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Lesson 1
1 . Joseph’s brothers felt deep affection for him . 

T/F . Genesis 37:4
2 . Joseph’s brothers sold him to Midianite  

_________ . Genesis 37:28

Lesson 2
1 . Pharaoh’s dream meant that Egypt would 

experience seven years of _________, followed by 
seven years of __________ . Genesis 41:28-30

2 . Joseph was unsure about the meaning of 
Pharaoh’s dream . T/F . Genesis 41:32

Lesson 3
1 . When Joseph’s brothers came to Egypt, they 

did not recognize him . T/F . Genesis 42:8
2 . Joseph retained ________ as a hostage . Gen-

esis 42:24

Lesson 4
1 . After revealing himself to his brothers, 

Joseph wanted to know about whom? (Rachel, 
Benjamin, Jacob) Genesis 45:3

2 . Joseph arranged for his brothers and their 
families to live in ________ . Genesis 45:10

Lesson 5
1 . In what way did Jonathan speak of David? 

(ill, well, disrespectfully) 1 Samuel 19:4-5
2 . Saul took an oath not to seek David’s life . 

T/F . 1 Samuel 19:6

Lesson 6
1 . Jesus instructed us to express what to our 

enemies? (indifference, love, spite) Luke 6:27
2 . We are to be ________, just as our heavenly 

Father is ________ . Luke 6:36

Lesson 7
1 . In the parable of the merciful Samaritan, the 

religious leaders acted nobly . T/F . Luke 10:30-32

2 . How was the Samaritan described by the law 
expert? (as the one who showed mercy, as an out-
law, as a true believer) Luke 10:37

Lesson 8 
1 . The exercise of spiritual gifts without love is 

futile . T/F . 1 Corinthians 13:1-3
2 . Among faith, hope, and love, the greatest is 

________ . 1 Corinthians 13:13

Lesson 9 
1 . Jesus washed the disciples’ what? (clothes, 

hands, feet) John 13:5
2 . Jesus wants his followers to be known for 

their ________ for one another . John 13:35

Lesson 10 
1 . Jesus described himself as the vine, and his 

followers as the ________ . John 15:5a
2 . According to Jesus, his followers can do 

nothing apart from him . T/F . John 15:5c

Lesson 11
1 . Followers of Jesus should be surprised if the 

world hates them . T/F . 1 John 3:13
2 . According to John, we are not to love with 

words or speech but with actions and in ________ . 
1 John 3:18

Lesson 12 
1 . The first Christians shared everything with 

one another . T/F . Acts 4:32-35
2 . Ananias and Sapphira were struck dead for 

not giving everything they had received for the 
sale of their property . T/F . Acts 5:4

Lesson 13 
1 . Believers are to avoid favoritism of the rich 

over the poor . T/F . James 2:1-4
2 . According to James, mercy triumphs over 

________ . James 2:13

Quarterly Quiz
Use these questions as a pretest or as a review. The answers are on page iv of This Quarter in the Word.

 ■ 2 ■ 
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King Saul, was heir to the throne . David was a 
populist hero whom Saul saw as a threat to his 
dynasty . Yet Jonathan and David became fast 
friends and refused to let political differences 
sully their relationship . Jesus taught that people 
could love those who occupied their nation and 
accept those of a despised ethnic group as neigh-
bors . Finally, Paul poetically described what love 
could do and what real love should never do .

Love as Selflessness
Robert Ringer, a businessman and motivational 

speaker in the 1970s, directed those looking to 
succeed in life to the path of Winning Through 
Intimidation and Looking Out for #1. His books 
claimed that the only way to thrive in a hostile 
world was to practice a selfish love that kept one 
from being manipulated by others .

Our third unit demonstrates how the first-
century church was characterized by those who 
put others before themselves . Jesus set the exam-
ple as he shared a Passover meal with his disci-
ples . Instead of being a domineering boss, Jesus 
took the role of a servant . He encouraged his dis-
ciples to abide in his love, following that example 

in daily life . The apostle John counseled believ-
ers to practice Jesus’ love confidently . The earliest 
Christians selflessly gave to fellow believers—to 
the point where no one lacked what was needed . 
Finally, James warned fellow believers to show 
love without partiality .

The world may say that cars love gasoline, that 
opponents of any kind do not deserve love, or that 
true love is looking out only for ourselves . But we 
know that love has a very real meaning . We love 
because we are recipients of divine love!

adical activist Jerry Rubin made a pro-
found observation about the English lan-
guage . In response to a commercial that 

ran in the late 1960s claiming that “Cars love Shell 
[gasoline],” Rubin complained that the word love 
had lost its meaning . How can a word used to 
describe how cars “feel” about gasoline also be 
applied to a husband and wife, a parent and child, 
or a glutton and cupcakes?

Love can be either good or bad, depending on 
one’s motive and the object of the love (contrast 
the love in John 3:16 with that noted in 2 Tim-
othy 4:10 and 1 John 2:15) . A survey of key Old 
and New Testament passages directs us properly .

Love and Families
It has been said, “You can choose your friends; 

family you’re stuck with!” There is a lot of truth in 
this modern proverb . Some of the most difficult 
people to love are those we know best .

Our first unit illustrates how love can overcome 
the most difficult challenges in family life . Joseph 
was an insufferable little brother who received 
special treatment from his dad . After his brothers 
faked his death and sold him into slavery, Joseph 
could have let any love for his family die . Yet a 
love that kept him faithful to God did more than 
allow him to survive . In Joseph we see a persever-
ing love . This love that began with dedication to 
God kept on loving those who betrayed him .

Love Beyond Allies
Over the last decade (at least), American pol-

itics has become increasingly more partisan, 
emphasizing divisions rather than points of agree-
ment . We have seen the effects of raw tribalism . 
Is love reserved for those who agree with us? We 
wring our hands, looking for a better way .

Our second unit examines the better way . We 
see those who practiced a risky love, a love that 
reached beyond one’s faction . Jonathan, son of 

Quarter at a Glance
 by Jim Eichenberger

 ■ 3 ■ 
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Many of us remember those pencil 
marks on an interior doorway in a fam-
ily home . Mom and Dad would have 

each of their children stand in that doorway, then 
mark each child’s height . Over the years, it was 
easy for a child to observe, by comparing pencil 
marks, how much growth he or she had achieved .

If the family of God had a measuring wall, 
what would it show? Perhaps the most dramatic 
growth would be how people of faith matured in 
their understanding and practice of love for one 
another .

Love and Power
The human family has always been a place 

of love and nurture (ideally, at least) . Neverthe-
less, the lust for power in the ancient world could 
invade the safety and sanctity of the home . The 
most jarring example is the practice of child sac-
rifice, especially in fertility religions . The book of 
Leviticus warned the Israelites not to engage in the 
behavior common in ancient Canaan (Leviticus 
18:21) . Yet this command was violated . Practice of 
child sacrifice was given as one of the reasons for 
the fall of the northern kingdom of Israel (2 Kings 
17:7-8, 17) . To the south, the most notorious kings 
of Judah, namely Ahaz and Manasseh, also sacri-
ficed their sons (16:1, 3; 21:1, 6) .

Parents could also be slain in order to make way 
for their children to come to power . For instance, 
King Sennacherib of Assyria threatened to con-
quer Judah, but he was betrayed by his own fam-
ily . Two of his sons assassinated him, resulting in 
another son taking the throne (2 Kings 19:36-37) .

Even among worshippers of the one true God, 
family units were not devoid of destructive con-
flict . From Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau, and 
the murderous intrigue within the royal house-
hold of David, families often came up short when 
measured by their love . Love needed both a strong 
definition and a definitive example .

New Family, New Standard
Jesus declared that he was doing more than 

offering prophetic instruction . He was creating a 
new family made up of all those intent on doing 
the will of his Father in Heaven (Matthew 12:47-
50) . That new family was to be marked by love for 
and unity with one another (John 13:35; 17:20-
23) . The way Jesus modeled love’s ideal caused a 
noticeable growth spurt on the “measuring wall” 
of God’s children .

The church of the first three centuries took this 
new standard to heart . The great North African 
theologian Tertullian (about AD 160–220) taught 
that the Christian life practiced in the church was 
so morally superior to pagan culture that it should 
be obvious to all . He desired that pagans look at 
Christians, even while persecuting them, and say, 
“Look how they love one another!”

Justin Martyr (about AD 100–165), another 
early church father, spoke often of love as the mark 
of the Christian . In a world in which it was com-
mon to refuse to associate with those of another 
race or nation, he pointed to the practice of living 
cross-culturally and even loving enemies .

Love for enemies was no more obvious than 
during a pandemic that aff licted the Roman 
Empire about AD 249–262 . Cyprian of Car-
thage (AD 200–258) witnessed and described the 
plague . Those afflicted often blamed Christians . 
But while pagans were throwing infected mem-
bers of their own families into the streets even 
before they died, Christians cared for the sick at 
the risk of contracting the plague themselves .

The ancient world spoke of love, but far too 
often selfishness overruled the best impulses of 
people . Then into the world came the very defini-
tion of love (1 John 4:10) . In providing forgiveness 
of sins and reconciliation with God, Jesus called 
into being his church to demonstrate such love 
continually . The church became for the world the 
new measuring wall of love .

Get the Setting
 by Jim Eichenberger†

 ■ 4 ■  †See note on bottom of next page .
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Lesson Cycle Chart
International Sunday School Lesson Cycle, September 2016–August 2022

Copyright © 2017 Standard Publishing, part of the David C Cook family, Colorado Springs, Colorado 80918 .
Based on International Sunday School Lessons for Christian Teaching, 

copyright © 2012 by the Committee on the Uniform Series .

Partners in a 
New Creation

(Isaiah, John, 
Revelation)

God Frees and Redeems 

(Deuteronomy, Ezra, 
Matthew, John, Romans, 

Galatians)

Justice, Law, History

(Pentateuch, 2 Samuel, 
Ezra, Job, Isaiah, Nahum)

Celebrating God

(Exodus, 2 Samuel, Psalms, 
Mark, Acts, Revelation)

The Sovereignty of God

(Isaiah, Matthew, 
Hebrews, Revelation)

Covenant with God

(Pentateuch, 1 & 2 Samuel, 
Nehemiah, Jeremiah, 

Ezekiel, 1 Corinthians, 
Hebrews)

God’s World and 
God’s People

(Genesis)

Responding to 
God’s Grace

(Pentateuch, 1 Samuel, 
1 Kings, Luke, Epistles)

Love for One Another

(Genesis, 1 Samuel, Luke, 
John, Acts, Epistles)

Creation: A Divine Cycle

(Psalms, Luke, Galatians)

Faith in Action

(Daniel, Matthew, Acts, 
Ephesians, 1 Timothy, 

James)

Our Love for God

(Deuteronomy, Joshua, 
Psalms, Matthew, Luke, 

Epistles)

Honoring God

(1 Kings, 1 Chronicles, 
Matthew, Luke)

Call in the 
New Testament

(Gospels, Acts, Romans, 
1 Corinthians, Hebrews)

God Loves Us

(Psalms, Joel, Jonah, 
John, Romans, Ephesians, 

1 Peter, 1 John)

Acknowledging God

(Pentateuch, 2 Chroni-
cles, Psalms, Luke, John, 
2 Corinthians, Hebrews, 

Revelation)

Discipleship and 
Mission

(Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
Acts, Romans)

Justice and the 
Prophets

(Esther, Prophets, 
1 Corinthians)

Prophets Faithful 
to God’s Covenant

(Deuteronomy, Joshua, 
1 & 2 Kings, Ezra, Nehe miah, 

Lamentations, Prophets)

God’s Urgent Call

(Exodus, Judges,  
Prophets, Acts)

Justice in the 
New Testament

(Matthew, Luke, Romans, 
2 Corinthians, Colossians)

Covenant in God

(Ruth, 1 Samuel, Matthew, 
Mark, Ephesians, 

Colossians, Hebrews)

Many Faces of Wisdom

(Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
Gospels, James)

Confident Hope

(Leviticus, Matthew, Luke, 
Romans, 2 Corin thians, 

Hebrews, 1 John)

Fall Quarter 
(Sep, Oct, Nov)

Winter Quarter 
(Dec, Jan, Feb)

Spring Quarter 
(Mar, Apr, May)

Summer Quarter 
(Jun, Jul, Aug)

Year

2016–
2017

2017–
2018

2018–
2019

2019–
2020

2020–
2021

2021–
2022
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is that you, the teacher, model their use as you 
facilitate the lesson presentation and accom-
panying discussion . This creates student confi-
dence and increases the likelihood that learners 
will honor the ground rules themselves in holis-
tic collaboration .

A sample set of ground rules might include 
some of the following:

• Open-minded and nonjudgmental dialogue.
• Confidential and respectful discussion.
• No interruptions, demeaning comments, or 

other disruptive behavior.
• Active attention when a classmate is talking.
• Using “I language” (rather than “you 

language”) to challenge ideas.

Results of a Co-Learning Culture
Having ground rules to frame Bible class dis-

cussions serves to create an inclusive learning 
environment as it welcomes diverse viewpoints . 
Establishing trust is the key for doing so . When 
that trust is established, the result will be a class-
room setting that is open to insights—insights 
that empower growth in faith and service . Dis-
cussions in a co-learning classroom environment 
create the dynamic of shifting learning expecta-
tions toward students’ participation . Discussions 
can underscore previously overlooked values that 
come to light in the hearing of others’ views .

The ultimate perspective the students must hear 
is, of course, that of the author’s original intent 
in writing the Scripture text . This is where you, 
the teacher, walk a tightrope . Invalid perspectives 
do exist (compare Galatians 2:11-21) . But when 
you, the teacher, challenge wrong ideas within the 
framework of the ground rules, the co-learning 
culture is maintained as a learner comes to the 
conclusion on his or her own that the voiced per-
spective is in need of serious rethinking .

Facilitating discussions in Bible study 
can anticipate, invite, and empower mean-
ingful co-learning . Discussion as a learn-

ing tool can draw all students in a class into 
participation such that they feel they share a vital 
role in the lesson . As they discuss a Bible pas-
sage together, learners help others who are pres-
ent grasp God’s truth and integrate it into life . 
That’s co-learning .

Preparing for Discussion
Teachers can empower co-learning when 

they prepare for it . Advance preparation for 
co- learning discussion comes in various forms: 
previewing resources such as blogs, Bible diction-
aries, or videos; inviting students to bring their 
own questions; anticipating counterarguments; 
reflecting on the sets of questions in this teacher 
guide; etc . Successful discussion begins with good 
preparation!

To foster meaningful discussion in upcoming 
class sessions, teachers can communicate details 
about lessons through e-mail, social media, or web 
links . All this advance preparation will serve to 
engage the prior knowledge that students bring 
to the classroom, inspire deeper faith integration, 
and foster further reflection . The result will be 
enhanced discipleship .

Importance of Ground Rules
Ground rules are a simple set of agreed upon 

assumptions that clarify and guide the use of dis-
cussion . Having explicit ground rules is a funda-
mental prerequisite for Bible class discussions . 
Teachers can, of course, elect to introduce their 
own ground rules . But an even greater sense of 
ownership is created when teacher and students 
work together in developing them . Either way, it is 
imperative for class members to understand these 
guidelines before discussion begins .

An indispensable component of ground rules 

Empower Co-Learning
 Teacher Tips by Jerry Bowling

 ■ 8 ■ 
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■     9

Biased
Love

September 6
Lesson 1 (NIV)

And they hated him all the more because of his 
dream and what he had said.

9 Then he had another dream, and he told it 
to his brothers. “Listen,” he said, “I had another 
dream, and this time the sun and moon and 
eleven stars were bowing down to me.”

10 When he told his father as well as his 
brothers, his father rebuked him and said, 
“What is this dream you had? Will your 
mother and I and your brothers actually come 
and bow down to the ground before you?” 
11 His brothers were jealous of him, but his 
father kept the matter in mind.
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

23 So when Joseph came to his brothers, they 
stripped him of his robe—the ornate robe he 
was wearing— 24 and they took him and threw 
him into the cistern.
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

28 So when the Midianite merchants came 
by, his brothers pulled Joseph up out of the cis-
tern and sold him for twenty shekels of silver to 
the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt.

Genesis 37:2-11, 23-24a, 28
2 This is the account of Jacob’s family line.
Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was tend-

ing the flocks with his brothers, the sons of Bil-
hah and the sons of Zilpah, his father’s wives, 
and he brought their father a bad report about 
them.

3 Now Israel loved Joseph more than any of 
his other sons, because he had been born to 
him in his old age; and he made an ornate robe 
for him. 4 When his brothers saw that their 
father loved him more than any of them, they 
hated him and could not speak a kind word 
to him.

5 Joseph had a dream, and when he told it 
to his brothers, they hated him all the more. 
6 He said to them, “Listen to this dream I had: 
7 We were binding sheaves of grain out in the 
field when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood 
upright, while your sheaves gathered around 
mine and bowed down to it.”

