ. The author warns against the hardening effects of sin and the judgment of God that will follow those who knowingly and intentionally turn away from Jesus Christ. This path must be avoided at all costs.

Theologically, the issue can be clarified to some extent by considering the corporate, rather than individual, context of these passages. In Hebrews 3-4 the author spoke about the generation of Hebrews who wandered in the wilderness. The author spoke of a generation of people who had unbelieving hearts who refused to trust God. They were judged by God and died in the wilderness. They are a picture of those who would not enter the promised land. The main point is not that these people were believers who fell away. They were a body of people who refused to listen to God’s voice and thus were prohibited from entering the promised land. Any church or body of believers who refuses to trust God and rejects His voice will be judged. The focus in Hebrews 3-4, as in Romans 11:11-24, is on the collective body, rather than on individuals. 

This can also be seen in Hebrews 6:4-8. The final two verses allude to Isaiah’s parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5. The vineyard is the nation of Israel, not an individual. The nation rejected God and as a result was expelled from the promised land by the hand of the Babylonians. The parable of the vineyard being judged is not about an individual but about a people. The focus is not on an individual losing his salvation but on a people turning away from God. It is impossible for that body to be restored. This was a strong warning to people who were considering abandoning Christ and returning to Judaism. Throughout Israel’s history there were always two groups of people within Israel. There were elect, or true Israelites, and there were those numbered among the people of God who were not true Israelites. These were known by their unbelief and by their fate. They were judged by God clearly and publicly in certain times in history. Just as those historic judgments were permanent, so would God’s judgment be permanent against the body of people from the church who renounced Christ. The true people of God would be visible by their refusal to reject Christ and their commitment to Him as the Word of God and the representative of God.

While this is related to the wider theological question about salvation, and thus can’t be settled on the study of one single text or epistle, the best way to understand these texts in Hebrews is in the light of 1 John 2:19. “They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that none of them belonged to us.” Individuals who walk with the people of God but then reject Christ and His teaching, not simply for a season, but for a persistent and active period of time, are those who actually never belonged to Christ. They were like Israelites who walked with the people of God but refused to believe and, thus, were judged in the wilderness. They gave the appearance of genuine faith, convincing both themselves and church leaders of their genuine faith. But they will eventually be revealed for who they are. They are those who in truth never belonged to Christ. Hebrews is a warning to all that renouncing Christ permanently is a sign that someone never belonged to Christ and that only judgment awaits such a person.

Structure

I. The Superiority of the Revelation of God’s Son 
to Angels





1:1-2:18

II. The Superiority of Jesus to Moses and Joshua
3:1-4:13

III. The Superiority of Jesus’ Priesthood


4:14-7:28

IV. The Superiority of Jesus’ Covenant


8:1-10:18

V. Instruction in the Life of Faith


10:19-13:25

Bible Studies from Hebrews

Hebrews 1:1-3

1. In what ways did God speak to the OT prophets? In what ways did He speak through OT prophets? What does the fact that God speaks reveal about His character and His intentions for mankind?

2. How did God speak to His Son? In what ways did God speak through His Son? How is God’s revelation through Jesus superior to His revelation through His prophets?

3. What does it mean that Jesus is the “word” in John 1:1-3, 14? What have you personally learned about the character of God the Father through observing His Son?

4. In what ways is Jesus the final revelation of God? Can we learn more about the nature and will of God the Father than what was revealed in Jesus Christ? 

5. What is the difference between a “son” and a “messenger” according to this passage? What does Luke 20:9-19 tell us about the role of the son? What does it tell us about the role of those who hear the son?

6. How is Jesus the “radiance of God’s glory” and the “exact representation of His being” (1:3)? How does this compare with Col 1:15? Can this verse be true if Jesus is only a spiritual teacher and a good man?

7. How did Jesus provide for purification for sins? Where did He go after He accomplished this? What does that teach us about God’s purpose for us?

8. What new characteristic of Jesus has God revealed to you in this passage? How is God speaking to you through the revelation found in Heb. 1:1-3?

Hebrews 3:7-4:11

1. How did the Hebrews harden their hearts in the desert? To what events does that refer? When do God’s people today “harden their hearts”?

2. The author of Hebrews indicates that the people in the wilderness had “sinful, unbelieving hearts that turned away from the living God” (3:12). What is the difference between sinful unbelief and simple fear of circumstances?

3. What does it mean to encourage one another daily? How is this related to the Exodus experience alluded to in Psalm 94? How can we encourage each other today “not to be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness”?

4. In what way had God’s people entered God’s rest and in what way was it still future, according to Hebrews 4:1, 4-5? In what way have we entered God’s rest and in what way is it still future for us?

5. How did God’s people in the wilderness hear the gospel but not combine it with faith (Heb 4:2)? How can we practice hearing the words of God and combining them with faith?

6. What does it mean to “make every effort” to enter God’s rest according to Heb 4:11? What is the role of effort in receiving eternal life? Do the author of Hebrews and Paul contradict each other?

7. What does Matthew 11:28-30 teach us about “making effort” and “resting” in God?

8. The author of Hebrews cites Psalm 94, which reflects on Moses’ sermon in Deuteronomy 1:35, which itself is a retelling of the events of Exodus and Numbers, as well as a reflection on the seventh day of creation in Genesis 2:1-3. How can we learn to see the connection between the different parts of the Bible? What does it mean for us to see how God works the same way in the lives of His people who live thousands of years apart?

Heb 4:12-16

1. What does it mean that the Word of God is living? What is an example of a “dead” word? How does reading a living Word affect the way you read it?

2. What does it mean that the word is active?  What is the Word active in doing in Hebrews 4:12? How have you experienced the sharpness and penetration of the Word of God? How did you respond to it?

3. What things do you think, at least to yourselves, that you can “hide” from God? Is the thought of all your secrets being revealed before God scary or freeing?

4. What reason does the author give in Heb 4:14 for holding on to our faith? Are you ever tempted to abandon your faith? How does Jesus’ ministry as our high priest affect such a temptation?

5. Why is Jesus able to sympathize with our weakness? What did experiencing life on earth do for Jesus and for us? How does this affect the way you pray?

6. How do you think Jesus, who was fully human, was able to face every temptation and not sin? Do you think if we rely upon Him we could do the same thing?

7. Why can we approach God the Father, the judge of the universe, with confidence? Is it possible to approach God with too much confidence?

8. What is the main thing that God sends out from His throne? Is this what we seek when we approach God? Why or why not? What needs are you facing right now that you need to turn to God for?

Hebrews 5:11-6:6

1. What has caused the greatest periods of spiritual growth in your life? What has most hindered your spiritual growth?

2. What were the first things you learned when you came to faith? How have you built on those truths as you matured?

3. What does it mean to have trained your senses to discern good from evil? How have you trained yourself to develop spiritual maturity? What plans do you have for further training?

4. Whom do you know who has fallen away from the faith? What circumstances do you think contributed to their falling away?

5. What does it mean to you to have been enlightened, to have tasted the heavenly gift, to have participated in the Spirit, and to have tasted the goodness of the Word of God? How have these experiences affected your life?

6. To what does the author compare crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting Him to public disgrace? How would a true believer respond if he saw that he were doing such things?

7. The theological question about the ability for a believer to fall away and lose his faith is complex. However, the Bible is clear about God’s power in salvation. What do John 10:27-30 and Romans 8:38-39 teach us about salvation? How does 1 John 2:19 suggest we understand people who have fallen away?

8. What can you do to strengthen your faith, and the faith of those around you, so that when a time of testing comes, you will not abandon your faith? How can you strengthen the faith of others in your body who are facing such times of testing?