8 His brothers said to him, “Do you intend 
to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?” 

Devotional Reading: Psalm 105:1-6, 16-22
Background Scripture: Genesis 25:28; 35:23-26

Key Verse
His brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the matter in mind. —Genesis 37:11
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September 6 ■ 10 ■  Biased Love

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Identify the cause and effects of Jacob’s 

favoritism .
2 . Explain how Joseph contributed to the 

effects of the problem .
3 . Repent of having demonstrated biased love 

and seek to make amends for having done so .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . House vs . Home
 B . Lesson Context
 I. A Family’s Discord (Genesis 37:2-4)
 A . Friction (v . 2)
 B . Favoritism (v . 3)
 C . Fury (v . 4)
 II. A Brother’s Dreams (Genesis 37:5-11)
 A . In the Fields (vv . 5-8)
 B . In the Sky (vv . 9-11)
   Dreaming of Grandeur
 III. Brothers’ Disdain (Genesis 37:23-24a, 28)
 A . Shaming Joseph (vv . 23-24a)
 B . Selling Joseph (v . 28)
   Who Suffers from Favoritism?
Conclusion
 A . Imperfect Family, Perfect God
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember

Introduction
A. House vs. Home

Why don’t we use the expression “house, sweet 
house”? A house is just a structure or place of resi-
dence . Without a family within, the building can 
never be a home . Home has much more sentiment 
attached to its meaning, evoking different emo-
tions based on the family life within the house . 
A home consists of all that goes on within that 
structure . It is the place where memories are made .

When we consider the family life of the patri-
arch Jacob in the Old Testament, “home, sweet 
home” is not the first phrase to cross our minds . 
“Family feud” seems more appropriate! The strife 
and hard feelings within that family are seen in 
today’s lesson text .

B. Lesson Context
Joseph was born around the year 1916 BC . In 

world historical context, this would be near the 
middle of the Bronze Age, which began around 
3000 BC . Other technological and societal 
advancements made this a time of important, 
though comparatively slow, change .

The struggles with love involving Joseph go 
back years before Joseph to his father Jacob (about 
2007–1860 BC) . Jacob was raised in a home where 
favoritism appears to have been the primary par-
enting skill of his father and mother, Isaac and 
Rebekah . Genesis 25:28 tells us all we need to 
know: “Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved 
Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob .”

Such a scenario was bound to produce fam-
ily conflict . This infighting came to a head when 
Rebekah learned of Isaac’s desire to bless his favor-
ite son, Esau (the older of the two) . This would 
solidify Esau’s privileged position, with promises 
of abundance for the future . She disguised Jacob 
so that he would feel hairy like Esau in the pres-
ence of blind Isaac . The ruse worked, and the 
blessing intended for Esau was pronounced on 
Jacob (Genesis 27:1-41) .

To escape Esau’s vengeance, Jacob traveled to 
Harran, where Rebekah’s brother Laban lived 
(Genesis 27:42-43) . There Jacob married the two 
daughters of Laban, namely Leah and Rachel, and 

Love for
 One Another

Unit 1: Struggles with Love
Lessons 1–4
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became the father of one daughter and 11 of his 
eventual 12 sons (29:15–30:24) . Joseph was the 
last son born to Jacob in Harran (30:22-24) . On 
the way back to Canaan, after residing in Harran 
for 20 years (31:38), Benjamin was born . He and 
Joseph were the only two sons of Rachel . Trag-
ically, Rachel died while giving birth to Benja-
min (35:16-20) .

Eventually, Jacob settled with his family in 
Canaan near Bethel (Genesis 35:1), a journey hun-
dreds of miles from Harran . Perhaps he believed 
that he would enjoy his last years in relative calm, 
as opposed to all the strife he had experienced thus 
far . However, some of Jacob’s most heartbreak-
ing trials were yet to come, sown from seeds in 
his own past .

I. A Family’s Discord
(Genesis 37:2-4)
A. Friction (v. 2)

2a. This is the account of Jacob’s family line.
The book of Genesis is organized partially by 

the use of the Hebrew phrase translated this is the 
account of, used for the last time here . The phrase 
first appears in Genesis 2:4: “This is the account of 
the heavens and the earth when they were created” 
(see also Genesis 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 
19; 36:1, 9) . Each instance emphasizes the con-
tinuation of life and introduces stories concerned 
with those lives in some way . Importantly, Jacob 
was the grandson of Abraham (Matthew 1:2), who 
was given great covenant promises by God (Gene-
sis 12:1-3; 17:1-16) .

2b. Joseph, a young man of seventeen, was 
tending the flocks with his brothers,

Joseph’s birth is recorded in Genesis 30:22-24 . 
Genesis 33:1-2 mentions how Jacob placed Rachel 
and Joseph in the rear of the entourage as Jacob 
prepared to meet Esau . This preferential treatment 
foreshadowed the family dynamics that would 
contribute to the drama present in today’s text . 
Since Rachel was Jacob’s preferred wife and Joseph 
was her only son so far, Jacob wanted to reduce the 
risk of their being harmed should Esau come seek-
ing revenge for Jacob’s previous deceitful actions 
(see Lesson Context) .

Jacob was a very successful shepherd (Genesis 
30:25-43), and apparently he intended for Joseph 
to follow in his footsteps . To that end, we see 
Joseph learning the family operation . In this rel-
atively dry region, it was necessary to move the 
flocks and herds around to provide them with 
daily food . Sometimes herdsmen would have to 
go long distances to find that food .

2c. the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, 
his father’s wives,

Bilhah and Zilpah are called Jacob’s wives, 
though the actual status of each was that of an 
attendant (servant) and eventual concubine (Gen-
esis 35:22) . Zilpah was given to Leah when she 
married Jacob (29:23-24); Bilhah was given to 
Rachel at the same time (29:29) . According to the 
custom of the time, children born to a wife’s ser-
vants by her husband were counted as the wife’s 
own children (examples: 30:1-8) . Bilhah’s sons 
were Dan and Naphtali (35:25); Zilpah’s were 
Gad and Asher (35:26) .

2d. and he brought their father a bad report 
about them.

The content of Joseph’s report about these 
brothers is unknown . The Hebrew word trans-
lated bad does not necessarily imply something 
evil, though it certainly can . In this case, it may 
mean that Joseph’s brothers have done something 
disrespectful or mean to their younger brother . It 
could also be that Joseph brought word of a poor 
work ethic or other misbehavior .

What Do You Think?
How do we teach children the difference 

between bringing to an adult a needed report 
of behavior versus merely being a tattletale?

Digging Deeper
How do Genesis 27:5-10; 1 Samuel 22:9-19; 

Esther 2:21-23; and/or Acts 23:16-22 inform 
your response? Why?

B. Favoritism (v. 3)
3. Now Israel loved Joseph more than any 

of his other sons, because he had been born to 
him in his old age; and he made an ornate robe 
for him.

Lesson 1 (NIV) ■ 11 ■  September 6
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Here we see Jacob’s name Israel, given to him 
after his wrestling match in Genesis 32:22-30 . 
Its use reminds the reader that God blessed Israel 
when he changed the patriarch’s name (compare 
17:1-8) .

While Joseph’s tattling didn’t cultivate good 
brotherly feelings, Israel’s favoritism likely caused 
even more tension . The favor that was revealed at 
the meeting with Esau (see commentary on Gen-
esis 37:2b, above) became even more pronounced 
once Jacob’s family had settled in the land . Jacob 
made no secret of the greater love he had for 
Joseph. Not only was Joseph one of Rachel’s two 
sons, but he was also born late in Jacob’s life—
Jacob was about 90, based on Joseph’s age relative 
to Jacob’s when the whole family arrived in Egypt 
(comparing 41:46-47; 45:6; and 47:9) .

There were likely many ways in which Jacob 
demonstrated his fondness for Joseph . One con-
crete way Jacob expressed this love was by making 
an ornate robe only for Joseph . This robe was more 
than a jacket or winter coat . It stood out against 
any garment the brothers had been given .

What Do You Think?
In what ways would you change, were you to 

accept the challenge to “not be like Jacob”?
Digging Deeper
What other Bible character’s example will help 

you most in this regard? Why?

C. Fury (v. 4)
4. When his brothers saw that their father 

loved him more than any of them, they hated 
him and could not speak a kind word to him.

Something as conspicuous as an ornate robe is 
impossible not to notice . This article of clothing 
became a physical, tangible reminder not only to 
Joseph but also to his brothers that Jacob played 
favorites . Simply by looking at Joseph in the 
robe, the brothers could see that their father loved 
Joseph more than any of the rest of them . Events 
from their family history foreshadow what may 
happen to Joseph as a result of the hatred his 
brothers feel (compare Genesis 27:41; see Lesson 
Context) .

What Do You Think?
Without giving directive advice, how would you 

counsel someone who is in the less-loved 
position as were Joseph’s brothers?

Digging Deeper
Assume that changing the attitude of the one 

exhibiting favoritism is not viable.

II. A Brother’s Dreams
(Genesis 37:5-11)

A. In the Fields (vv. 5-8)
5. Joseph had a dream, and when he told it 

to his brothers, they hated him all the more.
Now comes another reason for Joseph’s broth-

ers to have hated him: his dreams . Dreams of rev-
elation are found primarily in Genesis and Daniel 
in the Old Testament (examples: Genesis 20:3; 
Daniel 2:28) . Joseph was one of the few to whom 
God spoke in this manner . Equally important is 
the fact that Joseph later demonstrated the God-
given ability to interpret the dreams of others 
(example: Genesis 41:25-32; see lesson 2) . This 
ability opened doors for Jacob’s family to come 
to Egypt .

6-7. He said to them, “Listen to this dream 
I had: We were binding sheaves of grain out 
in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and 
stood upright, while your sheaves gathered 
around mine and bowed down to it.”

This dream uses images from a grain harvest . 
Men and women would go out with hand sickles 
and cut the grain . As they did, they gathered the 
cut stalks into sheaves. The sheaves were stacked in 
the field to await transport to the place of thresh-
ing (compare Ruth 2:7) .

To bow down is an act of great respect or wor-
ship. Here it signifies that someone else has (or 
will have) power over those who are doing the 
bowing . Why would Joseph think it prudent to 
tell his brothers about a dream in which they 
were under his power? Being a very young man, 
around age 17, Joseph simply may not have devel-
oped a sense of tact or appropriateness . Or per-
haps he sensed already that his dream had come 
from God and was a word his brothers needed 
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to hear . The Bible is silent concerning Joseph’s 
motivations .

8. His brothers said to him, “Do you intend 
to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?” 
And they hated him all the more because of his 
dream and what he had said.

The symbolism of the dream did not confuse 
Joseph’s brothers: Joseph saw himself as one who 
would reign over the brothers . They immediately 
grasped its meaning and hated him all the more 
because of it! Whether they took the dream seri-
ously or considered it an attempt at self- promotion, 
the brothers recognized that, once again, their 
younger brother was placed above them .

Though the Bible is silent on this matter, it is 
possible that the brothers have already discussed 
killing Joseph (compare Esau’s idea in Genesis 
27:41) . Joseph’s brothers, of course, did not know 
how important the fulfillment of Joseph’s dreams 
would be for the men’s own lives (42:6-9; 43:26, 
28; 44:14; 50:18; see lesson 3) .

What Do You Think?
What do Joseph’s announcement and his broth-

ers’ reaction teach you about discretion?
Digging Deeper
How do passages such as Proverbs 2:11 and 

Daniel 7:28 help inform your answer?

B. In the Sky (vv. 9-11)
9. Then he had another dream, and he told 

it to his brothers. “Listen,” he said, “I had 
another dream, and this time the sun and moon 
and eleven stars were bowing down to me.”

For Joseph, the second dream likely provided 
verification that the message of the first was true 
since the two dreams concern the same subject . 
We may compare this with Pharaoh’s two dreams 
in the same night; those dreams had different 
images but the same meaning (Genesis 41:25) .

Joseph’s second dream has implications as 
serious as the first . Not only would the eleven 
stars, representing his 11 brothers, bow down to 
him, so would Jacob and Leah (who still lived 
and represented her sister, Joseph’s mother, 
now deceased per Genesis 35:19) . The number 

11 leaves no doubt about whom these images 
signify!

10. When he told his father as well as his 
brothers, his father rebuked him and said, 
“What is this dream you had? Will your 
mother and I and your brothers actually come 
and bow down to the ground before you?”

Jacob responded first to Joseph’s second dream . 
Even though Joseph was his favorite son, Jacob was 
bothered by the dream and rebuked Joseph for shar-
ing it . In a patriarchal society where the father held 
the primary authority and where birth order deter-
mined standing within a family, it was hard to 
believe that the next-to-youngest son, Joseph, would 
be the one to whom Jacob, Leah, and the 11 broth-
ers would bow down—no matter how much Jacob 
loved the boy .

What Do You Think?
In what instances does  indiscreet speech call 

for rebuke rather than no response?
Digging Deeper
What Scripture passages help you most to be 

discerning in this regard?

Jacob, of course, was no stranger to dreams . 
He had dreamed as he departed from Canaan 
and traveled toward Harran (Genesis 28:10-16) . 
In Harran he told Rachel and Leah of another 
dream, one in which God told him to return to 
Canaan (31:10-13) . Even so, he did not seem to 
grasp that these dreams were more than fanciful 
nocturnal fabrications on Joseph’s part .

1 Dreaming of granDeur 1
In a dream I had recently, several of us Chris-

tian bikers were at a gas station, my friends on Jap-
anese motorcycles and I on my German BMW . I 
mention the origins of our bikes because a group 
of Harley riders arrived next . Harley riders tend to 
look down on Japanese bikes in particular, though 
they generally admire the German Beemer .

This real-life disdain resulted in the dream bullies 
stopping to harass us, looking to make trouble . My 
friends backed away, and there I was by my Beemer . 
I courageously told the Harley riders to leave my 
friends alone and go away peacefully . And they did!
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Maybe my dream tells the future; more likely, 
it expresses some anxiety I have or my desire to 
be a hero . Unlike me, Joseph had no doubt about 
the meaning and importance of his dreams . He 
knew they revealed something about God’s plan 
in Joseph’s life . Do our aspirational dreams align 
with God’s plan as Joseph’s nocturnal ones did?

 —C . R . B .

11a. His brothers were jealous of him,
Here the brothers’ reaction to Joseph’s second 

dream differs from the hatred that has defined 
them heretofore . Perhaps they were beginning to 
wonder whether Joseph’s dreams have some real 
meaning to them, or possibly they wished they 
could be the ones having such dreams .

The emotion of jealousy suggests a stronger and 
more significant passion than even hatred . The 
emotion magnifies the possibility that their feel-
ings would spill over into violence (see commen-
tary on Genesis 37:8) .

11b. but his father kept the matter in mind.
Kept the matter in mind means that Jacob will 

watch for one or more events through which 
Joseph’s dream will be fulfilled . This is similar to 
Mary’s own watchfulness in Luke 2:19 .

III. Brothers’ Disdain
(Genesis 37:23-24a, 28)

A. Shaming Joseph (vv. 23-24a)
23-24a. So when Joseph came to his broth-

ers, they stripped him of his robe—the ornate 
robe he was wearing—and they took him and 
threw him into the cistern.

As the story picks up at this point, Jacob had 
sent Joseph to his brothers who were tending the 
herds . Joseph found them in Dothan, close to 
one of the major trade routes to Egypt . When the 
brothers saw Joseph approaching, they decided it 
was a good time to kill him . His brother Reuben, 
however, suggested instead that Joseph be thrown 
into the cistern (see Genesis 37:12-22, not in our 
printed text) .

The act of stripping Joseph out of his robe sym-
bolically stripped him of his status as Jacob’s 
favorite . It likely represents more than anything 

the brothers’ resentment of the favoritism that 
Joseph received from their father . When they 
decided to pretend he had died, the robe became 
evidence in support of their story (Genesis 37:31-
33) . Their revenge continued when they threw 
Joseph into the cistern . It was impossible for him 
to climb out of it .

B. Selling Joseph (v. 28)
28. So when the Midianite merchants came 

by, his brothers pulled Joseph up out of the cis-
tern and sold him for twenty shekels of silver to 
the Ishmaelites, who took him to Egypt.

Are the Midianites and Ishmaelites two names 
for the same group of people? On the one hand, 
Genesis 37:36 says that the Midianites sold Joseph 
to Potiphar, while Genesis 39:1 says it was the Ish-
maelites; this suggests they were the same peo-
ple by two names . Similarly, we later find Gideon 
fighting against “the Midianites” (Judges 7:24-25; 
8:1); yet, “it was the custom of the Ishmaelites to 
wear gold earrings” (8:24) .

On the other hand, some scholars suggest that 
the Midianite merchants acted as middlemen for 
the Ishmaelites and were not actually part of the 
same people . At the very least, the two groups 
shared Abraham as a common ancestor (see Gen-
esis 16:15; 25:1-2) .

The relative value of twenty shekels of silver is uncer-
tain . Such an amount seems to be the going price for 
slaves in the time of Joseph . His sale brought mone-
tary profit to the brothers as well as providing them a 
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HOW TO SAY IT
 Bethel Beth-ul .
 Bilhah Bill-ha .
 Canaan Kay-nun .
 Dothan Doe-thun (th as in thin) .
 Esau Ee-saw.
 Haran Hair-un .
 Ishmaelites Ish-may-el-ites .
 Israel Iz-ray-el .
 Laban Lay-bun .
 Midianites Mid-ee-un-ites .
 obeisance oh-bee-sense .
 Zilpah Zil-pa .
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way of enacting their revenge without actually killing 
him . The brothers then slaughtered a goat, smeared 
its blood on the robe they tore up, and presented the 
robe to their father as evidence that the favorite son 
was dead, killed by a wild animal (Genesis 37:31-35) . 
Meanwhile, Joseph was taken to Egypt, presumably 
never to be heard from again .

1 Who SufferS from favoritiSm? 1
I knew a businessman who pressured all his 

children to follow in his footsteps . All but one of 
them entered a father-approved career field . These 
were blessed with his favor, but the one who chose 
a different way suffered many consequences .