Hebrews 8:1-13

1. What does it mean that Jesus, our high priest, sat down? How does that differ from the ministry of other priests?

2. In what way were the Temple and tabernacle copies of the heavenly Temple? What is the heavenly Temple? What do we learn about the reality of heaven by the copy of the Temple?

3. In what way was the ministry around the Temple a shadow of the reality that is in heaven? What do we learn about the true presence of God from the shadow we see in the Temple?

4. What was the limitation of the Temple and tabernacle that Hebrews 8:5 refers to? How did Jesus’ ministry differ?

5. In what way was the old covenant a shadow of the glory that was to come? Does that make it inferior? What are the limitations of a shadow?

6. What did God promise through Jeremiah in Jer. 31:31-34? How would the new covenant be different from the old covenant? How would it be similar?

7. How have you experienced the law of God being written on your heart? How have you known the Lord in your heart, rather than externally? How has this new covenant reality affected your life?

8. What is obsolete about the old covenant? What is new with the new covenant? Are we living as new covenant believers or as modified old covenant believers?

Hebrews 9:11-15, 23-28

1. What was the function of a regular priest? What was the function of the high priest? How did Jesus function as a priest?

2. Where did normal priests serve? Where did the high priest serve? Where did Jesus perform His priestly ministry? How does His location affect the nature of His ministry?

3. What was the function of blood in Old Testament ministry? Why was it necessary? What did it symbolize? How was Jesus’ blood similar to the blood of an Old Testament sacrifice? How was it different?

4. What does it mean to “ransom” someone? How was Jesus a ransom? From whom were we ransomed?

5. Why will Christ not have to suffer again, according to Hebrews 9:24-26? How does the fact that He has completed His ministry and been seated with God the Father affect your faith?

6. What does Hebrews 9:27 teach us about concepts like Purgatory and reincarnation? How does this shape your view of how you live on this earth?

7. In the Old Testament, the high priest would take the offering into the holy of holies on the Day of Atonement. When he returned safely, it signified that God had accepted His offering. How is Jesus’ second coming parallel? How do you anticipate the return of your high priest?

8. How will Jesus’ second coming differ from His first? How does the reality of Christ’s return shape the way you live?

Hebrews 11:1-40

1. How does the definition of faith in Hebrews 11:1 compare to the way faith is usually used in Paul’s epistles? How does this understanding of faith compare with the Biblical definition of hope? How are faith and hope expressed in your life?

2. Is Creation (Heb 11:3) exclusively a doctrine of faith, or can it be scientific as well? How does the concept of Creation affect our faith?

3. Why is it impossible to please the Lord without faith (Heb 11:6)? Does this verse give a complete definition of faith? What would you add to this explanation of faith?

4. What did it mean to Abraham to have faith according to Heb 11:8-19? How did it affect his life?

5. What kind of city was Abraham thinking of in Hebrews 11:10, 14-16? How did that differ from the physical city his descendents lived in? In what kind of city and country are you hoping? How does that affect the way you live in your city and country?

6. How are faith and obedience related, especially in Hebrews 11:8, 17-19? Whom have you seen obey God out of genuine faith, even when it was costly?

7. What did faith require of Moses’ mother according to Hebrews 12:23? What did faith require of Moses according to Hebrews 12:24-26? How can faith require such different actions? When does faith require different actions from us?

8. Which person mentioned in Hebrews 11 most speaks to you? Why? How can you exemplify the faith that person demonstrated?

9. How is Hebrews 11 related to Hebrews 12:1-3? What is the significance of Jesus being the culmination of this list?

Hebrews 12:1-11

1. What “cloud of witnesses” is the author referring to in 12:1? Who is that body of witnesses for us?  How does being part of that company of believers affect the way we live?

2. What might hinder or slow down a runner in a race? In what way does sin entangle and hinder us in our race? What does it mean to “throw off sin”?

3. What does it mean to run with perseverance? Is our life with Christ more like a sprint or a marathon? How does that affect the way we run the race?

4. What does it mean that Jesus is the author of our faith? What does it mean that Jesus is the perfecter of our faith? How does focusing our gaze upon Him affect the way we run? How does focusing on the finish line affect the way an athlete runs?

5. How did Jesus’ joy affect the way He approached the cross? What gave Jesus His joy? What gives us our joy? How does that affect the way we view suffering?

6. When can we say that our suffering is part of God’s discipline of us as sons? How does that affect our view of our suffering?

7. Why does a father discipline his son, according to Hebrews 12:7-11? What does it show if a human father never disciplines his son? What has the Lord taught you through discipline?

8. What can we learn by considering the suffering Jesus endured from sinful men? How does this affect our attitude toward suffering? How can Jesus’ suffering encourage us not to lose heart?

Revelation

Introduction

While some believers are quite confused by the book of Revelation, others are quite confident they know what it means. I was! At age twenty I knew the beast with ten horns symbolized the European Economic Community. I was quite sure the ugly dragon was my high school physical education teacher. And the 666 had something to do with those mysterious barcodes that were then suddenly appearing on products. But now in my fifties, I am less confident I know what this book means. The EEC is now much larger than ten members, those barcodes on products have not brought global economic collapse, and my P.E. teacher has become a follower of Jesus!  

Why Study ‘Revelation’? 

I know a number of Christians from many places who fear the book of Revelation. Some fear the message. It can be scary! They do not want to think about a grim future, especially for loved ones who do not know Jesus. Others fear the style of the book. It is weird! What are we supposed to do with all those beasts and plagues? Some fear they are just not going to understand it anyway. With all that demands our time, can’t we learn God’s message from the more simple books of Scripture?  Thus, many Christians have chosen the easy path of leaving the book in the back of their Bibles unopened. 

1. It is Sacred Scripture 

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3.16). This well-known verse explains the divine authorship and purpose of Scripture. The Apostle Paul was directly referring to the Old Testament as he wrote these words – long before the Apostle John wrote Revelation. Yet the Holy Spirit, the primary author of Scripture, applies this verse to His entire collection of Scripture’s sixty-six books. Revelation is part of God’s useful message to His Church. We need this last book of Scripture to be complete in our knowledge of God and His purposes. 

2. It is for Struggling Saints 

John, the prisoner and Apostle of our Lord, wrote these words to seven struggling churches. His message is not written for the comfortable, but for believers in conflict. A wave of Roman persecution had passed over these churches and another deluge was on their horizon. I suspect believers in Afghanistan may understand the meaning of this book better than those in America. Revelation is not intended for debate and speculation but for hope and comfort in the midst of the battle. This battle rages from the First Century to the final century. And believers throughout the centuries are encouraged in reading these words. 

John wrote this book near the close of the First Century. The gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ had been preached all around the Mediterranean with modest results. The Church was being planted and was, in a few places, prospering. The Roman Empire held a firm grip over the entire region -- a mostly evil grip. The leading religion in the Empire was the cult of the Emperors, who demanded exclusive allegiance through idolatrous worship. This resulted in oppression and at times persecution against those who dared refuse such allegiance, especially those who called Jesus “Lord.”  His disciples were misunderstood and often hated. A key verse of Revelation summarizes their struggle: “They will make war against the Lamb, but the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King of kings--and with him will be his called, chosen and faithful followers" (17:14).  