When the father died, his estate was divided 
equally among his children . However, in a final 
act of favoritism, those who had done what the 
father said received their shares immediately . The 
other son found that his inheritance was placed 
in an investment account from which he received 
only the yearly dividends . He would never receive 
the full amount of his share as his siblings did .

In Jacob’s family, only Joseph was favored . 
In both families, everyone eventually suffered 
because of favoritism, whether it benefited them 
initially or not . And so it still is . —C . R . B .

Conclusion
A. Imperfect Family, Perfect God

Today’s tragic episode impresses on us what 
favoritism can do and has done in families . Jacob’s 
showing favoritism to Joseph created hatred in his 
older sons that festered and was mixed with envy, 
finally erupting in violence . Biased love toward 
one son resulted in the others starving for their 
father’s favor and taking out their neglect on the 
object of his affection .

Still, God’s sovereign plan and purpose moved 
forward under his guiding hand . God had told 
Joseph’s great-grandfather Abraham that his fam-
ily would sojourn in Egypt for 400 years (Genesis 
15:13) . Joseph was being sent ahead as a kind of 
point man for his family . Though Joseph saw only 
slavery ahead of him, God saw the fulfillment of 
Joseph’s dreams and the blessing he would be to 
his brothers (45:4-11; see lesson 4) .

In God’s providential work through Joseph, 
we are reminded that God is never thwarted by 
the evil intentions of human beings . Though we 
struggle to see God at work in our trials today, he 
remains the unseen mover in our lives just as he 
was in Joseph’s life . With Paul, we remain confi-
dent that, “God works for the good of those who 
love him, who have been called according to his 
purpose” (Romans 8:28) . Truly nothing can sep-
arate us from God’s love or prevent him from ful-
filling the plans he has for us (8:35-39), even our 
imperfect families .

B. Prayer
Dear Father, help us to love as you do, with-

out neglecting some and favoring others . In Jesus’ 
name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
God’s love favors all his children .
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Visuals FOR THESE LESSONS

The visual pictured in each lesson (see example this 
page) is a small reproduction of a large, full-color 
poster included in the Adult Resources packet for 
the Fall 2020 Quarter. That packet also contains the 
very useful Presentation Tools CD for teacher use. 
Order No. 1628120 from your supplier.

Visual for Lesson 1. Point to this visual as you dis
cuss the nature of Joseph’s family. Ask for “lessons 
learned” for today.
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Have learners discuss and complete the chart 
in small groups, then reconvene for whole-class 
discussion . Using the rows to go verse by verse 
through the lesson text, ask “What’s so?” as you 
pause at each intersection of row and header . After 
appropriate responses (which should be obvious 
from the text), ask “So what?” to dig below a mere 
recitation of historical facts . Probe for different 
conclusions . Encourage learners not to allow per-
sonal experiences of family conflict to read into 
the text something that is not there . (Option. Dis-
tribute copies of the “Exegesis, Not Eisegesis” 
activity from the activity page for learners to com-
plete as indicated .)

Into Life 
Form learners into study pairs and give each a 

handout (you prepare) on which are printed the 
following questions:

1–In what ways does favoritism damage family 
relationships today? 

2–When have you seen accusations of favoritism 
where none existed?

3–How can you make amends for your own errors 
regarding questions 1 and 2?

4–What are some ways you can minister to those 
who bear the scars of favoritism, either as victim 
or perpetrator?

5–What are some practices church staff members 
can adopt to avoid perceptions of favoritism?

Case study. An elder in a church has two grand-
sons: one is a grandson of natural descent; the 
other became a grandson when the man’s daugh-
ter married a man who had a son . The grandfather 
set up a snack vending service at his workplace, 
with proceeds going to a college fund for the 
grandson of natural descent only . This is caus-
ing friction with the son-in-law, who is the natu-
ral father of both boys . The grandfather defends 
his favoritism by saying, “Blood is thicker than 
water .” How would you counsel this man?

Into the Lesson
Option. Before class members arrive, place in 

chairs copies of the “Yep—That’s Family!” exercise 
from the activity page, which you can download . 
Your early arrivers can work on this as indicated .

Write the following on the board: 

What is the difference between 
a house and a home?

As volunteers share their responses, jot their 
ideas on the board . Then ask how a house becomes 
a home . After several responses, flip it around and 
ask what actions and attitudes could cause a home 
to devolve into being merely a house?

After learners offer responses regarding family 
strife, make a transition by saying, “Family strife 
is nothing new—it goes clear back to Genesis 4 . 
Let’s examine a case of reconciliation to see what 
it can teach us today .”

Into the Word
Ask learners what they know about Esau and 

Jacob, the sons of Isaac and Rebekah . (Expected 
responses: they were twins; Isaac favored Esau; 
Rebekah favored Jacob; etc .) If no one does so, 
summarize Jacob’s “like father, like son” favorit-
ism . Ask students to share how the parents’ favor-
itism caused calamity in the family . (Expected 
responses are per Genesis 25:27-34; 27:1-45 .)

Distribute handouts (you prepare) titled “Fam-
ily Conflict” that feature four columns headed 
Lesson Text / Jacob’s Actions / Joseph’s Actions / 
Brothers’ Actions . Under the far left column (Les-
son Text), have printed the following as labels to 
rows: A–verse 2; B–verses 3-4; C–verses 5-11; D–
verses 23-24a; E–verse 28 . Include these instruc-
tions: “Read through each section of the lesson 
text of Genesis 37:2-11, 23-24a, 28 . As you do, 
fill in the chart as the headers imply concerning 
actions that contributed to family conflict . Not 
every box will require a response .”
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ing and wise man and put him in charge of the 
land of Egypt.”
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

37 The plan seemed good to Pharaoh and 
to all his officials. 38 So Pharaoh asked them, 
“Can we find anyone like this man, one in 
whom is the spirit of God?”

39 Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God 
has made all this known to you, there is no one 
so discerning and wise as you. 40 You shall be 
in charge of my palace, and all my people are 
to submit to your orders. Only with respect to 
the throne will I be greater than you.”
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

50 Before the years of famine came, two sons 
were born to Joseph by Asenath daughter of 
Potiphera, priest of On. 51 Joseph named his 
firstborn Manasseh and said, “It is because 
God has made me forget all my trouble and 
all my father’s household.” 52 The second son 
he named Ephraim and said, “It is because 
God has made me fruitful in the land of my 
suffering.”

Genesis 41:25-33, 37-40, 50-52
25 Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, “The dreams 

of Pharaoh are one and the same. God has 
revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 
26 The seven good cows are seven years, and the 
seven good heads of grain are seven years; it is 
one and the same dream. 27 The seven lean, ugly 
cows that came up afterward are seven years, 
and so are the seven worthless heads of grain 
scorched by the east wind: They are seven years 
of famine.

28 “It is just as I said to Pharaoh: God has 
shown Pharaoh what he is about to do. 29 Seven 
years of great abundance are coming through-
out the land of Egypt, 30 but seven years of fam-
ine will follow them. Then all the abundance 
in Egypt will be forgotten, and the famine will 
ravage the land. 31 The abundance in the land 
will not be remembered, because the famine 
that follows it will be so severe. 32 The reason 
the dream was given to Pharaoh in two forms 
is that the matter has been firmly decided by 
God, and God will do it soon.

33 “And now let Pharaoh look for a discern-

Devotional Reading: 1 Peter 5:5b-11
Background Scripture: Genesis 41:14-57

Obedient
Love

Key Verses
Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise 

as you. You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to your orders. Only with respect 
to the throne will I be greater than you.” —Genesis 41:39-40
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Introduction
A. New Life, New God?

Immigrants face a host of difficulties when set-
tling into new countries . Cultural differences can 
be the biggest hurdles to being accepted in a com-
munity, a neighborhood, or by coworkers .

Some immigrants do not invest the time or 
resources necessary to adopt the cultural mores 
of their new country . Sometimes it’s not about 
lack of time or resources but about lack of desire; 
fitting in with cultural expectations of the new 
country may threaten the identity that a person 
has come to cherish . Fear of losing that identity 
can be isolating .

One way self-identity is threatened is by reject-
ing the religion of the immigrant’s country of ori-
gin . When a particular religion or faith expression 
has been integral to personal identity for decades, 
then challenges to that religion or expression may 
result in an identity crisis .

Today’s lesson features a man who faced a sim-
ilar challenge: Joseph, sold into slavery in Egypt, 
adopted various facets of Egyptian culture as his 
own while being most resistant to changing his 
“one God” worldview, known as monotheism . 
Joseph looked, acted, and spoke like an Egyptian 
most of the time . But he did not lose his sense of 
dependence on God in a pagan culture . Whether 
in prison or in power, Joseph remained God’s 
man—obedient, faithful, and willing to give God 
the credit .

B. Lesson Context
Following the events of last week’s lesson, 

Joseph was sold to an Egyptian official named 
Potiphar (Genesis 37:36) . Joseph quickly found 
favor in Potiphar’s eyes and was promoted to a 
position of great responsibility within Potiphar’s 
household .

Potiphar’s wife, however, constantly pressured 
Joseph to sleep with her . Joseph refused every time 
(Genesis 39:9-10) . When on one occasion Joseph 
ran from Potiphar’s wife, his cloak was torn from 
him and left behind; she used it to accuse Joseph 
falsely of attempted rape . As a result, Potiphar had 
Joseph thrown in prison (39:11-20) .

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Describe how God blessed Joseph in his dif-

ficult circumstances .
2 . Identify other situations in which God 

made himself known through the faithfulness of 
his people in their tribulations .

3 . Write a prayer thanking God for his care 
during an especially trying time .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . New Life, New God?
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Disturbing Dreams (Genesis 41:25-33)
 A . Interpretation (vv . 25-32)
   Feast or Famine
 B . Advice (v . 33)
 II. Pharaoh’s Favor (Genesis 41:37-40)
 A . Praising Joseph (vv . 37-38)
 B . Promoting Joseph (vv . 39-40)
 III. Foreign Family (Genesis 41:50-52)
 A . Sons Born (v . 50)
 B . Sons Named (vv . 51-52)
   From “Why?” to “What’s Next?”
Conclusion
 A . Firm Faith on Strange Soil
 B . Prayer 
 C . Thought to Remember
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Here too Joseph proved himself worthy of 
responsibility (Genesis 39:20-23) . Dreams once 
again enter Joseph’s story (compare 37:5-11; see 
lesson 1) through two fellow prisoners . Joseph’s 
experience had taught him that only God can 
reveal the true meaning of dreams (40:8; 41:16) . 
The divinely inspired interpretations Joseph pro-
vided for each man’s dream came true: one man 
was put to death, and the other man was restored 
to his position . Joseph requested of the latter that 
after regaining his position, he would mention 
Joseph to the Pharaoh . The man, however, forgot 
about Joseph for two years (40:1–41:1) .

Pharaoh had his own incomprehensible 
dreams . Though the content was easily conveyed, 
neither Pharaoh nor any of his magicians or wise 
men understood them (Genesis 41:1-8) . In the first 
dream, seven healthy cows had come forth from 
the Nile River . They were followed by seven cows 
“ugly and gaunt” (41:3); Pharaoh said of these 
cows, “I had never seen such ugly cows in all the 
land of Egypt” (41:19) . Amazingly, the ugly cows 
devoured the healthy ones .

Much the same occurred in Pharaoh’s second 
dream, though the details differed . Seven heads 
of grain appeared on a single stalk . Then there 
appeared seven withered heads of grain that had 
been scorched by a hot east wind . The thin heads 
of grain proceeded to eat up the fully grown heads 
of grain .

When Pharaoh spoke of this conundrum, the 
forgetful former prisoner remembered Joseph 
and told Pharaoh of Joseph’s ability to interpret 
dreams accurately . Joseph was quickly taken from 
the prison, made presentable, and brought before 
Pharaoh (Genesis 41:9-14) .

I. Disturbing Dreams
(Genesis 41:25-33)

A. Interpretation (vv. 25-32)
25. Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, “The 

dreams of Pharaoh are one and the same. God 
has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do.

Though Pharaoh had dreamed two dreams 
(Genesis 41:5; see Lesson Context), they car-
ried one and the same message . After Pharaoh 

recounted his dreams, the first words Joseph spoke 
tell us something of the heart of this faithful ser-
vant of the Lord: “I cannot do it  .  .  . but God will 
give Pharaoh the answer he desires” (41:16) . God, 
not Joseph, would set Pharaoh’s anxious mind at 
ease (see Lesson Context; compare Daniel 2:45) .

26. “The seven good cows are seven years, 
and the seven good heads of grain are seven 
years; it is one and the same dream.

The number seven in both dreams represents 
a number of years . Joseph’s reassurance that it is 
one and the same dream clarifies that the good cows 
and the good heads of grain represent the same 7 
years, not 14 .

27. “The seven lean, ugly cows that came up 
afterward are seven years, and so are the seven 
worthless heads of grain scorched by the east 
wind: They are seven years of famine.

Similarly, the seven lean, ugly cows and the seven 
worthless heads of grain represent a new set of seven 
years . These 7 years will be defined by famine.

28. “It is just as I said to Pharaoh: God has 
shown Pharaoh what he is about to do.

Again Joseph emphasized that he himself was 
not the source of the interpretation (compare 
Genesis 40:8; 41:25) . The significance of insist-
ing on honoring God is partially found in ancient 
beliefs about the way gods ruled . Most people 
took for granted that multiple gods existed and 
governed the world . These gods were often asso-
ciated with a group of people in a specific locale . 
Whenever a person moved to another nation or 
people group, it was believed that he or she had 
left that deity’s jurisdiction and come under the 
reign of another (compare 1 Kings 20:28; 2 Kings 
17:26) .

Joseph, however, held to a very different view of 
God, one consistent with what the Bible teaches 
(Genesis 1; Psalm 47:7; 97:9; etc .) . This knowledge 
about God’s character and dominion left Joseph 
with no doubt that God (1) had sent the dreams, 
(2) provided the interpretation, and (3) would fol-
low through on what the dreams had revealed . 
Joseph’s God was not a fictitious Egyptian deity; 
the Lord would show himself able to carry out his 
will in any country, not just among the people 
who knew him .
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What Do You Think?
When discussing spiritual matters with 

unbelievers, under what circumstances,  
if any, is it better to refer to God rather  
than to Jesus in particular? Why?

Digging Deeper
How do Paul’s various experiences in Acts 17 

influence your conclusions?

29-30. “Seven years of great abundance are 
coming throughout the land of Egypt, but 
seven years of famine will follow them. Then 
all the abundance in Egypt will be forgotten, 
and the famine will ravage the land.

For the first time, Joseph revealed specifically 
what the healthy cows and the healthy grain repre-
sented (see commentary on Genesis 41:26, above) .

31. “The abundance in the land will not be 
remembered, because the famine that follows 
it will be so severe.

The Hebrew word translated severe describes 
something too oppressive or “heavy” to bear 
(example: Numbers 11:14) . The phrases are piled 
up, repeating in stark language that the good years 
will be forgotten as the famine would end up being 
a nationally devastating event .

32. “The reason the dream was given to 
Pharaoh in two forms is that the matter has 
been firmly decided by God, and God will do 
it soon.

Once again repetition serves to emphasize . This 
time the emphasis is by the dream having come 
to Pharaoh in two forms. God was firmly com-
mitted to the years of plenty and of famine that 
the dreams predicted (compare Isaiah 46:11) . As 
Joseph spoke to Pharaoh, he might have remem-
bered his own doubled dreams that his family 
would bow to him (Genesis 37:5-10) . Though 
Joseph didn’t know when, he could be confident 
that God would bring these things to pass (exam-
ple: 42:6; see lesson 3) .

The twofold format also suggested urgency in 
heeding the dreams: God would soon fulfill what 
he had revealed . We do not know exactly how 
long after these dreams the seven years of plenty 
began . But the implication of the twice-dreamed 

dream was clear: Pharaoh had no time to waste in 
preparing for what lay ahead for his people .

Once more Joseph emphasized God’s work in 
granting Pharaoh the dreams and giving Joseph 
their interpretation (see on Genesis 41:28, above) . 
Instead of taking credit for his own wisdom and 
insight, thus promoting his own interests, Joseph 
continued to point to God’s work through him .

What Do You Think?
What guardrails can we erect against the 

dangers of dream interpretation today?
Digging Deeper
How do Job 33:13-17; Ecclesiastes 5:3, 7; Jere-

miah 23:27-28, 32; Acts 2:17; Hebrews 1:1-2; 
and Jude 8 help frame your answer?

God may have seemed absent to Joseph, espe-
cially when a fellow prisoner forgot him for two 
years (Genesis 41:1) . But God’s continued favor 
in giving Joseph interpretations undoubtedly reas-
sured the man that the Lord was present with him, 
even in (or especially in) prison . The Lord had not 
forgotten his faithful servant . At the beginning 
of Joseph’s time both in Potiphar’s house and in 
prison, we are reminded that the Lord was “with 
Joseph” (39:2, 23) . Whether Joseph was aware of 
it yet or not, God never left his side .

1 feaSt or famine 1
The phrase “feast or famine” describes situa-

tions of extremes with no middle-ground result . 
Farmers may use the phrase to describe a year’s 
rainfall when early spring drenching makes fields 
too wet to plant, but then summer drought keeps 
the harvest from growing and maturing . Those 
who work on commission may experience feast or 
famine times on a regular basis!