Today His Church faces similar misunderstanding and hatred in many lands. Rome’s Caesars are a distant memory, but now other leaders fill their stead and demand allegiance. Modern-day believers are still engaged in the ancient struggle for the Kingdom of our Lord. Our world has advanced, yet our progress seems to hasten our demise. We have polluted the earth we were called to protect. We’ve invented countless ways to kill and maim, but a cure for the common cold eludes us. Modern airplanes are now used for both transit and terror. Valiant reporters expose the truth at the cost of their own blood. Parents send their children off to school with a nagging fear they may never see them again. We die from what we eat, and diseases that eat us. We sometimes gain bursts of hope from Olympic Games or dynamic politicians, but such hope is extinguished when our human failures are again exposed. 

Literary Purpose

In the midst of our dark misery, ancient and modern, Revelation shines with hope for the people of God. True hope is not found in human endeavors, but in our God and His purpose in Christ. This book does not promise escape, but rather the presence of God through whatever may come. And so I suggest this theme for Revelation: God rules history and is bringing it to His appointed end in Christ, for the good of His Church and the glory of His Name. 

Theological Themes

The book of Revelation reveals the exalted Jesus in magnificent symbols for the blessing of His Church in all eras through a repeated message of hope that interprets and reinforces the ancient prophecies of Scripture. The sentence above summarizes five key ideas that can help us understand Revelation: Savior, Symbols, Saints, Structure, and Scripture.
1. Savior 

“The revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1). Revelation is a book about Jesus. That seems quite an obvious truth, but it is often missed. The Apostle John tells us his intentions right from the beginning. The word revelation is a Latin word which means to ‘reveal,’ ‘open,’ or ‘unveil.’ (Apocalypse is a Greek word with the same meaning). John’s Gospel recorded Jesus’ earthly ministry; this book reveals Jesus in ascended glory. We learn many things in this book -- the dark effects of evil in the world, the grim end of those who do not fear God, and the end of the world. Yet all the events of the book are examined in the light of their relationship to Jesus. It is not a book of Revelations, it is rather ONE revelation--it reveals the One who is Lord in His Church standing among the lamp-stands, the Lamb that was slain, the Lion who opens the scroll of history, the Leader of the armies of God, the Lover of His Bride, and the Light who illumines the Temple of God which is Him – this book is the revelation of Jesus Christ. “The centrality of Christ is the ruling theme of Revelation. All things depend on their relationship to Him.”

2. Symbols 

“Alright,” you might ask, “if this book is for me to see Jesus, why is it such a weird view?” That is a fair question. You are right; it is a strange book. As a modern man I want clear and simple truth. I get impatient with poems and word pictures. But it is not about me! God in His wisdom has given us a wonderful library full of books we call the Bible. It includes books of history, poetry, law, prophecy, and symbols and visions like Revelation. It includes something for everyone! The creative diversity seen in God’s World can also be found in God’s Word. Isn’t He great! 
John tells us in this first verse that he writes a book of pictures. “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place”(1:1). We must see this book. The pictures not only convey the message, they are the message. Paul’s letter to the Romans, for example, is to be studied with accuracy. But Revelation is to be seen with amazement. It is God’s spectacular finale to His Holy Book. Revelation does not contain new information. All its truths can be found in the previous sixty-five books of Scripture. But in this sixty-sixth book God’s wonderful message is painted in vivid, moving, Technicolor.

Revelation’s symbolism is very similar to Daniel’s interpretation of dreams: 

“there is a God in heaven who reveals mysteries. He has shown King Nebuchadnezzar what will happen in days to come.     Daniel 2.28

“The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place.”               Revelation 1.1 

“A number of authors of commentaries contend that one should interpret Revelation literally except where one is forced to interpret symbolically by clear indication of context. But the message in 1.1 teaches this rule should be turned on its head. We are told in the book’s introduction that the majority of the material in it is revelatory symbolism.”

3. Saints – From First to Final Century

“Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near” (1:3). It is unfortunate that some people fear this book, because it is the only book of Scripture that promises a blessing to the reader. This verse also holds a key to our interpretation of the book. In the almost two thousand years of studying this book, people have often asked ‘when’? Did John see a vision of his own day or the last day? When will these things happen? It seems the answer is all days. For this blessing is promised to all who read this book-- the whole people of God in Christ from the first to the final century. 

This means our interpretation of the book cannot be bound exclusively to any one era of the Church. To do so would limit the blessing. What comfort would it be for us today to know that the beast attacking the Church was Caesar? or Hitler? What benefit would it have been in ages past to know the ‘stinging locusts’ of Chapter 9 may be attack helicopters of modern warfare? Indeed there are similarities between many people and events of history and the pictures of Revelation. But no one person or event captures the exclusive meaning. These are at best pointers and examples of the timeless truths of the book. The blessing of this book is for all God’s people, from the first to the final century. “The major symbols of Revelation represent a repeated pattern. This pattern has a realization in the first-century situation of the seven churches. It also has an embodiment in the final crisis. And it has an embodiment now.”

4. Structure - Spiral Staircase

When something is really important you repeat it. How many times did your Mother tell you to make your bed? How many times have you said, ‘I love you’? God also repeats things that are important. Repetition is commonly used in Scripture. Right from the beginning, the Creation story is told in both seven poetic days (Genesis 1) and from the intimate viewpoint of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2). The Pharaoh had two different dreams of the seven years of feasting and seven of famine. Deuteronomy means ‘second law’ because Moses retold the Law of God to the new generation entering the Promised Land. Chronicles repeats the stories of Israel’s kings first told in the four books of Kings. The four Evangelists give us a four-fold panorama of our Lord and Master. Paul’s letter to the Colossians seems etched out of the template of Ephesians. As people that often do the same dumb things over and over, repetition is very helpful for us. 

"Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later” (1:19). John writes a series of pictures that describe the Church’s struggle through the sweep of history from the first to second coming of Christ. This span of time between His comings is reviewed again and again from the perspective of ‘seals’, ‘trumpets’, and ‘bowls’. Each telling of the story reveals more depth of information as John retraces the familiar ground. The vista becomes ‘higher’ and ‘wider’ -- like a person who climbs a spiral staircase. The same glorious terrain is surveyed, but more insight is gained with each upward step. “Each section of Revelation spans the entire dispensation from the first to the second coming of Christ. This period is viewed now from one aspect; then from another. In each vision we make a journey that takes us through the entire course of this era, from the first to the second coming of Christ.”

When I preached the book of Revelation, a wonderful family in our church was moving away from our city just after we had studied the opening of the ‘seventh seal’ (7.9-8.5). In that scene we see The Church, gathered from every nation, secure in the presence of Her Lord. It is a scene of worship because glory is the rightful response to grace. I told this family not to worry about missing the rest of our study of the book, because we had already reached the end. Of course I was slightly joking, but my point was serious. The seventh seal, seven being a number of completion, was opened. God’s people had arrived in their eternal home. It is a vivid picture of finality. And there was no place left to go back to, because the earth was destroyed with the opening of the sixth seal. “I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place” (6:12-14).

Earth and sky were gone! They were removed by the awesome power of a Sovereign God. His people were taken to His home, their new home. The first telling of the story is over. Then the story of the victory of the Risen Jesus and His Church is retold, again and again.  

Do you see how this book is meant to bless and encourage saints – from the first to the final century – who suffer the attacks of this hostile world? We are not given a precise ‘time table’ but we clearly see that our Heavenly Father, and the Lamb, hold time and eternity. We are given promises in pictures to treasure in our hearts by faith. And because we are sinful and stubborn, this glorious message is repeated. It is not hard to understand, but it is sometimes hard to believe. We need to hear this word of hope again and again. We need to gaze on this glorious vista of God’s cosmic redemption from ever new perspectives as we climb higher up the spiral staircase of the message of Revelation. 

5. Scripture

Many teachers of Revelation seek to find its meaning in the headlines of today’s newspapers. Looking back on their findings can be a bit embarrassing. Books have been written to prove that this person was the ‘beast’ or that person the ‘false prophet’ – from Hitler to Saddam Hussein. Yet those people are long dead, and history moves along. It would seem, despite the fascination many have with such teachings, the key to understanding Revelation is not the newspaper. 

“John, who testifies to everything he saw--that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ” (1:1,2). I propose the key to understanding Revelation is Scripture, particularly the Old Testament prophets. One important principle emphasized during the Reformation was ‘Scripture interprets Scripture.’ By this credo the Church was urged to find the meaning of the Bible within the Bible itself. The marvelous plan of salvation promised and provided by our one True God is declared within the sixty-six books of the Bible. The message is simple but profound. Scripture is not the exhaustive record of all truth, rather it is narrowly focused on “salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15). This wonderful news of salvation is traced throughout biblical history, pictured in Scriptural types, extolled in Psalms of praise, foreseen by prophets, declared by four Evangelists, and applied by Apostles. No book can compare with the magnificent tapestry of Scripture. The Apostle John draws from this biblical storehouse to present the pictures of Revelation. 

"Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea" (1:11). John wrote to believers in these seven churches who were familiar with the visions of the prophets. They searched with eager anticipation for their fulfillment. They understood that in Jesus of Nazareth the Messiah has come and the Day of the Lord has begun. Today most of us are too entertained to read Ezekiel. We have little time for Daniel’s visions or the sermons of Isaiah. So we do not recognize that the images used by John are borrowed and blended from the ancient prophets of Scripture. 

It is clear that John had studied the Old Testament very thoroughly. Of the 404 verses that comprise the 22 chapters of the book of Revelation, 278 passages contain one or more allusions to an Old Testament passage. John had so thoroughly pondered the Old Testament that when it came to recording the import of his visions of God and of heaven, he expressed himself by using phrases borrowed from the prophets of Israel. Therefore, in attempting to understand John’s symbolism, we must consider not only the book itself, but also his use of the Old Testament.

So I offer these five thoughts, packed in this one sentence, with the prayer that they may help you to rightly read and understand this wonderful Revelation. Don’t be afraid! Read and receive the promised blessing. 

“The book of Revelation reveals the exalted Jesus in magnificent symbols for the blessing of His Church in all eras through a repeated message of hope that interprets and reinforces the ancient prophecies of Scripture.”

Outline and Overview of Revelation

Chapter 1

This chapter sets forth the five foundational truths listed above. The chapter, like the entire book, displays the overwhelming greatness of the exalted Lord Jesus. When God wants His people to know His love and power He writes it down in a book. John’s ‘falling at his feet as though dead’ (1:17) is the posture from which we should view this Revelation of Him. John unfolds Jesus’ glory as our prophet, priest, and king. 

As we study this book of symbols we need to be careful not to ‘unweave the rainbow.’ It is wrong to over-interpret the book, looking for the ‘meaning’ of each of the beast’s horn, or crown, etc. John is calling his readers to awe and wonder - to stand back and see the glory of God revealed. Just as the best way to view a magnificent painting is to step back and see its full wonder and scope. This dramatic message of sounds and pictures is not a message of escape from the world – this is a real message about a real world. But it is told in a vivid style that points the reader to the world beyond. 

Chapters 2 and 3

These chapters bring the book to earth by connecting it to the real life struggle His Church endures now. Just as Scripture contains the letters the Apostle Paul wrote to churches in seven ancient cities, so here Jesus the Final Apostle writes to seven ancient churches. As you can see from a Bible map, this letter was sent from the isle of Patmos along a familiar postal route in ancient Roman Asia (present day Turkey). His greeting to each church gives a glimpse from the vision of the Author in chapter 1. Jesus knows what happens in each locality of His Church. These living messages instruct every church until He returns. Honoring Him as Lord begins the solution to each church’s struggle. Our struggles are unique, but tendencies to compromise our standards, keep quiet about evil, and grow cold in our love are timeless – unfortunately. These seven letters make clear we have no grounds to idealize the early churches. The same sinful blood of Adam runs through our veins.  

The Church must always shine forth the Word of God like a lampstand. Leaders of the churches are called ‘messengers’ (the meaning of the word ‘angel’) emphasizing their primary calling to speak the Word. Failure to be faithful to our calling terminates the witness of the church. The human form of church may continue even after the vibrant spiritual presence of Jesus has departed.

Chapters 4 and 5

How could these seven, small, struggling churches stand against the invincible empire of Rome? The answer is found in John’s vision of heaven. From chapter 4 the vantage point of the book shifts upward. “Then as I looked, I saw a door standing open in heaven” (4:1). Revelation moves toward greater nearness and understanding of God. “Then God's temple in heaven was opened…” (11:19). Finally, “I saw heaven standing open…” (19:11). 

Forty-five times in this book John uses the Greek word for ‘looked’ or ‘saw.’ Five times he wrote ‘after these things.’ These are not references to time but to their order of appearance as seen by John. God knows and sees everything at once, but John could not, and neither can we. The struggling churches should lift up their heads, because their redemption is near! God’s people are to be ‘heavenly minded’ in order to do ‘earthly good.’ The door to heaven is open, and John sees God – not Caesar - seated on the throne. Chapter 4 extols God as Creator and in chapter 5 God is worshipped as Redeemer and Ruler. These are not photographs of heaven, but vivid Scripture-laced portraits of God’s sovereignty. At the center of heaven’s throne is a wounded lamb whose blood redeems the nations. 

Chapter 6

If the Lion-Lamb has conquered, and is already enthroned, then why is the world still a place of evil, violence, and misery? Again the scene shifts from God’s throne room to the turbulent earth. The one who controls history opens the scroll which contains its design. The whole span of history is in view here, from the first to the final century. 

As the first seal is opened John sees four horses galloping across the earth. This vision, building upon the prophet Zechariah (6:1-4), depicts the on-going saga of conquest, bloodshed, famine, and death that have marred earth since the Fall in Eden. With the opening of the first seals (like the sounding of the first trumpets and the first bowls of wrath in later chapters) we see judgments justly inflicted on all those on earth. Something new is seen with the opening of the fifth seal: the Church. The church is with God but it is still in turmoil. Those martyred for their faith are under God’s altar – a picture of their eternal security – yearning for justice. They are to be calmed by what they confess, the Sovereign Lord who is holy and true will bring all the martyrs home. The ancients knew the world was a place of suffering and death, but John declares unique hope – but not escape - for those in Christ. Terrifying things are on the horizon – earthquakes and “skyquakes” – but none more awesome than the wrath of the Lamb.

Chapter 7 

This chapter answers the question asked during the cataclysmic judgment, “Who can stand?” (6:17). Even the great will grovel in caves terrified. This book consistently declares hope for the faithful people of God in Christ. They are numbered and sealed even on earth (7:1-8) and innumerable, joyous, and fully saved in heaven (7:9- 17). As John often does, he paints here two pictures of the same wondrous reality - nothing can separate us from the love of God. 

Chapters 8 and 9

Now the reader is led further up the spiral staircase. The vista is the same – God’s plan for the world from the first to the final century – and the greater height affords a broader perspective of the world in turmoil. Seven trumpets announce the unfolding of His Sovereign plan. Woeful demonic locusts pour out of the abyss and a demonic cavalry sweeps over the land. But just as the God of Israel protected His chosen from the full scourge of the ten plagues in Egypt, God’s new Israel will be kept in His protective grip. The exceedingly sad truth revealed here is that even great calamity will not bring repentance. Only great conviction of sin leads to eternal life. “We must remember that the objects and events seen in a vision are not physically real. Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of dry bones and Peter’s vision of a great sheet let down from heaven were perceived in a trance. Such things seen in a vision are not physically present. So too, in the book of Revelation the descriptions are not descriptions of real occurrences, but of symbols of the real occurrences.”