The feast or famine aspects of Pharaoh’s dreams 
were to be fulfilled literally . But a spiritual aspect 
is also present: Pharaoh’s wise men were in a fam-
ine state when it came to interpreting their lead-
er’s dreams . However, Pharaoh was blessed that 
God had given Joseph a feast of discernment with 
which to interpret the dreams . That fact leads 
to a natural question: How does the Christian 
move from spiritual famine to spiritual feast? It 
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all begins with knowing God’s will—not as he 
has revealed it in dreams, but as he has revealed it 
in Scripture (Psalm 119:11; 2 Timothy 2:15; etc .) . 
Where does your feast/famine meter read in that 
regard? —C . R . B .

B. Advice (v. 33)
33. “And now let Pharaoh look for a discern-

ing and wise man and put him in charge of the 
land of Egypt.”

Knowing what the dreams meant was of vital 
importance . However, that knowledge was worth-
less without a plan to use the information appro-
priately . Thus Joseph took the initiative in making 
the suggestion we see here . Joseph further sug-
gested a plan for the appointed man to put into 
action (Genesis 41:34-36, not in today’s text) .

II. Pharaoh’s Favor
(Genesis 41:37-40)

A. Praising Joseph (vv. 37-38)
37. The plan seemed good to Pharaoh and to 

all his officials.
The phrase all his officials likely refers to var-

ious administrators in Pharaoh’s government, 
including the magicians and wise men who had 
been unable to interpret Pharaoh’s dream (Gene-
sis 41:8) . Their unanimous approval may indicate 
God’s having blessed not only Joseph with under-
standing but also the bestowal of wisdom on the 
Egyptians gathered .

38. So Pharaoh asked them, “Can we find 
anyone like this man, one in whom is the spirit 
of God?”

Pharaoh’s words here do not necessarily reflect 
faith in God (compare acknowledgement of “the 
spirit of the holy gods” in Daniel 4:18; 5:11-14) . 
There is no indication that he renounced other 
gods or came to believe in the one true God . He 
simply acknowledges that a deity (or deities, since 
the Hebrew can be translated plural) who sent the 
dream also sent the interpretation to the man of his 
choosing . In the same way, Pharaoh would likely 
expect that if an Egyptian god sent a dream, then 
that same deity would be the one who gave or with-
held interpretation (compare Daniel 2:11; 4:8-9) .

In any case, the phrasing acknowledged divine 
favor on Joseph . Though Joseph was a foreigner, 
a slave, and a prisoner in Egypt, Pharaoh didn’t 
mention any of this . Of greatest significance to 
him was that Joseph showed himself to be the 
man Egypt needed . Perhaps to discourage any 
questions about Joseph’s loyalty or skill, Pharaoh 
gave him an Egyptian name, Zaphenath- Paneah, 
which may mean something like “revealer of 
secrets” (Genesis 41:45) .

B. Promoting Joseph (vv. 39-40)
39. Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God 

has made all this know to you, there is no one 
so discerning and wise as you.

No one else had Joseph’s divinely given insight . 
The God who had sent the dreams had also pro-
vided a particular man to interpret them . Pharaoh 
agreed with Joseph completely in that the dreams 
and their interpretation were not of human origin . 
Since the man Joseph obviously had been given a 
divine stamp of approval, Pharaoh followed suit .
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40. “You shall be in charge of my pal-
ace, and all my people are to submit to your 
orders. Only with respect to the throne will I 
be greater than you.”

To Pharaoh it seemed only right that some-
one with the insight and intelligence that Joseph 
clearly possessed should be the one to adminis-
ter the plan he suggested . Joseph’s responsibili-
ties were very similar to what they had been in 
Potiphar’s house (Genesis 39:4-6) and the prison 
(39:20-23) . The key difference was that the only 
person in a higher position was Pharaoh himself 
(see Psalm 105:16-22; Acts 7:10) . 

Hindsight tells us that God had been prepar-
ing Joseph for this position ever since he arrived 
in Egypt . What an amazing change of status for 
someone who, just 24 hours earlier, had been 
a forgotten prisoner! Joseph went from pit to 
power .

What Do You Think?
To whose preparation do you most relate: that 

of Moses (whose life in a palace prepared him 
to lead in a wilderness) or Joseph (whose life 
in a wilderness prepared him to lead in a pal-
ace)? Why?

Digging Deeper
In what ways has that preparation surprised you?

Genesis 41:41-45 (not in our printed text) 
records the actions taken by Pharaoh to confirm 
Joseph’s new position in Egypt . Joseph diligently 
carried out the task of amassing grain in prepara-
tion for the coming famine (41:48-49) .

III. Foreign Family
(Genesis 41:50-52)

A. Sons Born (v. 50)
50a. Before the years of famine came, two 

sons were born to Joseph
Though this is a normal relational progression 

(marriage, then children), this note also shows the 
depth of Joseph’s trust in God . Joseph was pre-
paring for the famine that he firmly believed was 
coming . Yet he was so confident that God had 
provided for those lean years that he was not hes-

itant about introducing new mouths to Egypt . 
This may foreshadow his care for other nations 
and especially his estranged family (Genesis 45:10-
11; see lesson 4) .

50b. by Asenath daughter of Potiphera, 
priest of On.

On was a city in Egypt, located just northeast 
of modern Cairo . On was the location of a tem-
ple devoted to the worship of the Egyptian sun 
god Ra (the Greeks later called the city Heliopolis, 
meaning “city of the sun”) . The name Potiphera 
(not to be confused with Potiphar) means “he 
whom Ra has given .”

Joseph’s marriage to Asenath daughter of a 
pagan priest raises eyebrows . After all, her fam-
ily was devoted to idolatry, and pagan wives had a 
way of introducing compromise into a husband’s 
devotion to the Lord (example: 1 Kings 11:1-6) . 
Yet there is no suggestion here or elsewhere that 
Asenath ever influenced Joseph toward idolatry . 
Even in marriage to an Egyptian bride, Joseph 
relied on the one true God only .

B. Sons Named (vv. 51-52)
51. Joseph named his firstborn Manasseh 

and said, “It is because God has made me forget 
all my trouble and all my father’s household.”

Manasseh sounds like the Hebrew word mean-
ing “forget” (example: Isaiah 44:21) . God caused 
Joseph to forget the hard times that had charac-
terized his life for the previous 13 years (compare 
Joseph’s age in Genesis 37:2 with that recorded 
in 41:46) . In relation to his father’s household, this 
probably means that Joseph no longer held any 
grudges or ill will toward his brothers since he 
could begin to see those circumstances in a new 
light (see 45:4-8) .

At the same time, it is clear that Joseph had 
not forgotten God, nor had God forgotten him . 
Though the name of his firstborn emphasizes for-
getting, the name would also remind Joseph of 
what had been “forgotten” and ensure that it was 
not really lost to his memory .

52. The second son he named Ephraim and 
said, “It is because God has made me fruitful 
in the land of my suffering.”

Ephraim sounds like a Hebrew word meaning 
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“twice fruitful” (compare Genesis 17:6) . It prob-
ably reflects the fact that God had given Joseph 
two sons . The name likely praised God for the 
blessing that Joseph was experiencing in Egypt . 
Furthermore, the name may have celebrated the 
abundance of a land about to be hit by famine . 
This suggests once again that Joseph confidently 
trusted in God’s provision during the lean times . 
Just as God has brought Joseph through suffering 
before, Joseph came to anticipate that God would 
bring him, his family, and all Egypt through a 
great famine .

The name Ephraim also seems to foreshadow 
the story of Jacob’s family in Egypt for genera-
tions to come (see Genesis 47:27; Exodus 1:8-11; 
3:7-10) . God would not forget Jacob (Israel), just 
as God had not forgotten Joseph .

What Do You Think?
Do you agree with the statement that “the value 

of service someone renders to God is not just 
measured by how remarkable the end result 
is”? Why, or why not?

Digging Deeper
How should your response influence your 

service to Christ in the week ahead?

Joseph himself was given a new Egyptian name 
(Genesis 41:45; see commentary on 41:38) and, by 
implication, an Egyptian identity (compare Dan-
iel 1:1-16) . But he gave both of his sons Hebrew 
names (Genesis 41:51-52) . Doing so acknowl-
edged the presence and provision of the God of 
his (Hebrew) family in his life . It also emphasized 
that Joseph still thought about the family of his 
youth, apparently fondly enough to choose names 
in his native tongue .

1 from “Why?” to “What’S next?” 1
Ice-skater Nancy Kerrigan was set to compete 

in the 1994 U .S . Women’s Championship . After a 
practice session, an assailant struck her knee with 
a police baton . Kerrigan was videotaped clutch-
ing her knee in pain and crying, “Why, why, why, 
why me?”

The events that placed Joseph in Egypt and the 
evils done to him as an innocent person gave him 

plenty of reasons to ask a bitter “Why?” He may 
have done so, but none is recorded . Instead, he 
seems to have replaced any Why? lament with a 
What’s next? The result was to remain faithful to 
God .

Joseph’s afflictions are a vital part of his story of 
triumph . So also are Kerrigan’s, albeit on a much 
smaller scale . What about yours? When tragedy 
strikes, the natural tendency is to cry out “Why, 
why, why?” There’s nothing wrong with that—
for a time . But to get out of a holding pattern of 
despair, the Why? must eventually be replaced 
with What’s next? In what regard is God calling 
you to do just that right now? —C . R . B .

Conclusion
A. Firm Faith on Strange Soil

The God whom Joseph served and honored is 
the God we serve and honor today . No matter the 
circumstance, he does not change (Malachi 3:6) . 
He remains in control . Whether we find ourselves 
in a pit or a palace, he is there .

Joseph demonstrated radical faith in his God . 
Even though God might have seemed far away 
during the 13 years of slavery, God continued to 
give Joseph evidence that he had not forgotten the 
imprisoned man . How does your life witness to 
the same truth?

What Do You Think?
How useful is it for the Christian to attempt to 

determine what God “caused” versus what he 
“allowed” in the story of Joseph?

Digging Deeper
Which other Bible texts help you answer this 

question? Why?

B. Prayer
Father, help us be mindful that as you were 

with Joseph, so you are with us! Strengthen us to 
greater faithfulness . In Jesus’ name . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Change is constant, but so is 

God’s faithfulness .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Give each learner a large index card . Ask them 

to draw a graph of their lives, tracing major ups 
and downs . Allow one minute to complete the 
task, then form small groups of four or five for 
sharing their graphs, summarizing the ups and 
downs of their life experiences .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the “Storytell-
ing” exercise from the activity page, which you 
can download . Have learners pair off and share 
their stories . Ask for volunteers to tell briefly 
their stories of someone whose faith helped them 
through a difficult time .

After either activity say, “Everyone’s life has its 
ups and downs . This was especially true of Joseph . 
Let’s see part of the result of his faithfulness .”

Into the Word
Read aloud the lesson text of Genesis 41:25-33, 

37-40, and 50-52 . Focus on the last word of verse 
52 as you ask, “What suffering did Joseph endure 
while he was in Egypt?” (Expected responses include 
being enslaved, being falsely accused of attempted 
rape by Potiphar’s wife and thrown into prison, 
and being forgotten by a fellow inmate whom he 
had helped .)

Continue to set the context by asking, “How 
did God make Joseph fruitful in the midst of his 
troubles? (Expected responses include being put 
in charge of Potiphar’s household, being put in 
charge of the prison, and receiving revelations 
from God that resulted in release from prison .)

Invite learners to consider how Joseph’s faith-
fulness shaped his character as Genesis 41:25-33, 
37-40, and 50-52 is read aloud again, this time by 
three volunteers . Then divide the class into three 
groups . Assign each group one of the verse seg-
ments: 25-33, 37-40, and 50-52 . Ask groups to 
identify fruit or character traits of Joseph in their 
assigned segment . After a few minutes reconvene 
for whole-class discussion .

Next, read John 15:4-8 (which is part of the 
text for lesson 10) . Ask learners to consider what 
the fruits they have listed suggest about Joseph’s 
relationship with God and what Joseph believed 
about him . Explore the relationship between the 
fruits and the roots of Joseph’s life in either whole-
class or small-group discussion . Be prepared to 
offer your own conclusions in that regard .

Option. Ask, “Who are some other people in 
the Bible who went through hard times but came 
through it stronger because of their faith and 
faithfulness?” As learners mention names such as 
Job, Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Hannah, Elijah, Jer-
emiah, etc ., jot those names on the board and ask 
for details .

Into Life
Distribute handouts (you prepare) that list 

helpful practices that learners may use in the 
week ahead to remind them of specific attributes 
of God . Also include a listing of such attributes . 
(Examples: God is good, trustworthy, patient, just, 
all-powerful, all-knowing, holy .) Further include 
at least one Scripture text with each attribute, 
along with these instructions: “Create a key phrase 
for each characteristic of God listed . Then incor-
porate those summaries into your devotional time 
this week .”

Form small groups to discuss those key phrases . 
Have groups share those phrases in the ensuing 
whole-class discussion . Challenge learners each to 
(1) choose for prayer focus one key phrase that res-
onates with them and (2) will remind them daily 
in the week ahead of who God truly is and how 
they are to live . Remind learners that the goal is 
to grow deep roots in God as Joseph did . Discuss 
the relationship between deep and shallow roots 
as related to bearing fruit .

Option. Distribute copies of the “Your Life 
Tree” exercise from the activity page to complete 
as indicated . This can be a take-home activity .
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■     25

your brother; the rest of you will be kept in 
prison, so that your words may be tested to see 
if you are telling the truth. If you are not, then 
as surely as Pharaoh lives, you are spies!” 17 And 
he put them all in custody for three days.

18 On the third day, Joseph said to them, “Do 
this and you will live, for I fear God: 19 If you 
are honest men, let one of your brothers stay 
here in prison, while the rest of you go and take 
grain back for your starving households. 20 But 
you must bring your youngest brother to me, 
so that your words may be verified and that you 
may not die.” This they proceeded to do.

21 They said to one another, “Surely we are 
being punished because of our brother. We saw 
how distressed he was when he pleaded with us 
for his life, but we would not listen; that’s why 
this distress has come on us.”

22 Reuben replied, “Didn’t I tell you not to 
sin against the boy? But you wouldn’t listen! 
Now we must give an accounting for his blood.” 
23 They did not realize that Joseph could under-
stand them, since he was using an interpreter.

24 He turned away from them and began to 
weep, but then came back and spoke to them 
again. He had Simeon taken from them and 
bound before their eyes.

25a Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with 
grain, to put each man’s silver back in his sack, 
and to give them provisions for their journey.

Genesis 42:6-25a
6 Now Joseph was the governor of the land, 

the person who sold grain to all its people. So 
when Joseph’s brothers arrived, they bowed 
down to him with their faces to the ground. 
7 As soon as Joseph saw his brothers, he recog-
nized them, but he pretended to be a stranger 
and spoke harshly to them. “Where do you 
come from?” he asked.

“From the land of Canaan,” they replied, “to 
buy food.”

8 Although Joseph recognized his brothers, 
they did not recognize him. 9 Then he remem-
bered his dreams about them and said to them, 
“You are spies! You have come to see where our 
land is unprotected.”

10 “No, my lord,” they answered. “Your ser-
vants have come to buy food. 11 We are all the 
sons of one man. Your servants are honest men, 
not spies.”

12 “No!” he said to them. “You have come to 
see where our land is unprotected.”

13 But they replied, “Your servants were 
twelve brothers, the sons of one man, who lives 
in the land of Canaan. The youngest is now 
with our father, and one is no more.”

14 Joseph said to them, “It is just as I told you: 
You are spies! 15 And this is how you will be 
tested: As surely as Pharaoh lives, you will not 
leave this place unless your youngest brother 
comes here. 16 Send one of your number to get 

Devotional Reading: Psalm 51
Background Scripture: Genesis 42

Victorious
Love
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Key Verse
Reuben replied, “Didn’t I tell you not to sin against the boy? But you wouldn’t listen! Now we must give an 

accounting for his blood.” —Genesis 42:22
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Introduction
A. Surprise Encounters

What’s the best surprise you ever experienced? 
The announcement of a forthcoming grandchild? 
The renewed health of a loved one? A broken rela-
tionship repaired? For some, the answer will be an 
unexpected family reunion . Those who have been 
deployed for service overseas seem very happy to 
surprise their loved ones with an early return after 
a lengthy absence . Sometimes arrangements are 
made for the returnee to show up unexpectedly at 
a ball game or other public event where the per-
son’s family is in attendance .

The looks of astonishment and then unbridled 
joy are very touching . Though families expect that 
their loved ones will return eventually, their reac-
tions reveal that the emotions of an anticipated 
reunion are magnified when that reunion happens 
without warning . Part of the joy in watching such 
a reunion is in seeing what happens when there 
hasn’t been time to prepare psychologically for the 
reunion . And so it was with Joseph .

B. Lesson Context
When the Egyptians began to feel the effects 

of the predicted famine (see lesson 2), they cried 
out to Pharaoh for relief . Pharaoh sent them to 
Joseph (Genesis 41:55), whom he had appointed 
to prepare Egypt for the years of famine . The fam-
ine, however, affected lands other than Egypt as 
well . As a result, “all the world” came to Egypt to 
buy food (41:57) . Joseph’s homeland was among 
those, and Jacob urged his sons to travel to Egypt 
and purchase food (42:1-2) . Exactly how much 
of the seven-year famine had occurred before the 
brothers went to Egypt is not clear . Later, when 
Joseph revealed his identity (see lesson 4), he told 
them that only two of seven total years had passed 
(45:6) .