Chapter 10

Again the scene shifts from hostility to hope. Encouragement is given to John – and all faithful messengers of the Word – to keep on preaching. While earth’s inhabitants are tossed in turmoil, this massive, glorious, angel is firmly planted over sea and land. Some of God’s truth remains hidden, some will be sour, but it will all come to pass. God is the Sovereign Creator of all. 

Chapter 11

Isaiah walked naked, Jeremiah broke pots, here John also joins drama and declaration. Like Ezekiel, John eats the ‘scroll’ of the Word, and now measures the temple of God. As John wrote, the Temple of Herod had been destroyed by the Romans. But God’s indestructible Temple lives forever and we meet God eternally in Him. And we are either ‘in’ or ‘out’ by faith in Jesus. Those who dwell by faith in Him are called to serve as His witnesses. John pictures the Church in mission, those He sends out ‘two by two’ until He returns. He vividly pictures the warning of our Rejected Master that His witnesses will join in His sufferings. But as He rose in triumph, so we will rise victoriously to meet Him. Long after heaven and earth are destroyed His kingdom will endure forever. 

Chapter 12

This chapter is the theological heart of the book. Up to this point the battle has been between the Church and the world. Now we are shown their true power – Jesus and Satan. The Son is enthroned far beyond the grasp of the dragon. But His Church dwells in dangerous territory until He comes again. Since the dragon cannot touch the Son, he turns his fury to His followers. But even through blood and suffering, His loyal ones will reach their true home. 

Chapter 13

This chapter reveals the Evil One’s cheap disguise as a false trinity. Two ambassadors of Satan are revealed and we see them bearing his hideous image. They have power (symbolized by horns) but it has been stolen from Him who is omnipotent, not based on truth and justice. 

	Original
	Counterfeit
	Function

	Father
	Dragon
	Originate

	Son
	Beast
	Execute

	Spirit
	False Prophet
	Witness


In a vain and futile grasp for power and glory, we see here a false god, false son, and false spirit. These fakes do not hold ultimate power, but their power is temporarily real and dangerous. The dragon extends his evil power through Government (the beast from the sea 13:1-10) and Religion (the beast on land 13:11-18).

Chapter 14

From the grim vista of godless power in the earth, John points the saints to Mt. Zion. There the full number of His redeemed is secure. Believers live in the world, but they are not of the world. They do not bear the image of the world-system (man, man, man 13:17,18) but have their Father’s name on their foreheads. Sin thrives on the earth, but God’s messengers herald His eternal gospel to all peoples. Babylon and the beast will fall, yet those who die in the Lord are blessed. At the end of the age, the Son of Man will oversee the final harvest/judgment. Final judgment means life matters now. 

Chapter 15

This chapter is the prelude to the next ascent up the spiral staircase. This passage about Moses, plagues, and the tabernacle points back to Exodus. Like Moses taught the children of Israel a song of salvation (Deuteronomy 32) before they entered the promised land, so here new covenant sojourners are taught ‘the song of Moses…and the song of the Lamb’ (15:3) before seven bowls of wrath are poured out. Everywhere John’s readers looked Rome was sovereign, idolatry was vibrant, and Caesar was invincible. But here we see the fragrant smoke of the prayers of saints (8:3-5) becomes the smoke of God’s judgment. Wrath is the righteous response of a holy God to evil, sin will be punished. Whether the enemy is Pharaoh, a dragon, or a beast the Lord God Almighty will be victorious and receive glory from all nations. 

Chapter 16

Those with the mark of the beast here receive a mark from the holy God who comes to judge. These final waves of judgment are most intense. Bowls 1 to 4 are poured upon nature - land, sea, rivers, springs, and sun – while bowls 5 to 7 strike the operations of the powers of evil.
	Trumpets
	Bowls

	One-third of the Land
	All Land

	One-third of the Sea
	All Sea

	One-third of Rivers Bitter
	All Rivers Blood

	One-third of Heavenly Bodies Darkened
	Sun’s Heat Magnified


The trumpets sound trouble. They are partial warnings allowing some chance for repentance. The bowls are final punishments; the time to turn to God is ending. It is clear the godless world does not want to repent. Like Pharaoh their hearts are hardened. They have taken on the character of the false god they serve, they utter blasphemy. But the great ‘day of Satan’ will in the end prove to be the ‘great day of God.’ ‘Armageddon’ does not refer to a specific geographical location but the whole world. It is a symbol of the last battle against the saints and Christ, which occurs throughout the earth. This sobering chapter gives a wake-up call to complacent disciples. Even amidst this global upheaval, there is an underlying truth that God is sovereign over and even in the storms. From the cross Jesus said, “It is finished.” From the crown room Jesus will say “It is done.”

Chapters 17 and 18

In these two chapters we read an account of the description and the destruction of Bablylon. Chapter 17 reveals a vulgar harlot. We see her decadent wealth and power. In chapter 18 she is seen as a city brought to ruin. Thus far we have seen the judgment of God poured out three times - 7 Seals, 7 Trumpets, and 7 Bowls. These are parallel accounts of the one climactic judgment day of God. For the next few chapters John elaborates the details of God’s judgment. We will read first descriptions and then destructions of five enemies of Christ and His Church.We have already learned about the counterfeit satanic trinity. These chapters are about the counterfeit church, a prostitute, a crude copy of the spotless bride of Christ.

The enemy of God has tried to eliminate the church but has failed. Now he tries to entice the church. This great prostitute allures, tempts, and seduces. So the evil one wields these two weapons; beauty and brutality, prostitution and persecution. In pleasure mad Rome her citizens were entertained in circuses where Christians were torn to pieces as amusement. Babylon is not one place but every place - past, present, and future – where things are more important than God and people. Ancient Babylon is a symbol of opposition to the advance of the kingdom of God and is alive in the here and now – perhaps even in our heart! John sees masters, merchants, and mariners who have slept with this harlot, now wailing for themselves at her destruction. But these are tears of selfish regret, not spiritual repentance. The mighty city full of pleasures is now just smoke and ashes. One of the most grim vistas of hell is given here. Hell is the absence of all good things, because all good things come from God, and God is far from hell. So those who go to judgment will no longer enjoy music, art, marriage, happiness, or even light – for God is light. Followers of the lamb may live in Babylon, but their heart and true home are in God. While Babylon sinks into the sea, believers will rise with their ascended Lord. 

Chapter 19

The final end of the conflict of ages is in view. Following the pattern of the book, the fearful story of Babylon’s fall is forgotten amidst the boundless joy of the fully redeemed bride of Christ. The certainty of final defeat for all God’s enemies is emphasized by showing the celebration before the battle. Indeed the celebration is central to the victories. Hallelujah – Praise God! – is shouted four times and found only here in the New Testament. Superabundance of joy comes with the inauguration of God’s everlasting kingdom. The marriage of the Lamb shouts the intensity of God’s love. Worship in heaven is a loud celebration of God – holy, just, loving, powerful, and righteous.

The bridegroom is also the Warrior King. The defeat of evil anticipated from the beginning of the story unfolds from the end of chapter 19. There will be one final ultimate battle, but the end of the enemies is told one by one. The enemies of God gather to battle King Jesus and his armies. Before the battle even begins the clean-up crew – flesh eating birds – are invited. In the blink of an eye the ‘battle’ is over. His armies merely observe His sovereign destroying power. 