For the first journey to Egypt, Jacob did not 
permit Benjamin—one of two sons of Jacob’s 
beloved wife Rachel, the other son being Joseph 
(Genesis 35:24)—to go . Jacob had already lost his 
favorite son, Joseph; Jacob did not want to risk los-
ing his second favorite, Benjamin (42:3-4) . Thus 
10 brothers traveled to Egypt without him .

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Outline the events that occurred when 

Joseph’s brothers went to Egypt to buy grain .
2 . Explain the possible motivations behind 

Joseph’s treatment of his brothers .
3 . Resolve an estrangement gracefully . 

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Surprise Encounters
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Doubt (Genesis 42:6-17)
 A . Brothers’ Arrival (vv . 6-8)
 B . Joseph’s Accusation (vv . 9-14)
   Trust, but Verify
 C . Joseph’s Alternative (vv . 15-17)
 II. Decision (Genesis 42:18-25a)
 A . Joseph’s Requirement (vv . 18-20)
 B . Brothers’ Remorse (vv . 21-23)
 C . Joseph’s Reaction (vv . 24-25a)
   Big Boys Don’t Cry
Conclusion
 A . The Importance of Tears
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember

September 20 ■ 26 ■ Victorious Love

Love for
 One Another

Unit 1: Struggles with Love
Lessons 1–4

1628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   261628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   26 1/27/20   1:47 PM1/27/20   1:47 PM



I. Doubt
(Genesis 42:6-17)

A. Brothers’ Arrival (vv. 6-8)
6a. Now Joseph was the governor of the land, 

the person who sold grain to all its people.
Joseph had been appointed as governor and sec-

ond in command to Pharaoh after his proposal 
for how to prepare Egypt for the coming years 
of famine (Genesis 41:33-43; see lesson 2) . His 
tasks of preparation for the famine were complete; 
now the tasks of distributing aid were his primary 
responsibility . At this point, the people still had 
enough money to purchase the grain that they 
needed (contrast 47:13-26) .

6b. So when Joseph’s brothers arrived, they 
bowed down to him with their faces to the 
ground.

Showing respect for a foreign dignitary, the 
brothers bowed down appropriately to Joseph . 
This almost fulfills Joseph’s dream of some two 
decades earlier recorded in Genesis 37:9 . We say 
almost because only 10 of the 11 “stars” (brothers) 
were doing the bowing at this point .

7-8. As soon as Joseph saw his brothers, he 
recognized them, but he pretended to be a 
stranger and spoke harshly to them. “Where 
do you come from?” he asked.

“From the land of Canaan,” they replied, “to 
buy food.”

Although Joseph recognized his brothers, 
they did not recognize him.

Joseph recognized his brothers immediately, even 
though about 20 years had passed since he last saw 
them (compare Genesis 37:2 and 41:46; see lesson 
2) . One can only imagine the look on Joseph’s face 
at this surprise encounter! Perhaps he had thought 
he would never see them again . But there they 
were! How should he treat them? What should 
he say? The recognition is not two-way, however, 
as indicated by the phrase they did not recognize 
him . Contributing factors are Joseph’s Egyptian 
clothing and a closely trimmed beard in keeping 
with Egyptian custom (compare 41:14) . Above all, 
none of the brothers expected to encounter Joseph 
anywhere, let alone in the position of governor of 
Egypt!

Joseph had probably pondered on many a day 
how he would respond to his brothers if he ever 
saw them again . As he spoke harshly, or with a tone 
of severity, Joseph may have been buying time 
to ponder his forthcoming “big reveal” in more 
depth .

B. Joseph’s Accusation (vv. 9-14)
9a. Then he remembered his dreams about 

them
Seeing his brothers bow to him brought back 

to Joseph’s memory his dreams of authority in his 
family (Genesis 37:5-10; see lesson 1) . He surely 
must also have remembered how much his broth-
ers despised him on account of those dreams 
(37:8, 11) . Ironically, their actions to prevent any 
ascent to power on Joseph’s part had done the 
opposite in contributing directly to his current sta-
tus . Human nature suggests that there may have 
been some sense of satisfaction on Joseph’s part 
when he remembered his dreams while his broth-
ers bowed before him .

9b. and said to them, “You are spies! You have 
come to see where our land is unprotected.”

Why the memory of his dreams caused Joseph 
to accuse his brothers of something he knew 
was false is unclear, but there are some theories . 
One suggestion is that even though we wouldn’t 
call this revenge, Joseph can’t resist making his 
brothers squirm for a while . Another theory is 
that Joseph uses the line of interrogation we see 
here to test his brothers’ character . Have they 
improved any in the two decades since selling 
him into slavery?

The accusation you are spies has a ring of believ-
ability . Coming to spy under the guise of buy-
ing food is quite plausible: buying food would 
take resources from the nation while also provid-
ing a cover story as the brothers scout out where 
Egypt is unprotected—places vulnerable to attack 
by an enemy . Though a payback or revenge motive 
seems reasonable from a purely human stand-
point, Joseph’s true motivation seems to have been 
more noble than that . The longer he could hide 
his identity behind a mask of harshness, the more 
likely it was to elicit truthful statements from his 
brothers .
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What Do You Think?
When someone claims to be honest (Genesis 

42:11) but we know of previous dishonesty 
(37:31-32), what kinds of tests, if any, are 
legitimate to evaluate reform?

Digging Deeper
How do passages such as 2 Corinthians 8:8; 

Galatians 6:4-5; and 1 Thessalonians 5:20-22 
influence your conclusions?

Joseph surely noticed that Benjamin, his 
younger brother and the other son of their mother, 
Rachel, was absent from the group of brothers . 
He must have wondered if Benjamin was dead . 
And what about their father, Jacob? It is also pos-
sible that Joseph desired to find out more about 
his brothers . Did they still despise him after all 
these years? Had they repented of their treatment 
of him?

10. “No, my lord,” they answered. “Your ser-
vants have come to buy food.

Modern interrogation practice is to interview 
suspects separately to see if their stories match . But 
Joseph knows most of the important parts of the 
story already! His accusation seems to have been 
intended to put his brothers on the defensive . If so, 
the desired effect is achieved .

11. “We are all the sons of one man. Your 
servants are honest men, not spies.”

Joseph may well have found dark humor in 
the claim of his brothers to be honest men, even 
though he doesn’t yet know that they lied to his 
father regarding Joseph’s fate (Genesis 37:31-34) .

12. “No!” he said to them. “You have come 
to see where our land is unprotected.”

Joseph continued in accusation mode . People 
under stress may make unguarded comments . We 
may speculate that Joseph hoped that his brothers 
would do just that, revealing in the process impor-
tant family information .

13. But they replied, “Your servants were 
twelve brothers, the sons of one man, who lives 
in the land of Canaan. The youngest is now 
with our father, and one is no more.”

In their hasty denials, the brothers reveal sev-
eral pieces of information that Joseph could 

immediately verify as true . Therefore he had no 
reason to doubt the parts he could not verify: both 
his father, Jacob, and his youngest brother, Benja-
min, were still alive .

14. Joseph said to them, “It is just as I told 
you: You are spies!

Still Joseph challenged the men’s truthfulness 
with a terrifying accusation of spying . How could 
they prove their innocence if this powerful man 
was convinced of their guilt?

1 truSt, but verify 1
The Cold War was a worldwide concern in 

the 1980s . The importance of having nuclear 
arms agreements could not be overstated . As 
US President Reagan was preparing to meet 
with U .S .S .R . General Secretary Gorbachev, 
an adviser informed Reagan of Russians’ love of 
proverbs . Perhaps learning a few would help aid 
the negotiations .

Doveryai, no proveryai—“trust, but verify”—
caught Reagan’s fancy . It expressed the tension of 
believing in good faith what one was told while 
also doing the research to corroborate statements . 
To Reagan, it expressed well the American atti-
tude toward Soviet assurances .

Before Joseph could trust his brothers, he 
needed to verify their character . How well does 
Joseph’s “trust, but verify” method work as a 
Christian principle? —C . R . B .

C. Joseph’s Alternative (vv. 15-17)
15-16. “And this is how you will be tested: As 

surely as Pharaoh lives, you will not leave this 
place unless your youngest brother comes here. 
Send one of your number to get your brother; 
the rest of you will be kept in prison, so that 
your words may be tested to see if you are tell-
ing the truth. If you are not, then as surely as 
Pharaoh lives, you are spies!”

Joseph gave the men what seemed to them to 
be a chance to prove that they were who they 
claimed . But Joseph already knew they were telling 
the truth . His agenda was therefore different from 
what it seemed to be to the brothers, an agenda 
that becomes clearer as the story unfolds .

Perhaps to emphasize how serious he was, 
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Joseph swore twice, saying as surely as Pharaoh 
lives. The ruse of pretending to be thoroughly 
Egyptian continued .

17. And he put them all in custody for three 
days.

Why this three-day “time out”? It may have 
been a tactic to emphasize Joseph’s power to 
impose his will . Alternatively, it could have been 
that Joseph needed more time to consider how 
best to convince his brothers it was necessary to 
bring Benjamin to him .

II. Decision
(Genesis 42:18-25a)

A. Joseph’s Requirement (vv. 18-20)
18. On the third day, Joseph said to them, 

“Do this and you will live, for I fear God:
On the third day, apparently after more 

thought, Joseph was ready to dictate a different set 
of conditions . Before revealing his new plan, how-
ever, Joseph gave the rationale for his decision: his 
fear of God .

From our viewpoint, Joseph clearly referred to 
his fear of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
(Genesis 32:9; 50:24; see also Exodus 3:6) . Such a 
statement might have tipped his brothers off that 
something was different about this Egyptian gov-
ernor . However, his brothers should be excused 
for not understanding what Joseph was asserting . 
For one thing, the name used to refer to God is a 
plural word that often refers to the true God (over 
1,000 times in the Old Testament) but can also 
refer generically to supernatural beings who may 
be mistaken for gods (example: Psalm 82:1) .

Though God could be differentiated from false 
gods easily by identifying him as the Creator and 
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he has not 
yet revealed his name (Exodus 3:14-15) . So con-
text could cause the brothers to think that Joseph 
feared some god, but which one remained a mystery .

To further muddle the situation, Joseph looked 
Egyptian, had an Egyptian name (Zaphenath-
Paneah; Genesis 41:45), and was married to the 
daughter of the priest of Ra (41:50; see lesson 2) . 
Joseph’s brothers probably assumed Zaphenath-
Paneah worshipped Ra and other Egyptian gods .

19. “If you are honest men, let one of your 
brothers stay here in prison, while the rest of 
you go and take grain back for your starving 
households.

Only one brother rather than nine would be 
required to stay in Egypt as a ransom; the oth-
ers would take grain (and Joseph’s orders) back to 
Canaan . 

20a. “But you must bring your youngest 
brother to me, so that your words may be veri-
fied and that you may not die.”

Joseph did not tell them when to come back, 
only that they must bring the youngest brother with 
them . Judging from Joseph’s words, the punish-
ment for espionage was death .

20b. This they proceeded to do.
The following verse continues as though this 

sentence never happened . This represents a signif-
icant jump in the narrative (see Genesis 43:1-16) .

B. Brothers’ Remorse (vv. 21-23)
21a. They said to one another, “Surely we are 

being punished because of our brother. We saw 
how distressed he was when he pleaded with us 
for his life, but we would not listen;

Though the biblical account does not mention 
Joseph’s distress at the time (Genesis 37:26-28), 
we are unsurprised to learn that Joseph’s suffering 
was evident to his brothers . So intense was their 
hatred and contempt that Joseph’s cries for mercy 
went willfully unheard .
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Yet, those cries echoed back to them in this 
moment, confirming their guilt and heralding that 
punishment was finally at hand for their crime (or 
so they believed) . It is striking that these 10 men 
were blaming themselves for the death of the man 
who was standing before them!

What Do You Think?
Without giving directive advice, how would you 

counsel someone who seems to be mentally 
enslaved by guilt of a past misdeed?

Digging Deeper
How would your counseling differ between a 

believer and an unbeliever? Why?

21b. “that’s why this distress has come on 
us.”

The brothers believed that when one encoun-
tered distress or troubles, it was a punishment 
for some previous wrongdoing . That thinking 
is reflected throughout the Bible (examples: Job 
11:13-18; John 9:1-2) . We may still feel that our 
struggles are God’s judgment on us for our past 
sins . But, like the brothers, we see only part of 
each story and should be wary of interpreting too 
confidently God’s intentions in any situation .

Ironically, this trouble has visited them because 
of Joseph—not as punishment but because God 
has worked through their sin to save them (Gen-
esis 45:5, 7-8; see lesson 4) . Though the brothers 
believe God is punishing them, in fact he is about 
to deliver their whole family from famine .

What Do You Think?
In what ways do you see God advancing his 

plan in spite of the character flaws of those 
who carry out that plan?

Digging Deeper
Who can you choose as an accountability part-

ner to help you identify and overcome your 
own character flaws?

22. Reuben replied, “Didn’t I tell you not 
to sin against the boy? But you wouldn’t lis-
ten! Now we must give an accounting for his 
blood.”

Reuben is Jacob’s firstborn (Genesis 49:3) . 

Before this moment, Joseph knew nothing of what 
Reuben had said in his defense (37:21-23) . Reu-
ben’s statement about an accounting for Joseph’s 
blood confirmed that he believed Joseph had died 
and that he considered all of the brothers present 
to be guilty of that death .

What Do You Think?
Under what kinds of modern circumstances, if 

any, is “I told you so” adequate to let some-
one off the hook for failing to oppose a wrong 
more strongly? Why?

Digging Deeper
Discuss the concept of “the lesser of two evils” 

in light of this question.

23. They did not realize that Joseph could 
understand them, since he was using an 
interpreter.

Because of Joseph’s cunning use of an inter-
preter, the brothers have been speaking frankly 
before him without realizing he could under-
stand their “private” conversation . For long years, 
he must have wondered whether they felt any guilt 
or remorse for their actions against him . Though 
he had clearly found great purpose in his Egyptian 
life, part of Joseph wanted to know if his brothers 
had ever overcome their hatred of him .

C. Joseph’s Reaction (vv. 24-25)
24a. He turned away from them and began 

to weep.
Joseph was not prepared for what he heard . The 

brothers’ words of remorse, coupled with Reuben’s 
personal expression of regret, proved more than 
Joseph could handle .

1 big boyS Don’t Cry 1
It is sometimes said that “big boys don’t cry .” 

To whatever extent this is true, it is (excuse the 
pun) a crying shame . Tears help express and even 
expel strong emotions, especially painful ones . 
For me, losing my first wife has been the cause of 
many tears . Pat, my wife of 58 years, succumbed 
to cancer more than 6 years ago .

Even now, there are still occasions when a ten-
der memory catches me off guard, and I find 
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myself choking up, unable to express my feelings 
except through tears . Unexpectedly hearing a song 
we shared, or finding an object that belonged to 
her, makes me cry .

For Joseph, the strong leader of Egypt, hear-
ing remorse was a crying moment . Can character 
be evaluated by what brings a person to tears and 
what doesn’t?  —C . R . B .

24b. but then came back and spoke to them 
again. He had Simeon taken from them and 
bound before their eyes.

After composing himself, Joseph probably 
voiced again the terms necessary for safe return 
to Egypt (Genesis 42:19-20) . Joseph imprisoned 
Simeon as a surety until the brothers returned with 
the youngest one .

Joseph probably had meant to detain the old-
est son, Reuben, due to his status as firstborn son, 
but changed his mind after hearing Reuben’s con-
fession . Simeon is the second oldest of Jacob’s sons 
(Genesis 29:32-33) .

25a. Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with 
grain, to put each man’s silver back in his sack, 
and to give them provisions for their journey.

Before sending his brothers back to Canaan, 
Joseph took certain calculated steps . Because it was 
within his authority to set prices for grain, Joseph 
decided to send the food back with his brothers 
at no charge . But he refunded their silver with-
out telling them .

This strategy served Joseph in at least two ways . 
First, he blessed his brothers by not accepting their 
payment, thus allowing that money to be used for 
other purposes as necessary .

Second, by not telling them what he would do, 
Joseph’s actions made them fear God (Genesis 
42:28) . Would the governor see them as thieves as 
well as spies? Was this finally God’s plan to punish 

them for Joseph’s death? How much worse could 
things get?

Conclusion
A. The Importance of Tears

Joseph had settled into life in Egypt, secure in 
his powerful position . He had married and started 
a family . He had taken over the responsibility of 
providing grain for those who had traveled from 
near and far to Egypt because of the severe famine 
that had ravaged many countries . It was business as 
usual for Joseph until he looked up and saw a group 
of 10 men dressed like he used to be when he lived 
in Canaan . And then he realized—these were his 
brothers! They too had come to Egypt to buy grain .

That Joseph’s motives for acting as he did 
toward his brothers were not rooted in selfishness 
or vindictiveness is seen most of all in his tears . He 
could not control his emotions when he learned 
that Reuben had actually intended to spare his 
life . Though the brothers did not know it, the gov-
ernor of Egypt was already planning how to see 
his father again and keep his whole family safe .

What Do You Think?
What guardrails can we erect to keep from 

crossing the line between legitimate testing 
(evaluation) and desire for revenge?

Digging Deeper
Where in Scripture, if anywhere, do you see that 

line being crossed?

While Joseph was hiding his true identity from 
his brothers, his declaration that “I fear God” 
was the truth . The brothers did not realize what 
a comfort that declaration should have been to 
them . Joseph’s tears revealed his heart for all time .