Chapter 20

This chapter describes the final end of Satan, our great enemy. It is a flashback describing what actually happened before King Jesus appeared on the white horse for the final battle. The story of final victory is narrated in full detail by John with the each enemy described and defeated in turn.  



Dragon / Satan god of this world – Described (ch 12)  
Followers of Beast godless people - Described (ch 13.7,8,16-18)                    

    Beast from Sea (Antichrist) godless Government - Described (ch 13)                

  Beast from Earth (False Prophet) godless Religion - Described (ch 13)  

Babylon the Harlot The World - Described (ch 17)  

Babylon the Harlot The World - Defeated (ch 18)

  Beast from Earth (False Prophet) godless Religion - Defeated (ch 19)
    Beast from Sea (Antichrist) godless Government - Defeated (ch 19)

 Followers of Beast godless people -  Defeated (ch 20.15)

       Dragon / Satan god of this world –  Defeated (ch 20)

Satan’s defeat is especially decisive as he organized all the opposition against the Lord. The great news for John’s readers, then and now, is that Satan is bound by God for a thousand years. As we have seen throughout this book, the number is symbolic. Satan will not be released for a long, long time – longer than any man ever lived, even Methuselah! So believers should preach the gospel in hope to all nations, since their enemy is bound. Not every person will come, but now all can come. Jesus ‘bound’ Satan through His cross-work (Mark 3.27, John 12.31, Colossians 2.15, 1 John 3.8). The main message of this chapter is the final victory of the Lamb’s followers. 

While I preached through Revelation, a man from our church was seriously bitten by a large dog – while the dog was bound with a strong chain to a fence! That poor brother gave us a painful lesson that a beast on a chain can attack, and even kill, but the chain limits the sphere and extent of the destruction. The Lord reigns now. The final unimportance of Satan is seen when an unnamed angel – neither the Father nor the Son – executes the sentence. The brief uprising of evil described as Satan’s release from prison will occur just before Christ’s return. Gog and Magog symbolize rebellious unbelieving humanity. But as we saw at the end of chapter 19, the proud fierce defiance of these enemies is shockingly brief. Judgment fire falls decisively. 

At the close of history, all humankind will gather before our just and holy God. He will sit upon His ancient throne and judge all people. For believers it will be a time of recognition and reward. Unbelievers will be assigned to eternal hell. Our two great enemies – death and Hades – will be forever destroyed. Those who have been born twice, through faith in Jesus Christ, will only die once. 

Chapters 21 and 22

This is the moment God’s elect have prayed for since the Fall in Eden. The enemies of God are destroyed, the curse is lifted, and the splendor of God’s glory is fully displayed. John sees the dawn of God’s everlasting day of peace and righteousness. The people of God enjoy eternal joy and satisfaction in His presence. As this letter is sent to churches, one final warning is issued to her ‘false sons’ -- without true repentance they will never enter God’s paradise. What God began in Genesis will soon come to Christ-centered fulfillment.

We have come to the last page of Holy Scripture. The full message of sacred truth is complete. Those who dare add or subtract from God’s perfect truth will be cursed. Sixty-six books declare our God and the wonders of His glory and grace. If the stubborn and sinful reader still remains unconvinced, then let them continue in their sin. Let them prepare for eternal damnation. 

But the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ will be with God’s people – forever and ever! Human language is inadequate to describe the splendor, so John uses pictures of the beautiful bride, holy city, and glorious riches to convey the superabundance of blessing. A vast park-city, fortress is prepared for the full number of God’s redeemed from all time and every nation. The entire city is a sanctuary, as God Himself will be present among them. Everything is ready. Jesus has fully accomplished our salvation in His first coming. His return will be ‘soon’ – the news is certain and urgent. These precious promises enable the faithful to overcome temptation and endure persecution. Those who long for Him – on every continent and in every century – fervently cry, “Yes! We are waiting! Come, Lord Jesus!”  

Bible Study Questions from Revelation
 Chapter 1

1. Look up several of the other allusions made in this chapter to the Old Testament: 

1:5 to Psalm 88:28, 37-38 (English-89:27, 37)

1:6 to Exodus 19:6
1:7 to Daniel 7:13 and Zechariah 12:10 (see also Matt 24:30)

1:8 to Isaiah 44:6
1:13 to Exodus 28:6-8
1:16 to Isaiah 11:4, 49:2, and 60:19-20
1:18 to Isaiah 22:22

2.  Who is the one "who is, who was, and who is to come" in verses 4 and 8? Why is each of these three important?

3. Throughout this book we will have to decide which descriptions are purely symbolic, and which also have a literal truth. In the description of Jesus, are there any details that are clearly symbolic only? Do the Old Testament passages (in question 1) help in answering this?

4. What is reality? Consider 1 Cor 13:12; 2 Cor 4:16-5:1; Heb 11:8-16, 13:14.

Chapters 2 and 3

1. Complete the following diagram for the seven letters:
	
	Addressee

	from whom
	"I know something good about you . . ."
	"But I know something bad . . ."
	Therefore . . ."
	Call to hear 

	Promise to the overcomer

	Ephesus
	Angel of church
	Him who holds 7 stars and walks among lampstands
	Deeds, hard work, perseverance, cannot tolerate wicked men, endured
	Forsaken your first love 
	Remember, Repent, warning about lampstand being removed
	Hear what Spirit says to churches
	Right to eat from tree of life in paradise of God

	Smyrna
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Pergamum
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Thyatira
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sardis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Philadelphia
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Laodicea
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


2. Not all seven letters contain all points. Why the differences?

Chapter 4

1. Who is sitting on the throne? How do you know?
2.  Why are there 24 elders? Who might they represent? What occurrences of the number 12 can you remember from other parts of Scripture? 
3. Why white garments and golden crowns? What is the purpose of a crown (see 2 Tim 4:8)? What do they cast their crowns before the throne?
4.  Compare verse 11 to verse 8. How are the statements of the creatures and the elders similar? How are they different?
5. Does Jesus appear in this chapter?

Chapter 5

1. Why does John weep in verse 4? Why does the lack of a worthy person produce such grief?
2. Who is speaking in verse 5? See Isaiah 11:1-10 and Genesis 49:9. How are they fulfilled here? Why are these titles -- "Lion of Judah, Root of David" -- important?
3. When John looks at the beginning of verse 6, what does he expect to see? What does he see? What is the purpose of this surprise?
4. Identify three characteristics of the lamb that John notes, and explain why each is important. See also Deuteronomy 33:17, Psalm 17:3 (English-18:2), and Zechariah 3:6-10. Also recall Rev 1:4 and 3:1. 

5. Compare the songs sung to the Lamb in verses 9, 10, 12, and 13 to the praise spoken to God the Father in 4:8 and 4:11. How are they similar? How are they different? 
Chapter 6
1.  Consider the progression of actions in the chapter as each seal is opened. Compare this progression to that found in Jesus' discussion in Matthew 24, especially verses 4-14 and 23-31. What similarities and differences do you find?

2. Read Joel 2:28 to 3:21. Again, compare and contrast this passage with Revelation 6. Are these sections talking about the same event? 

3. The lamb breaks six seals in this chapter. Try to summarize the impact of the breaking of each of the seals. 

4. When the fifth seal is broken, John looks underneath the altar. Has the altar been mentioned before? What is an altar doing in this place? What do the martyrs request? Are these martyrs being improperly revengeful? 
5. How would you describe the events that follow the breaking of the sixth seal? Consider again the other prophecies referenced above. Is this the end of time? See Luke 23:30 and Hosea 10:8 with reference to v. 16 and Luke 21:36 with reference to v. 17.

Chapter 7

1. Who are the "the four angels to whom it was granted to harm the earth and the sea?" Look at Zechariah 6:1-8 (and note that in 6:5 "four spirits" can be translated "four winds").
2. In verse 3, who is to be sealed? Can the answer to that question be different in verse 4? In verse 4, does John see the sealing take place?

3. Compare four groups of people: those mentioned in 5:3 & 5:13, those mentioned in 6:9-11, those to be sealed in 7:3, the 144,000 in 7:4-8, and those mentioned in 7:9 to 17. What similarities are there? What differences? Are some or all of these groups the same people or not? Consider what they say as well as what is said about them.

4. Consider the promises made to the multitude in 7:13-17. Are these blessings peculiar to saved people? (Look at 21:3-7; here the people to be blessed clearly are all believers).

Chapter 8

1. Trumpets occur in 102 verses in the Bible: Numbers 10:1-10, Joshua 6:13-20, 2 Chronicles 5:11-14, 29:25-28, Ezekiel 33:1-9, Joel 2:1-16, Amos 3:6-8, Matt 24:29-31; 1 Corinthians 15:51-57, 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. What different purposes do the trumpets serve in these verses? Which of these seem to be relevant to Revelation 8?

2. What is the relationship between the prayers in chapter 6 and the events of chapter 8? Look also at Ezekiel 10:1-7 and Luke 12:49.

3. In John's vision, the events of chapter 8 take place after those of chapter 6. But we have seen that chapter 7 takes place prior to the end of chapter 6, so sequence in John's vision does not necessarily imply sequence in time for the fulfillment of these prophecies. Are the events of chapter 6 prior to, simultaneous with, or subsequent to those of chapter 8? Look especially at 6:12-17 and 8:12. 

4. Why does God judge? Do you long for God's judgment? Should you long for God's judgment? What impact does the prospect of judgment (for you and for others) have on your life? Consider Matthew 6:10. 

Chapter 9

1. Does John see the star fall? Who gets the key, the star or the angel? Concerning the star, consider Isaiah 14:12 and Luke 10:18. 

2. What are the characteristics of the abyss or pit? See also Matt 8:28-32, Mark 5:1-11, and Jude 1:6. 
3. The locusts are told they must not harm those who are sealed. Look again at 7:1-3 and Ezekiel 9, as well as Exodus 11 on the Passover. What purpose do the locusts serve? How is this similar or dissimilar to what we find in Exodus and Ezekiel? What is the purpose of the seal?

4. What is likely to be the response to this chapter from those described in 6:9-11? Should ours be the same? What impact should this passage have on the way we conduct our lives?

Chapter 10

1. What do the various elements of the angel signify? For rainbow look at Gen 9:16, Eze 1:28; for his face, Daniel 10:6, Matt 17:2; for the clouds, Ps 97:2; for his straddling the sea and the land, Gen 1:9-10. Consider also the first phrase of verse 6 as well as Heb 6:13.

2.  In verses 3 and 4, the angel shouts like a lion's roar, prompting the seven thunders to speak. Recall that thunder accompanies hail in the Egyptian plagues (Ex 9). For more on roaring, see Jer 25:30, Amos 1:2 and 3:8, and especially Joel 3:9-17. For thunder, see also Ex 19:16-19, 1 Sam 2:10, Job 40:6-9, Ps 28 (English 29), John 12:27-29. See also 2 Cor 12:2-4 for others words which a man was unable to repeat.

3. Consider verse 6 and Exodus 20:11. What is the immediate context of the verse in Exodus? When the angel announces that there will be no more delay, what is he talking about? Is there a parallel between the end of the delay, and the passage in Exodus?

4. In verse 7, what is the mystery of God? See also Romans 16:25-27, 1 Cor 4:1, Eph 3:2-12, Eph 6:19, Col 1:25-2:3.
Chapter 11

1. Think about the chapter as a whole. What images here must be symbolic? Which are possibly literal? 

2. Study the other references to “temple” in Revelation: 3:12, 7:15, 11:19, 14:15, 14:17, 15:5, 15:6, 15:8, 16:1, 16:17, and 21:22.  See also 12:6,14, and 13:5 for references to the same length of time. Look also at Daniel 8:11-14. What insights do these references give you into what is happening here? 
3. List the characteristics of the witnesses, in verses 3-6. Are you reminded of any Old Testament characters? Why are they described as olive trees and lampstands? Look at Zechariah 4:10-14.
4. What was characteristic of Sodom and Egypt? (Genesis 18 & 19) Why does God use these terms for (literal or figurative) Jerusalem? What is the reaction of the residents of this city to the death of the witnesses? To their resurrection?

Chapter 12

1. Who does the child represent?  Who does the dragon represent? How do you know? Consider also Ezekiel 29:1-7 and 32:1-10.
2. Who or what might the woman represent? List her characteristics as described in this chapter. Don't forget verse 17. See Genesis 37:9-11, Romans 9:1-8, Galatians 4:26-28.
3. What does Satan's being thrown down represent? These verses may help: Job 1 & 2, Zechariah 3:1-2, Matthew 28:18, John 12:31, 16:11, Hebrews 2:14, 1 John 3:8. Is this the same event or something different from what Jesus describes in Luke 10:18? 
4. In verse 11, who has conquered? By what means? What are the implications for us today? See John 12:25. 
Chapter 13

1.  Where does the first beast come from? The second beast? In light of 10:1-2 what can we say about the ability of these beasts to disrupt God’s plan?
2. Who worships the first beast? Why? What is the relationship between the beast and the dragon? What does this beast say? What does he do? What impact does this have on the saints? How can you tell that God is in control, even now?

3. Detail the characteristics of the second beast. What does it mean for the beast to look like a lamb, but to speak like a dragon? What other lambs appear in Revelation? What does this beast represent? 

4. The beast requires its subjects to get a mark on their foreheads or right hands. Look again at Rev 7:2-3. What do people have to choose between? What are the only two options? What are the consequences of refusing the sign of the beast? 
5. How is the number “7” used in Scripture, particularly in Revelation? How is “3” used? Why might 666 be an appropriate number for the beast, for man’s number?

Chapter 14

1. What is the significance of the sound of the voice in verse 2? See 1:15 and 10:3-4.

2. In considering verses 6-12, recall what John has just seen in chapter 13. What is the purpose of the first angel's proclamation? In what sense is the gospel eternal? What is the relationship between verse 8 and the rest of this section? 
3. Consider verses 9-13. Look again at 13:7-17. Why did the people agree to have the beast's sign put on their foreheads or right hands? What are the temporary consequences of doing that? What are the eternal consequences? 

4. Compare 14:12 to verse 13:10. How are these verses similar? How are they different? Does the meaning of "the perseverance of the saints" differ in the two verses?

5. Look at verses 14-20. What is a sickle? What is it used for? Would anyone use a sickle for harvesting grapes? 
6. How many times does the sickle swing? What happens the first time? The second? What are these swings of the sickle symbolizing? Consider Matthew 13:24-30.

Chapter 15

1. In verse 2, what does "victorious" mean? In what sense is it: the song “of Moses”? of the Lamb? Look at Exodus 15, and recall the context of that song. How is this context similar?

2. In verse 4, what is the relationship between fearing God and glorifying Him? 

Chapter 16

1. Consider 16:5-7. What speaks in 7? (see also 6:9, 8:3-5, and 14:18). What does this signify? Why are God's judgments just? See also Isaiah 49:25-26, 2 Thessalonians 1:3-10, and Hebrews 10:26-31. 