B. Prayer
Our Father, thank you that you use even our 

most desperate circumstances to serve your loving 
purposes . Let our fear of you guide us as Joseph’s 
fear guided him . We pray in Jesus’ name . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Fear of God must guide our decisions .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
As learners arrive, have this question written 

on the board:

What are some of the tensions regarding  
revenge that you have seen in movies?

Encourage learners to share examples; allow 
time for open discussion .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the “Movie 
Plot: Revenge Is Mine!” exercise from the activ-
ity page, which you can download . Divide the 
class into groups to complete as indicated . After 
10 minutes or so, have groups share results .

After either activity, share a story of a time 
when you entertained thoughts of revenge against 
a family member . Say, “I am sure many if not all 
of us have our own revenge stories, whether of 
revenge merely pondered or actually carried out . 
Let’s see how one servant of God dealt with this 
same temptation .”

Into the Word
Give each learner a handout (you prepare) on 

which is printed a variety of emoji . As a mini-
mum, have emoji depicting anger, surprise, 
horror, laughter, skepticism, embarrassment, dis-
belief, guilt, deviousness, cluelessness, and bore-
dom . (Option. Depending on the nature of your 
class, the handout may or may not feature defini-
tions alongside the emoji .) Have these instructions 
printed at the top of the handout: “As you hear 
Genesis 42:6-25a read, match emoji with verses . 
Each emoji can be used once, more than once, 
or not at all . And each verse can take more than 
one emoji .” 

Before the reading, pause to evaluate the class 
for comprehension . If learners seem to need fur-
ther explanation, suggest one or more of the fol-
lowing matches: regarding verse 6: cluelessness 
emoji for the brothers; regarding verse 7: surprise 
emoji for Joseph .

Have learners make their emoji matches while 
you read Genesis 42:6-25a slowly . After you have 
finished, lead a discussion that compares and con-
trasts learners’ results . (Option. Have learners do 
this in pairs or triads .) 

Wrap up the discussion by asking, “In what 
ways can decisions about taking revenge poison 
one’s future?” Encourage open discussion .

Option . Split the class in half and give each 
group copies of the “Be It Resolved  .  .  .” exercise 
from the activity page . Conduct the indicated 
debate after groups develop their arguments . 
(Alternative. Use an informal point/counterpoint 
format instead .)

Make a transition by focusing on Genesis 42:24-
25a as you ask how strong emotions can influence 
one’s decision to take or not take revenge .

Into Life
Lead a discussion on how past misdeeds (both 

as perpetrator and victim) can be emotionally and 
relationally poisonous . Ask for examples without 
names; jot responses on the board as they are men-
tioned . Focus on one as you distribute to study 
pairs handouts (you prepare) on which are printed 
the following statements:

1–If acting in revenge, the following could 
happen: ___________________ .

2–If we were to act in love, the following could 
happen: ___________________ .

After a few minutes, reconvene for the whole class 
to compare and contrast the responses .

Write the text of Romans 12:19 on the board . 
Have learners read it aloud in unison . Distribute 
index cards on which learners can copy this text . 
Challenge them to post it in a place where they 
will see it several times daily in the week ahead . 
State that the first thing the class will do when 
reconvening next week is recalling the text aloud 
in unison as learners have memorized it .
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■     33

8 “So then, it was not you who sent me here, 
but God. He made me father to Pharaoh, lord 
of his entire household and ruler of all Egypt.”
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
10 “‘You shall live in the region of Goshen and 
be near me—you, your children and grandchil-
dren, your flocks and herds, and all you have. 
11 I will provide for you there, because five years 
of famine are still to come. Otherwise you and 
your household and all who belong to you will 
become destitute.’

12 “You can see for yourselves, and so can my 
brother Benjamin, that it is really I who am 
speaking to you. 13 Tell my father about all the 
honor accorded me in Egypt and about every-
thing you have seen. And bring my father down 
here quickly.”

14 Then he threw his arms around his 
brother Benjamin and wept, and Benjamin 
embraced him, weeping. 15 And he kissed all 
his brothers and wept over them. Afterward 
his brothers talked with him.

Genesis 45:1-8, 10-15
1 Then Joseph could no longer control him-

self before all his attendants, and he cried out, 
“Have everyone leave my presence!” So there 
was no one with Joseph when he made himself 
known to his brothers. 2 And he wept so loudly 
that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s 
household heard about it.

3 Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! 
Is my father still living?” But his brothers were 
not able to answer him, because they were ter-
rified at his presence.

4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come 
close to me.” When they had done so, he said, 
“I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold 
into Egypt! 5 And now, do not be distressed and 
do not be angry with yourselves for selling me 
here, because it was to save lives that God sent 
me ahead of you. 6 For two years now there has 
been famine in the land, and for the next five 
years there will be no plowing and reaping. 
7 But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for 
you a remnant on earth and to save your lives 
by a great deliverance.

Devotional Reading: John 14:1-14
Background Scripture: Genesis 43; 45:1-15

Revealed
Love

September 27
Lesson 4 (NIV)

Key Verse
Do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that 

God sent me ahead of you. —Genesis 45:5
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Introduction
A. “[Luke,] I am your . . .”

How does that sentence end? In the Western 
world, even people who haven’t seen any of the 
Star Wars movies probably know to fill in “father .” 
Yet Darth Vader shows Luke Skywalker no love; 
he shows his son no mercy . They are mortal ene-
mies, and it becomes clear that one of them must 
die . This fact becomes all the more tragic because 
Luke didn’t know the truth about his parentage 
until Episode V (the second movie of the original 
trilogy) . Darth Vader’s also being Dad did noth-
ing to weaken the enmity with Luke . It only com-
plicated it, made it all the sadder because of the 
truth it reveals: our families are sometimes the ori-
gin of our greatest enemies .

Joseph had experienced just that . At the root 
of all his struggles in Egypt were those who had 
sent him to that place to begin with: his brothers . 
So like Darth Vader (in this one respect), Joseph 
hid his identity . Yet the revelation of Joseph’s true 
identity had quite a different outcome from that 
of Darth Vader’s revelation .

B. Lesson Context
Lesson 3 covered the first trip that Joseph’s 

brothers made to Egypt without Benjamin (Gen-
esis 42:6-25) . Though they returned with food, 
it inevitably ran out, and the brothers were faced 
with traveling to Egypt again . But they knew they 
could not return without Benjamin . Jacob, how-
ever, was still very reluctant to allow Benjamin 
to go . Finally, after Judah guaranteed Benjamin’s 
safety and offered to bear the blame should Benja-
min not return, Jacob relented (43:1-14) .

When the brothers arrived in Egypt, they first 
spoke to Joseph’s steward about the silver they had 
found in their sacks . He assured them all was well 
(Genesis 43:19-23a) . Later, after Joseph released 
Simeon (43:23b) and fed the brothers a meal 
(43:31-34), he sent them back to Canaan with 
more supplies . But he also instructed his steward 
to place each man’s silver in his sack and, in addi-
tion, to put Joseph’s special silver cup in Benja-
min’s sack (44:1-2) .

Following the brothers’ departure, Joseph sent 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Recount the occasion on which Joseph 

revealed his identity to his brothers .
2 . Explain the importance of Joseph’s under-

standing of God’s plan when seeking to reassure 
his brothers .

3 . Plan and implement best steps and actions 
in modeling love and forgiveness .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . “[Luke,] I am your  .  .  .”
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Revealing Identity (Genesis 45:1-8)
 A . Privacy Demanded (vv . 1-2)
 B . Truth Acknowledged (v . 3)
 C . Brothers Assured (vv . 4-8)
   Dealing with a Guilty Conscience
 II. Relaying Instructions (Genesis 45:10-13)
 A . To Come to Egypt (vv . 10-11)
 B . To Confirm His Identity (v . 12)
 C . To Convince His Father (v . 13)
   “A Picture Is Worth…”
 III. Reaching Out in Love (Genesis 45:14-15)
 A . To Benjamin (v . 14)
 B . To His Brothers (v . 15)
Conclusion
 A . “Don’t Be Angry with Yourselves”
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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his steward to catch up with the men and accuse 
them of taking Joseph’s cup . When the cup was 
discovered in Benjamin’s sack of grain, the broth-
ers tore their clothing in despair and returned to 
Egypt to face Joseph (Genesis 44:3-13) .

After Joseph told his brothers that Benjamin 
would have to remain in Egypt, Judah stepped 
forward and voiced an impassioned plea not to 
keep Benjamin in Egypt . Such an action would 
break his father Jacob’s heart to the point of has-
tening his death . Judah offered himself in place 
of Benjamin (Genesis 44:17-34) . This act repre-
sented a drastic departure from the way Judah 
had treated Joseph those many years before 
(37:26-27) .

I. Revealing Identity
(Genesis 45:1-8)

A. Privacy Demanded (vv. 1-2)
1. Then Joseph could no longer control him-

self before all his attendants, and he cried out, 
“Have everyone leave my presence!” So there 
was no one with Joseph when he made himself 
known to his brothers.

At this point, it appears that Joseph had finally 
gathered enough evidence to be confident his 
brothers were not the scoundrels they once were 
(see lesson 3) . Listening to Judah’s heartfelt plea 
not to keep Benjamin in Egypt and his offer to 
take Benjamin’s place was more than Joseph could 
take (see Lesson Context) .

Joseph demanded that all his attendants leave 
the room . Perhaps this was because the reunion 
was so emotional for Joseph that he didn’t want 
anyone other than his brothers to witness his 
breakdown . Or maybe he wanted to be able to 
speak openly without letting his Egyptian house-

hold know immediately everything that would 
be told .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances, if any, could a mas-

querade like Joseph’s be justified today, given 
God’s hatred of lying (Exodus 20:16; Prov-
erbs 6:16-17)?

Digging Deeper
How do the deceptions of Joshua 2:1-7; 8:3-14; 

Judges 7:15-21; and/or 1 Samuel 21:10-15 
help frame your conclusions?

2. And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians 
heard him, and Pharaoh’s household heard 
about it.

Joseph had been moved to tears on two occa-
sions prior to this one (Genesis 42:24; 43:30), but 
at this moment his emotions were fully released . 
Pharaoh’s household must have wondered why they 
heard such intense weeping .

B. Truth Acknowledged (v. 3)
3a. Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph!
We easily imagine the emotional shock wave 

that rippled through the room as the brothers 
heard this high Egyptian official claim, in their 
native tongue, to be their long-absent brother . Up 
to this point, Joseph had been conversing through 
an interpreter (Genesis 42:23) . The brothers must 
have found the statement incredible, even unbe-
lievable . Yet who other than Joseph himself would 
say such a thing to them—and in Hebrew no less?

3b. “Is my father still living?”
The brothers had no time to digest the shock-

ing news before Joseph inquired as to the welfare 
of his father . Not long before this, the brothers had 
reported that Jacob was “alive and well” (Genesis 
43:28) . Perhaps Joseph thought the brothers were 
simply being polite, not wanting to tell a power-
ful governor the truth of any family difficulties .

3c. But his brothers were not able to answer 
him, because they were terrified at his presence.

The brothers had been stunned into silence . 
They seem to have assumed Joseph to be dead, 
given their statements in Genesis 42:13, 32 . 
When we do the math from the time references 
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in  Genesis 37:2; 41:29-30, 46, 53-54; and 45:6 
(below), we conclude that what Joseph revealed 
had been some 22 years in the making . That’s how 
long it had been since the brothers sold him into 
slavery at age 17 . So Joseph was about age 39 .

Furthermore, the brother they had mistreated 
was now in a position of enormous power . He 
could throw them all into prison (which he 
seemed quite willing to do; Genesis 42:16) . Or 
he could starve them by withholding aid . Would 
Joseph take revenge for mistreating him?

C. Brothers Assured (vv. 4-8)
4. Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come 

close to me.” When they had done so, he said, 
“I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold 
into Egypt!

The brothers were probably standing at a 
respectful distance from the governor of Egypt 
before Joseph called them forward . They may have 
even stepped backward in fear on hearing this 
man’s incredible claim . Joseph’s reference to their 
cruel deed bolstered his claim further .

5. “And now, do not be distressed and do not 
be angry with yourselves for selling me here, 
because it was to save lives that God sent me 
ahead of you.

Joseph had heard his brothers’ remorse over 
what they did to him (Genesis 42:21-22; 44:18-
34) . But they didn’t need to harbor negative feel-
ings or bear a burden of guilt any longer . What 
had happened to Joseph was being used of God 
to save the lives of untold numbers of people 
via Joseph’s preparation for the famine that was 
underway . Like Esther in Persia hundreds of years 
later, Joseph had come to his position in Egypt 
“for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14) .

The verse before us offers the first of three dec-
larations by Joseph that God’s sovereign hand had 
been carefully guiding all that had happened to 
him (see Genesis 45:7-8 and commentary below) . 
God’s work redeemed Joseph’s sale into slavery 
and his experiences in Egypt . The brothers were 
indeed culpable for Joseph’s servitude in Egypt, 
and the Ishmaelites really had brought him there . 
But Joseph had come to understand that God had 
used these circumstances for his own good pur-

poses . In that way, it was as though God himself, 
not the jealous brothers, sent Joseph .

Joseph’s conclusions were undergirded by his 
experience with divinely given dreams and the 
ability to interpret them (lessons 1–3) . In one 
sense, Joseph is simply stating Romans 8:28 in 
his own way: “We know that in all things God 
works for the good of those who love him, who 
have been called according to his purpose .”

Joseph’s words to his brothers can be applied to 
our understanding and acceptance of the forgive-
ness Jesus offers . So often the issue with which 
we wrestle is not that of accepting Jesus’ forgive-
ness; rather, it’s in accepting that we have been 
forgiven . We continue to beat ourselves up over 
the sins we’ve committed and the mistakes we’ve 
made . Such an attitude smothers any sense of 
joy or peace in having been forgiven—blessings 
that are among the many promised to followers 
of Jesus .

1 Dealing With a guilty ConSCienCe 1
Most of us can speak from experience about the 

pain of a loved one’s hurtful, impulsive actions or 
even a cruel pattern of behavior . Perhaps we are 
even willing to admit the times we have been the 
ones who hurt others .

It’s important for transgressors to confess and 
repent of what they have done . It’s also important 
for the repentant to realize and accept the fact that 
they have been forgiven . Looking ahead to Gen-
esis 50:15 gives us a glimpse of how heavily the 
troubled consciences of Joseph’s brothers contin-
ued to weigh on them after Joseph’s kind words 
in our text .

Yet this reconciliation story doesn’t focus on 
the sins of Joseph’s brothers or even their remorse . 
Instead, the story highlights Joseph’s response . 
That response suggests that God may be as inter-
ested in the conscience of the victim as he is in the 
conscience of the perpetrator . What’s your con-
science saying to you right now? —C . R . B .

6. “For two years now there has been fam-
ine in the land, and for the next five years there 
will be no plowing and reaping.

Joseph continued by placing events on a time 
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line of sorts . The bottom line was that things 
would get worse before they got better . Over 
the coming five years, agricultural activity would 
remain at a standstill . The desperation of fam-
ine would continue to be the case in many places, 
including Canaan, with no plowing or reaping tak-
ing place . 

7. “But God sent me ahead of you to preserve 
for you a remnant on earth and to save your 
lives by a great deliverance.

For the second time, Joseph stated his convic-
tion that God sent him to Egypt (see commen-
tary on Genesis 45:5, above) . Despite the brothers’ 
intent to do away with Joseph and his dreams, 
God’s sovereign plan was being fulfilled . God’s 
purpose in protecting Jacob’s family is in keep-
ing with his promises to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-
3; 17:1-8) . Joseph’s declaration indicated that 
there would be difficult times ahead but not total 
destruction .

What Do You Think?
What are some ways, if any, to distinguish 

between what God “allows” versus what he 
“causes” today?

Digging Deeper
What dangers attend to claiming to be able to 

make that distinction? Why?

The manner in which Joseph treated his broth-
ers is similar to how Jesus treats us by way of his 
death on the cross for our sins . We need not be 
terrified at his presence (see commentary on Gene-
sis 45:3c, above) even though he has every right to 
condemn us . He is willing to forgive . This was the 
attitude of Joseph, both at this occasion and later 
following the death of Jacob (50:15-21) .

8. “So then, it was not you who sent me here, 
but God. He made me father to Pharaoh, lord 
of his entire household and ruler of all Egypt.”

For a third time Joseph emphasized that the 
brothers were not the ones who ultimately put him 
in Egypt (see Genesis 45:5, 7, above) . God had sent 
him there . Joseph had entered the land as a slave 
to end up in a position of great authority within 
Pharaoh’s household and throughout all the land 
of Egypt . God is able to work through wrong atti-

tudes and actions, and this is one example of that 
fact .

That Joseph referred to himself as a father to 
Pharaoh is in keeping with usage of the word 
father in ancient times to describe someone who 
served as an adviser to another (perhaps in giv-
ing what would be considered “fatherly advice”; 
compare Job 29:16) . The image may also reflect 
Joseph’s role as a fatherly provider for Egypt dur-
ing a time of great need .

What Do You Think?
How can we ensure that God has sanctioned 

someone as a leader today? Or is that even 
possible? Why do you say that?

Digging Deeper
How do passages such as Romans 14:16-

18; 1 Corinthians 11:17-19; Galatians 1:10; 
1 Thessalonians 2:4; and 2 Timothy 2:15 
influence your answer?

II. Relaying Instructions
(Genesis 45:10-13)

A. To Come to Egypt (vv. 10-11)
10. “‘You shall live in the region of Gos-

hen and be near me—you, your children and 
grandchildren, your flocks and herds, and all 
you have.

Verse 9, not in our printed text, records Joseph’s 
plea to the brothers to return quickly to Canaan 
and convey a message to his father, Jacob . Joseph’s 
message began with the statement that God had 
made him “lord of all Egypt” (Genesis 45:9) to 
urge Jacob to come at once to Egypt . In this way, 
Joseph provided an enduring example by giving 
credit to God for the things that have happened . 
Joseph might have been good-looking (39:6), 
intelligent, capable, and powerful, but he knew 
that it is God who deserved the glory .

It would not be easy for Jacob to leave the 
land of Canaan, since his grandfather Abraham 
migrated there over 200 years prior . Joseph made 
the new situation more attractive by telling them 
that they were to settle in Goshen. This is the first 
mention of Goshen in the Bible . It was located in 

Lesson 4 (NIV) ■ 37 ■ September 27

1628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   371628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   37 1/27/20   1:47 PM1/27/20   1:47 PM



the northeastern section of the Nile River’s delta, 
which is a series of tributaries resembling a fan 
as they appear on a map . Goshen was a very fer-
tile region, excellent for grazing and for growing 
crops . It would be more than adequate for the 
numbers of flocks and herds that Jacob and his 
family possessed . The entire family would have 
plenty of room to reside .

Joseph had been separated from his beloved 
father, Jacob, for more than 20 years (see com-
mentary on verse 3c, above) . He eagerly antic-
ipated Jacob’s being near him after such a long 
time . Joseph’s hopes ended up being fulfilled (see 
Genesis 45:25–46:30) .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances, if any, should Chris-

tians sequester themselves and live apart 
from the larger unbelieving society? Why?

Digging Deeper
How do passages such as Matthew 28:19-20; 

1 Corinthians 5:9-10; 10:27; and 1 John 2:15 
help frame your conclusions?

11. “‘I will provide for you there, because 
five years of famine are still to come. Otherwise 
you and your household and all who belong to 
you will become destitute.’

Joseph promised to take care of both Jacob and 
his household through the duration of the com-
ing five years of famine . This would save them the 
trips back and forth for the remainder of the fam-
ine and deliver Jacob from living his final years in 
poverty and perhaps dying as a result .

B. To Confirm His Identity (v. 12)
12. “You can see for yourselves, and so can 

my brother Benjamin, that it is really I who am 
speaking to you.

Joseph resumed addressing his brothers directly . 
In a manner similar to how the risen Christ would 
reassure his disciples that he really was standing 
before them (Luke 24:39), Joseph told his broth-
ers to believe what they were seeing .

If they could not believe their eyes, they should 
believe their ears . Joseph had spoken to his broth-
ers in their native Hebrew tongue, without need 

for his interpreter (Genesis 42:23) . The specific 
mention of Benjamin—who was Joseph’s only full 
brother of the 11, by Jacob’s wife Rachel (46:19)— 
reveals the closeness that Joseph still felt toward 
him (see commentary on 45:14, below) .

C. To Convince His Father (v. 13)
13. “Tell my father about all the honor 

accorded me in Egypt and about everything 
you have seen. And bring my father down here 
quickly.”

Joseph wanted Jacob to know that, far from 
being “torn to pieces” (Genesis 37:33), Joseph 
had risen in honor, or to an esteemed position, in 
Egypt . The brothers were to report everything they 
had seen in order to verify that what they said of 
Joseph was true . Joseph again urged them to bring 
Jacob to Egypt as quickly as possible (45:9) . There 
was no time to waste!

The “great deliverance” (Genesis 45:7, above) 
that was being accomplished by God would 
foreshadow the greater deliverance that he later 
brought about under Moses (Exodus 12:31-36) . 
Ironically, the migration of Joseph’s extended 
family to Egypt was to set the stage for that event 
(1:1-14; 2:23-25) .

“1 a PiCture iS Worth . . .” 1
I have a picture taken more than 30 years ago 

at a family reunion . On that occasion my grand-
mother was celebrating her 96th birthday . That pic-
ture shows Grandma, my father, me, my daughter, 
and her first child—all five generations of us in 
one photo!

I could tell so many stories about the occasion 
and of each person in the photograph . For those 
of us pictured, the photo triggers memories of the 
occasion that make words unnecessary . As we say, 
“A picture is worth a thousand words .”

How much would Joseph have loved to have 
had a picture of his father, taken just before the 
brothers’ second journey began! And how his 
father would have loved to have received a pic-
ture of Joseph! But everything had to rely on the 
testimony of his brothers . The saying “A picture 
is worth a thousand words” therefore not apply-
ing, Joseph had to anticipate a face-to-face meet-
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ing with his father . What parallel does this have 
for us? (Hint: see 1 John 3:2 .) —C . R . B .

III. Reaching Out in Love
(Genesis 45:14-15)

A. To Benjamin (v. 14)
14. Then he threw his arms around his 

brother Benjamin and wept, and Benjamin 
embraced him, weeping.

Joseph’s emotions once again came to the fore-
front as he embraced Benjamin . The feeling was 
mutual, for Benjamin embraced him, weeping .

B. To His Brothers (v. 15)
15. And he kissed all his brothers and wept 

over them. Afterward his brothers talked with 
him.

Joseph then showed deep affection for all his 
brothers. This is quite a contrast to the first time 
he saw them in Egypt, when he “spoke harshly” to 
them (Genesis 42:7; see lesson 3) . One can only 
surmise what was spoken when Joseph’s brothers 
talked with him . Joseph’s forgiveness made recon-
ciliation possible .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances, if any, are emotions 

best kept private? Why?
Digging Deeper
Which Scripture passages support your 

conclusions?

These exchanges were followed by extensive 
preparations for the trip to Canaan and back 
(Genesis 45:16-23) . Joseph’s final directive before 
the brothers leave is rather humorous: “Don’t 
quarrel on the way!” (45:24) .

Conclusion
A. “Don’t Be Angry with Yourselves”

Imagine yourself standing before Jesus, who 
has asked you to draw near, as Joseph told his 
brothers to draw near to him (Genesis 45:4) . Jesus 
speaks and says, “I am Jesus, whom you crucified . 
Your sins are the reason I gave my life as a sacrifice 

on the cross . But don’t be angry with yourself . I 
want to forgive you, not condemn you .” Jesus does 
indeed say this—and he means it .

Joseph’s words about God’s higher pur-
pose being carried out can also be applied to 
Jesus . Men killed him because they wanted to 
reverse his influence, dishearten his followers, 
and destroy the movement he had begun . But 
God accomplished a great deliverance through 
the cross and the empty tomb . As Peter told the 
crowd gathered on the Day of Pentecost, “[Jesus] 
was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan 
and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of 
wicked men, put him to death by nailing him 
to the cross . But God raised him from the dead” 
(Acts 2:23-24) .

Salvation is truly a gift of God’s grace (Ephe-
sians 2:8-9) . It must be received as such, without 
our placing conditions on it that God himself has 
never placed . Don’t be angry with yourself . Like 
Joseph’s brothers, you need to accept forgiveness .

B. Prayer
Father, thank you for revealing your loving 

forgiveness to us through Jesus’ death and resur-
rection! Help us to forgive others as we have been 
forgiven . In Jesus’ name . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
God has revealed his love to us .
Are we revealing it to others?
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Solicit volunteers to share (briefly) details of a 

time when they remained hopeful while facing a 
negative life change . After a few such stories, ask 
the class to identify common threads of persever-
ance in the accounts .

Make a transition by saying, “Of all the hurts 
we suffer, betrayal is likely the most painful . Let’s 
see how a Bible hero dealt with this problem .”

Into the Word
Write Reasons for Weeping at the top of the 

board . Underneath, write Sadness and Joy as head-
ers for two columns . Ask the class to voice specific 
types of sadness and joy for a person who might 
shed tears; jot responses in the respective col-
umns . (Possible responses for tears of sadness: death 
of a loved one, estrangement, guilt over wrongdo-
ing, etc .; for tears of joy: a significant material gain, 
reconciliation, reversal of a loss, etc .)

Divide the class into four groups, designating 
them Joseph’s Tears, Benjamin’s Tears, Egyp-
tians’ Interpretation, and Brothers’ Interpreta-
tion. Distribute handouts (you prepare) with these 
instructions: “Read today’s text of Genesis 45:1-
8, 10-15 . If your group is named after a person, 
determine why that person wept . If your group 
name designates a collective, state how those peo-
ple probably interpreted the tears and wailing .”

After several minutes, reconvene for whole-class 
discussion . Allow each group in turn to share con-
clusions; encourage the non-presenting groups to 
question and challenge those conclusions .

At appropriate points, ask the presenting group 
how God might be seen at work in the strong 
emotions present in the text . Allow time for thor-
ough discussion . Expect “me too” stories to be 
voiced; don’t discourage these, but don’t let them 
drag out either .

Lead a discussion of the text by posing the fol-
lowing questions for whole-class discussion . Be 

sure to pause between questions to allow learners 
time to respond .

1–From a Hollywood movie standpoint, what did 
Joseph’s brothers deserve to receive from him?

2–What made it possible for Joseph to overcome his 
desire for revenge?

3–Was Joseph’s reaction the same as forgiveness? 
Why, or why not? 

4–What was the bigger picture that Joseph realized?
5–Do you agree that Genesis 45:5 is the key verse of 

today’s text? Why, or why not?

Option. For lively discussion, have a volunteer 
secretly prepared to disagree with either a yes or 
no answer on questions 3 and/or 5, giving rea-
sons why .

Option. Distribute copies of the “Joseph’s 
Actions and Mine” exercise from the activity page, 
which you can download, for learners to discuss 
and complete in study pairs .

Into Life
Distribute handouts (you create) titled “My 

Prayer and Discipleship Time,” featuring these 
two challenges:

My best steps in modeling love are
__________________________________

My best actions in modeling forgiveness are
__________________________________

Have learners make commitments to study 
partners to use the two fill-in statements as daily 
prayer focus in the coming week .

Option . Distribute copies of the “Grateful for 
God’s Blessings” exercise from the activity page 
for learners to complete as indicated in study pairs . 
Allow time for whole-class sharing .

Option . To see the spiritual values of Joseph’s 
family members in the larger context of Genesis, 
distribute copies of the “Values Matrix” exercise 
from the activity page; use as a small-group exer-
cise as time permits .
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6 Saul listened to Jonathan and took this 
oath: “As surely as the Lord lives, David will 
not be put to death.”

7 So Jonathan called David and told him the 
whole conversation. He brought him to Saul, 
and David was with Saul as before.

1 Samuel 19:1-7
1 Saul told his son Jonathan and all the atten-

dants to kill David. But Jonathan had taken a 
great liking to David 2 and warned him, “My 
father Saul is looking for a chance to kill you. 
Be on your guard tomorrow morning; go into 
hiding and stay there. 3 I will go out and stand 
with my father in the field where you are. I’ll 
speak to him about you and will tell you what 
I find out.”

4 Jonathan spoke well of David to Saul 
his father and said to him, “Let not the king 
do wrong to his servant David; he has not 
wronged you, and what he has done has bene-
fited you greatly. 5 He took his life in his hands 
when he killed the Philistine. The Lord won a 
great victory for all Israel, and you saw it and 
were glad. Why then would you do wrong to 
an innocent man like David by killing him for 
no reason?”

Photo: digitalskillet / iStock / Thinkstock

Devotional Reading: Matthew 5:43-48
Background Scripture: 1 Samuel 19:1-7; 23:1-18; 2 Samuel 9

Love that
Intercedes

October 4
Lesson 5 (NIV)

Key Verse
Jonathan spoke well of David to Saul his father and said to him, “Let not the king do wrong to his servant 

David; he has not wronged you, and what he has done has benefited you greatly.” —1 Samuel 19:4
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Introduction
A. Targeting Peacemakers

What risks do peacemakers face in areas of con-
flict? A study, begun in 2010 by the Uppsala Con-
flict Data Program, seeks to answer that question . 
The fact that such a study exists confirms the sad 
truth that we all know: peacemakers sometimes 
come to very violent ends .

A government that doesn’t want outside influ-
ence can forcefully remove peaceful humanitarian 
efforts . One side or another of a military conflict 
might attack the peacemakers, hoping that the 
aid they would have given to their opponents will 
result in victory . Or one individual who stands 
opposed to a specific peacemaker can kill that 
one, hoping the movement will end with his or 
her death . We need only recall conflicts in Syria 
or Sudan, or assassinations like those of Martin 
Luther King Jr . or Oscar Romero, to realize that 
peacemaking can be a very dangerous business .

There is no guarantee that efforts for reconcil-
iation will work . But Jonathan, son of King Saul, 
believed the risk was worth taking . His actions are 
an example to all of us about the potential power 
of peacemaking .

B. Lesson Context
Two of the Old Testament’s books of history 

are 1 and 2 Samuel . They take their name from 
Samuel, the last judge of Israel . He was instru-
mental in the transition from the period of the 
judges to the time of kings . As such, the two 
books record the transition from the theocracy 
(when the Lord reigned as sole king of Israel, with 
human leaders in the roles of judges) to the mon-
archy of human kings .

This transition began about the year 1050 BC . 
It began with the Israelites’ demand that Samuel 
give them an earthly king “such as all the other 
nations have” (1 Samuel 8:5) . This demand was 
not primarily a rejection of Samuel or his sons but 
of the Lord as their king (8:7) . God had called 
Israel to be his special nation (Exodus 19:5-6), 
and their desire for a king expressed a wish to be 
not quite so special . Samuel proclaimed the Lord’s 
warning of the negative consequences of a human 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Summarize Jonathan’s defense of David 

and Saul’s reaction .
2 . Explain the risks Jonathan faced in the rec-

onciliation process .
3 . Identify opportunities to counsel reconcili-

ation and do so .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Targeting Peacemakers
 B . Lesson Context
 I. The Plot (1 Samuel 19:1-3)
 A . Execution Order (vv . 1-2)
 B . Clemency Plan (v . 3)
 II. The Intercession (1 Samuel 19:4-5)
 A . Exemplary Record (vv . 4-5b)
 B . Rhetorical Question (v . 5c)
   Unlikely Friendship
 III. The Aftermath (1 Samuel 19:6-7)
 A . Vow (v . 6)
   The Unbreakable Vow
 B . Reconciliation (v . 7)
Conclusion
 A . Roles People Play
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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king (1 Samuel 8:11-18) . But the people persisted, 
and the Lord granted their request (8:19-22) .

The Lord selected Saul as the first king of Israel 
(1 Samuel 9:17; 10:17-24) . Saul started well, but 
when he failed to carry out faithfully the Lord’s 
commands, the Lord selected a different king 
(15:16-26) . Samuel informed Saul of his being 
rejected by God, and Samuel anointed David as 
the next king (16:1-13) . That signified that Saul’s 
royal line would end when David took the throne .

When the Philistines challenged Israel, it was 
young David who slew Goliath, which in turn led 
to a routing of the Philistines (1 Samuel 17:1-54) . 
After this great victory, David became a member 
of Saul’s royal household in two important ways . 
First, David and Jonathan, Saul’s son and heir to 
the throne, became fast friends (18:3) . Second, 
David married Michal, daughter of Saul (18:27) .

When military victories were celebrated, how-
ever, people esteemed David’s accomplishments 
more highly than Saul’s (1 Samuel 18:6-8) . This 
made Saul angry, jealous, and suspicious of David 
to the point that Saul attempted to kill him (18:10-
11; 19:9-10) .

I. The Plot
(1 Samuel 19:1-3)

A. Execution Order (vv. 1-2)
1a. Saul told his son Jonathan and all the 

attendants to kill David.
This verse continues the story of 1 Samuel 18, 

giving the consequences of Saul’s jealous rage . We 
may wonder why Saul would charge his attendants 
to implement the deadly deed of killing David . 
The word translated attendants occurs about 800 
times in the Old Testament, with a broad range of 
applications . It applies to various levels of service 
to the king, not just what we might term butlers 
and maids . Faithful subjects of a king were con-
sidered to be servants (1 Kings 12:7) .

Notice the progression: Saul had tried to kill 
David by his own hand (see Lesson Context), 
then by stealth by putting David in peril (1 Sam-
uel 18:17, 25) . The text before us represents a new 
attempt . It involved not Saul himself or the Philis-
tines but instead his son and his court .

1b. But Jonathan had taken a great liking 
to David

The author interjects this important detail 
to remind us of Jonathan’s potentially split alle-
giance . Emphasizing Jonathan’s relationship to his 
father, Saul, ratchets up the tension . Would Jona-
than’s loyalty to his father (and potentially his own 
future place on the throne) determine his path? Or 
would his great liking for David decide Jonathan’s 
course of action?

The situation was made more problematic 
by the covenant between Jonathan and David 
(1 Samuel 18:3-4) . It should prevent Jonathan 
from obeying his father’s orders to kill David . In 
order to save his friend and honor their covenant, 
Jonathan would have to disobey his father . And 
the king could certainly punish his son any way 
he saw fit for such an act of rebellion .

2a. and warned him, “My father Saul is 
looking for a chance to kill you.

The reader doesn’t wait long in suspense . Jon-
athan clearly chose his love for David over his 
devotion to his father, the king . The role of a son 
was to honor his father (Exodus 20:12), which 
included obeying him (Proverbs 23:22; compare 
Ephesians 6:1-3) . Jonathan’s informing David of 
Saul’s pronouncement undermined his father’s 
will .