2. In verses 8-11, what is the impact of the judgments upon the people? How do they respond?
3. Consider verses 12, 13, 14, and 16. Look ahead to 19:20. Who then is the false prophet? Who is gathering together for war? Who prompts them to do so? Look at Ezekiel 38:15-39:22 and Joel 3:9-14. 
4.  Why is verse 15 included here? For "thief," recall 3:3; see also Matthew 24:42, Luke 12:40, 1 Thessalonians 5:2-3 and 2 Peter 3:3-12. Why are we told to "guard" our garments? What do the garments symbolize? See 3:4, 3:18, 6:11, 7:9, as well as Zechariah 3:1-5 and Matthew 22:1-14.

5. In verse 17, who says, "It is done"? What is done? For "great city," see 11:18, but also 17:18 and chapter 18. What is the impact of the final bowl? See Hebrews 12:25-29.

6. How do you respond to this section? Are you fearful, awestruck, confused, or angry? Or all of the above? Do verses 5-7 of chapter 16 reflect your response, or not?

Chapter 17

1. How do you understand the “great harlot”? What are her characteristics? Look back at 14:8 and 16:19. Recall Rev 2:14 and 2:20-22 as well as Jeremiah 3:6-9. See also 1 John 2:15-17. Ask yourself again the question we have raised several times: Would your interpretation be of value to listeners in 95AD, in 1600AD, and in 2100AD?

2. In verse 3, we are told John is taken into a wilderness before he sees the harlot. What does the wilderness represent (recall 12:6 and 12:14)? Why is John taken there at this point?

3. In verse 7 the angel says he will tell John the "mystery" of the woman. How does the New Testament use the word “mystery,” and how does this usage differ from ours today? See Revelation 1:20 as well as Matthew 13:11, Romans 11:25, Romans 16:25-26, 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, Ephesians 1:9-10, Ephesians 5:32, Ephesians 6:19, and especially Colossians 1:25-2:3.

4. Look at verse 8. Recall 9:2 and 11:7. Meditate on this phrase: “whose name has not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world.” Look back at 13:8, and then ahead to 20:12-15. Also consider these verses and their context: Matthew 25:34, John 17:24, Ephesians 1:4, and 1 Peter 1:20. Why is your name being written in the book of life from the foundation of the world important to you today? 
5. Consider verses 16 and 17. What do these verses tell us about the forces in opposition to God? About God's sovereignty? How powerful are these forces? If God is in control of these forces, is there also a message about all forces that oppose God? How does that insight have an impact on how you live today?

Chapter 18

1. In chapter 17 Babylon is pictured primarily as a prostitute. What is the predominant picture of Babylon in chapter 18?
2. Think of chapter 18 as the script for a play. Who are the speakers? List and number them. In the Greek New Testament there are no quotation marks; translators must interpret the text in order to place quotation marks. (Thus, the quotation marks in your translation are not inspired.) Consider what the fall of Babylon means to each speaker. What does it mean to you? 

Chapter 19

1. Consider 19:1-4. Have we heard all these speakers before in Revelation? What is the meaning of “Hallelujah”? What is the cause of their rejoicing? Why are God’s judgments said to be just? 
2.  In verses 5-9, what is the new cause of rejoicing? Contrast the details of the bride with the details of the woman in chapter 17 and the city in chapter 18. 

3. Compare verse 8 “fine linen is the righteous acts of the saints” with Isaiah 61:10-62:5. What purposes do the robes serve in both passages? 
4. Given our understanding of Babylon and the bride, what are the implications for us today of this section of Revelation? 
Chapter 20

1.  What is the progression from the end of chapter 19 to the beginning of chapter 20? What event is depicted at the end of 19? How does chapter 20 build on chapter 19? We have seen before that sequence in John's vision need not imply sequence in the occurrence of events he sees. 

2. Is there evidence in the passage regarding whether or not the events described in chapter 20 follow those of 19? 
3. One of the key elements in interpreting Revelation is distinguishing between prophecies that should be taken literally and those that are symbolic. Is the chain of 20:1 literal? Is the abyss?
4. What type of creature is Satan? For more on the binding of Satan, see Mark 3:22-27, Acts 1:8, Matt 28:18-20, Acts 17:30-1, John 12:20-23 & 30-32, and Luke 10:17-18.  What can Satan do and not do to you right now? 

5. In verse 4, does John see people in their bodies? What possibilities are there for understanding where they might be reigning? What evidence in this verse helps us to know where they are reigning? On reigning with Christ, see 1 Corinthians 6:1-3. To whom is Paul speaking in those verses? Who is John talking about in 20:4-6? 

Chapters 21 and 22

1. Look at 21:1-8. What images and themes are brought up in these eight verses? 
2. Compare 21:1-8 with what you find in 21:9 to 22:19. What images and themes are common to the two sections? 

3. Read Isaiah 54:11-55:1, 60, 62:1-7, 65:16-19, Zechariah 1:16, 2:1-5, and Ezekiel 40:1-5, 43:5, and 48:35. What parallels do you find between these passages and Revelation 21? What differences do you find? 

4. The word “new” appears four times in the first 5 verses of chapter 21. What is new about the new heavens, the new earth, and the new Jerusalem? How are these related to the “old” versions?
5. Whose names are written on the gates? On the foundations? See also Ephesians 2:19-22 and Matthew 16:18. Consider what that last verse means in light of Revelation 21:14. 
6.  Consider verses 23-27. What happens to all earthly glory? What does the text mean by the “glory of God”? Why is verse 27 included? Who enters the city? 

Overview
1. From your reading of the entire book, identify three to five central themes. 
2. How would you characterize the tone of the book? Some find it frightening or confusing; what words would you use?
3. What are some key verses that seem to stand out to you?

     Genesis						Revelation 


Heaven and earth created	 1.1		New heaven and new earth  	21.1


Sun created			1.16		No need of the sun		21.23


Night established		1.5		No night there			22.5


Seas created			1.10		No more seas			21.1


Curse announced		3.14-17	Curse lifted			22.3


Tree of Life blocked		3.24		Tree of Life accessible	22.14


Sorrow and pain begin	3.17		No more tears or pain		21.4











� While James, Jude, and Hebrews are generally not considered to have been written by one of the twelve apostles, they certainly reflect the apostolic gospel. 


� For an outline of Paul’s travels, see chapter 18, “Распространение Евангелия до края земли” in Открывая сердце Писания: Том 3, стр. 370-371.


� See “Understanding and Interpreting Apocalyptic Literature” in chapter 12, “Daniel” in Открывая сердце Писания: Том 2, стр 231.


� 1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3, 2 John 1:7


� 2 Thes 2:1-12 describes the man of lawlessness, Rev. 13 describes the beasts from the land and the sea, and Mark 13:22 speaks about false Christs.


� C. H. Spurgeon, Lectures to my Students, quoted by A. Azurdia, Spirit Empowered Preaching:  Involving the Holy Spirit in your Preaching (Newton, IL:  Mentor, 2003), 145-46.


� Note than in Revelation 13, the term “antichrist” is not used, but instead “beast,” and that there are actually two beasts, one from land and one from sea, representing political and religious powers.


� Gn 49:1, Num 24:14, Dt 4:30, 31:29; Is 2:2; Jer 23:20; 30:24; 48:27; 49:39; Ezek 38:16; Dan 10:14; Hos 3:5, Mic 4:1.


� Michael Wilcock, I Saw Heaven Opened (London: Intervarsity, 1975).


� G.K. Beale, The Book of Revelation (NIGCT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).


� Vern S. Poythress, The Returning King (Phillipsburg: P & R Publishing, 2000).


� William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962).


� Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993).


� Bruce M. Metzger





PAGE  
137