Since the Lord had rejected Saul in favor of 
David (1 Samuel 15:28), the contrast highlights 
for the reader Saul’s opposition to the will of God . 
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It may also show Jonathan’s acceptance of David’s 
place as the future king rather than himself (which 
becomes clearer later; see 23:16-17) and thus as a 
man who followed God’s will .

No doubt there was a full conversation between 
Jonathan and David, but only Jonathan’s revela-
tion of Saul’s plot is reported . Jonathan’s warning 
consisted of (1) the report, (2) three commands 
(see commentary on 1 Samuel 19:2c-d, below), 
and (3) four actions Jonathan will take (see com-
mentary on 19:3, below) .

Is looking for emphasizes Saul’s very active desire 
to have David put to death . He was not just day-
dreaming . The king was coming up with plans to 
kill David .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances should a Christian 

violate confidential communication to prevent 
a wrong?

Digging Deeper
How does Proverbs 11:13 speak to this issue, 

if at all?

2c. “Be on your guard tomorrow morning;
Grammatically, a request and a command 

appear the same . Determining whether Jona-
than commanded David (so that David needed 
to obey him) or requested of David (so that David 
could make up his own mind) is a matter of con-
text . Considering each man’s status relative to the 
other’s leads to an impasse . At the moment, Jon-
athan is of higher status because he is the king’s 
son and heir apparent to the throne . However, he 
and David both knew that David had been cho-
sen by God to be the next king (compare 1 Sam-
uel 16:1-13; 20:31) .

Furthermore, a warning, though it comes as a 
command, can be softened by the concern of the 
one who issues it . One can imagine that Jonathan, 
though apparently ordering David to do what he 
said, would have been open to other suggestions 
as long as they were intended to keep David safe 
from harm .

The fact that the warning be on your guard is 
followed by tomorrow morning indicated that the 
threat was an immediate danger . This was not the 

kind of general “take care” advisory with which 
we end casual conversations today! 

2d. “go into hiding and stay there.
These two imperatives reveal Jonathan’s inten-

tion to give David an active-yet-passive part in the 
plan . The active part was for David to hide him-
self; the passive part is to stay there after he did so . 
Jonathan did not know if his attempt to convince 
his father not to kill David would succeed; thus 
this precautionary measure .

B. Clemency Plan (v. 3)
3a. “I will go out and stand with my father 

in the field where you are.
I will points out a shift of focus from David’s 

tasks to Jonathan’s . The first pair, seen here, 
describes where Jonathan would be: standing with 
David’s sworn enemy in the same field near David . 
Apparently the secret place where David was to 
hide (see 1 Samuel 19:2e, above) would be secret 
only from Saul, not from Jonathan . Therefore 
David would be completely vulnerable in trust-
ing Jonathan not to betray him .

3b. “I’ll speak to him about you and will tell 
you what I find out.”

Jonathan’s second pair of actions describes what 
he planned to say, first to Saul, then to David . 
Once again, David would have to trust that Jon-
athan planned to tell him everything that he 
needed to know to survive .

What Do You Think?
Were you to attempt to mediate a reconciliation, 

what tactics would you consider to be off-
limits? Why?

Digging Deeper
What Scripture passages can you cite to sup-

port your answer?

II. The Intercession
(1 Samuel 19:4-5)

A. Exemplary Record (vv. 4-5b)
4a. Jonathan spoke well of David to Saul his 

father and said to him, “Let not the king do 
wrong to his servant David;
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Jonathan’s intercession with Saul leaves the 
reader to assume that David had already done 
what Jonathan required . Once again, Saul’s posi-
tion as Jonathan’s father is emphasized. This brings 
to mind the complicated responsibilities Jonathan 
had toward him . The expression let not the king, 
in third person, is more polite than a bald com-
mand, “Do not!” Jonathan’s address of his father 
as king may be designed to calm Saul’s insecurity 
over his kingship .

We also recall that resisting kings was danger-
ous . In the Law of Moses, before the existence of 
kings in Israel, disobeying priests and judges was 
punishable by death (Deuteronomy 17:12-13) . 
This practice extended to kings in Israel in that 
they had power over life and death of their sub-
jects (example: 1 Kings 2:23-25), as did kings in 
the surrounding nations (Daniel 3:13-15) .

However, Jonathan’s address also reminded the 
king that he had a duty to God not to do wrong 
against others . Although “might makes right” 
seems to have been the rule throughout history, 
God’s people are to be different . We live by stan-
dards given by the Lord, not rules determined 
by people . For this reason, Saul did not have the 
moral authority to have David killed . That would 
go against God’s injunctions about killing inno-
cent people, which even the king is meant to obey 
and uphold .

David is identified as Saul’s servant. By the use 
of this term, Jonathan describes David as a faith-
ful member of Saul’s court just like the attendants 
of verse 1 .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances should one wait to 

be asked to mediate a reconciliation rather 
than taking personal initiative in doing so?

Digging Deeper
How does God’s taking the initiative to reconcile 

us to himself (described in 2 Corinthians 5:18-
20) help shape your answer?

4b. “he has not wronged you, and what he 
has done has benefited you greatly.

Again, has not wronged you means David had 
done nothing to bring harm to Saul . In fact, 

David was committed to supporting the king as 
the anointed of the Lord, even though Saul was 
seeking David’s life (compare 1 Samuel 26:9-11; 
2 Samuel 1:14) . What David has done that has 
benefited Saul greatly refers to all the noble acts 
David had done in service to King Saul . These 
included not just military service (see commen-
tary on 1 Samuel 19:5a, next) but also playing 
the harp to soothe Saul in his times of distress 
(16:16-23) .

5a. “He took his life in his hands when he 
killed the Philistine. The Lord won a great vic-
tory for all Israel,

David had risked his own life for Saul in kill-
ing the Philistine Goliath (1 Samuel 17) . Though 
everyone else in the army had been too afraid 
to confront the giant, David had trusted in the 
Lord’s protection and his intention to defeat the 
Philistines . Because of his faith in God, David was 
able to brave Goliath’s threats and use the skills 
learned as a shepherd to defeat and kill Israel’s 
fearsome enemy .

The result the Lord had granted Israel through 
David was nothing less than a great victory over 
an oppressive foe, the Philistines (1 Samuel 17:52-
53) . Jonathan mentioned only the military deeds 
of David . Those and other victories were the cause 
of David’s popularity (18:5-7), which in turn was 
the cause of Saul’s deadly jealousy and plan to exe-
cute David . For that reason, reminding Saul that 
David’s popularity was a result of his service to 
the king could soothe the king’s feeling that he 
had been usurped .

5b. “and you saw it and were glad.
Then Jonathan pointed out Saul’s eyewitness 

status and reaction at the defeat of Goliath . Saul 
had appreciated David’s service not only at that 
time (1 Samuel 17:50-58), but also when David 
played the harp to comfort him in his affliction 
(16:14-23) .

B. Rhetorical Question (v. 5c)
5c. “Why then would you do wrong to an 

innocent man like David by killing him for no 
reason?”

Jonathan concluded his argument by return-
ing to his beginning exhortation (1 Samuel 19:4a, 
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above), couching it as a rhetorical question . Such 
a question is designed to make a point rather than 
seek information . The answer here was obvious to 
the king: he should not kill David because then 
the king himself would become guilty and deserv-
ing of death (Deuteronomy 19:10-13) .

Calling David an innocent man refers specifi-
cally to David’s manner of living: David had acted 
faithfully as a servant in the court of Saul . David 
had never given Saul a reason for Saul’s anger and 
retribution .

1 unlikely frienDShiP 1
My youngest son always struggled with his 

need to be popular, often getting in trouble at 
school for related issues . One day when he was in 
eighth grade, he came home from school with a 
note . This time he had been suspended for fight-
ing . I felt deflated . We had just moved to a new 
town, and I was really hoping for a fresh start .

However, when he told me more, a glimmer 
of parental pride crept in . He had come across a 
crowd of people surrounding two students who 
were fighting, and the one who was substantially 
bigger had the other in a headlock . As the big-
ger boy pummeled the smaller one, my son had 
jumped in and (admittedly roughly) pulled the 
bigger kid off the smaller one .

Despite the suspension, I was proud of my 
son . Months later, he came home with an invi-
tation to the rescued student’s birthday party . 
To this day, they are fast friends . That is some-
thing of a reverse, mirror-image of 1 Samuel 19 . 
There the friendship came first and the rescue fol-
lowed . God rescued us while we were his enemies 
(Romans 5:10) . Realizing that, under what con-
ditions would you be willing to stand up for him 
at the risk of losing relationships, job, or even life?

 —P . L . M .

III. The Aftermath
(1 Samuel 19:6-7)

A. Vow (v. 6)
6. Saul listened to Jonathan and took this 

oath: “As surely as the Lord lives, David will 
not be put to death.”

Jonathan’s argument had the desired effect . Lis-
tened to means to heed; that is, both to hear and 
to act in accordance with what was said (example: 
Genesis 21:12) . Similarly, the exodus from Egypt 
was initiated because God not only listened to 
but acted on the groaning of the children of Israel 
(Exodus 2:24-25) .

Jonathan’s intervention thus culminated in 
Saul’s taking an oath that David would not be put 
to death . Taking an oath or making a vow is equiv-
alent to making a covenant (Deuteronomy 4:31) . 
It is quite to Saul’s credit that he relented from his 
own call for David’s execution . Although Saul had 
a history of rebellion against the Lord (example: 
1 Samuel 15:17-23), in this case he honored God 
by heeding wise counsel and choosing not to sin 
against David .

The Lord expected the king to keep his vow 
(Numbers 30:2; see also Matthew 5:33-37) . Deu-
teronomy 23:21-23 declares that vows must be 
kept, while Ecclesiastes 5:4-6 reminds the reader 
that breaking a vow angers the Lord . By swearing 
that David will live, Saul bound himself to do all 
in his power to protect David .

What Do You Think?
In what situations should one discontinue medi-

ation attempts should those attempts be met 
with hostility and rejection?

Digging Deeper
How do 1 Samuel 20:18-33 and Acts 7:23-29 

help frame your response?

1 the unbreakable voW 1
I had a friend who had been married a long 

time . Her husband was a God-loving man who 
took care of her and their family . But for various 
reasons my friend had spent years building up 
resentment against him .

One day she said she intended to leave him . 
How could I tell her I wouldn’t support this deci-
sion because it was wrong? I prayed silently as she 
poured out her heart . And then I blurted out, 
“What if it were cancer?”

She looked at me blankly . I asked, “Would you 
leave him then?” Of course she wouldn’t, she said . 
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“Why not?” I pressed her . She broke down as it 
dawned on her: she had vowed to be with him not 
just in sickness and health but in bad times as well 
as good . Breaking this vow would mean sinning 
against her husband and God .

Jonathan cautioned the same to Saul . Thank-
fully, just like my friend, Saul saw reason and real-
ized his mistake . The choice is for us too: Will we 
honor our vows to honor God? —P . L . M .

B. Reconciliation (v. 7)
7. So Jonathan called David and told him the 

whole conversation. He brought him to Saul, 
and David was with Saul as before.

David emerged from his prearranged hiding 
place after hearing Jonathan’s call . As promised 
(see 1 Samuel 19:3), Jonathan reported to David 
everything that had happened . This would have 
included especially Saul’s change of heart and his 
vow not to put David to death .

For David to return to Saul’s presence indicates 
that David believed Jonathan completely and no 
longer had any fear that Saul would try to kill 
him . The result of all of Jonathan’s efforts was 
that David resumed his place in Saul’s court as 
before. This phrase calls back to mind how well 
David and Saul had worked together initially . 
The reader is left to wonder, in view of Saul’s past 
behavior toward David, how long this peace will 
be observed .

What Do You Think?
In what situations should estranged parties be 

left to work out reconciliation on their own 
rather than be encouraged to use a mediator?

Digging Deeper
How is Christ’s service as a mediator (Hebrews 

8:6; etc.) helpful in answering this question, if 
at all? Why?

Conclusion
A. Roles People Play

The three characters in this story illustrate posi-
tions people find themselves in today . Saul was a 
person in power who was abusing his position in 

doing wrong toward another . David, of lower sta-
tus, was the innocent victim of that wrath . Jona-
than was the one who risked sharing that wrath 
by standing up for the victim . He cared for both 
the wrongdoer and the wronged as he sought to 
end the conflict by reconciling them .

Doing wrong and suffering wrong can lead to 
conflict . Hurt feelings can break relationships and 
end communication . Differences in status, such 
as employer-employee or parent-child, can make 
restoring relationships difficult . The one in power 
finds it difficult to admit wrong . The one of lower 
status does not feel safe to confront the enraged 
offender . At these times, restoration is practically 
impossible without an intermediary .

At various times of conflict, we may find our-
selves in any of the three roles . The boss who is 
rankled by the exceptional skill of an employee 
may feel threatened, becoming bitterly jealous in 
the process . Perhaps such a boss will belittle the 
employee or make sure that promotions or raises 
are not offered . The boss’s subordinate might be 
puzzled and feel wronged for trying to give the 
best effort . Someone who genuinely cares for both 
the boss and employee, and whom both parties 
trust, may be in a position to reconcile those in 
conflict .

Finally, it must be emphasized that Jonathan, 
the peacemaker, was not the offender’s peer; Jona-
than was subordinate to Saul both as a son and as 
a subject of the king . Jonathan’s brave and respect-
ful challenge of his own father and king serves as 
a model for us in handling conflict .

B. Prayer
Heavenly Father, show us opportunities to rec-

oncile strife . Grant us courage to act and wisdom 
in speech . In Jesus’ name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Peacemakers seek to turn others away

from sinning .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Have the following quote, from an internet 

blog, written on the board as learners arrive: 
One of the most profound lessons I learned 

long ago was the difference between a peace-lover 
and a peace-maker .  .  .  . Peace-lovers stand idly 
by while evil is doing its perfect work .  .  .  . [They} 
want everything to just be OK without their 
input .

Pose the following questions for discussion: 1–
Why is it harder to be a peacemaker than a peace 
lover? 2–What risks do peacemakers take?

Alternative. Distribute to pairs of learners hand-
outs (you prepare) on which are written the fol-
lowing: “Discuss the circumstances of a time you 
tried to help resolve a serious conflict between two 
people (no names!) and how it turned out .” 

After several minutes ask who has a story that 
ended well . After one or two such stories, call for 
stories that did not end well .

After either activity say, “Being able to medi-
ate a dispute successfully is something we can all 
learn . Let’s see how .”

Into the Word
Ask for three volunteers to share in reading 

1 Samuel 19:1-7 aloud . One person will be the 
narrator, another will read all words spoken by 
Jonathan, and the third will read the one line spo-
ken by Saul .

Next, divide the class into three groups . Give 
each group a handout (you prepare) on which is 
listed the group’s name and task as follows . Advise 
your learners that most questions will require their 
“sanctified imaginations” to answer, using the text 
as a foundation, rather than finding the answer 
directly in the text .

Better-Action Group: 1–What would have 
been a more fitting action on the part of Saul 
toward David instead of plotting to kill him? 
Why? 2–If Saul had followed through and killed 

David, in what ways would it have damaged his 
own reputation and moral authority to be king?

Worse-Action Group: 1–In what ways (note 
the plural) might Jonathan have benefited from 
David’s death? 2–What risks (again, note the plu-
ral) did Jonathan take by interceding on David’s 
behalf?

God-Pleasing Action Group: In what ways 
(note the plural) are Jonathan’s actions similar to 
those in Acts 4:18-20 and 5:29?

Allow time for groups to share their conclusions 
in whole-class discussion . As each group does so, 
encourage the other two groups to challenge and 
improve on the conclusions being presented .

Alternative. Distribute to small groups copies of 
the “What Could Go Wrong?” exercise from the 
activity page, which you can download, for learn-
ers to complete as indicated . This poses similar 
questions to the above, but with all groups having 
identical assignments .

Into Life
Distribute on handouts (you prepare) the fol-

lowing scenarios to the groups formed above . 
Include these instructions: “Select one scenario 
and propose either a way to mediate or why not to 
get involved, considering Proverbs 26:17 .”
A–Two of your siblings are angry with each other 

and haven’t spoken in years . You want to invite 
both to your daughter’s wedding . 

B–Two coworkers have expressed different ideas for 
the future of your department, becoming antag-
onists in the process . You are friends with both, 
but you think one proposal is better .

C–Your child has had a falling out with a friend . 
You consider approaching the other child’s par-
ents about the situation .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the “Loyalty 
and Intercession” exercise from the activity page 
for learners to complete individually as indicated . 
Since this will take more than a minute, it is best 
used as a take-home activity .
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who love them. 33 And if you do good to those 
who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even sinners do that. 34 And if you lend to those 
from whom you expect repayment, what credit 
is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, 
expecting to be repaid in full. 35 But love your 
enemies, do good to them, and lend to them 
without expecting to get anything back. Then 
your reward will be great, and you will be chil-
dren of the Most High, because he is kind to 
the ungrateful and wicked. 36 Be merciful, just 
as your Father is merciful.

Luke 6:27-36
27 “But to you who are listening I say: Love 

your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 
28 bless those who curse you, pray for those who 
mistreat you. 29 If someone slaps you on one 
cheek, turn to them the other also. If someone 
takes your coat, do not withhold your shirt 
from them. 30 Give to everyone who asks you, 
and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not 
demand it back. 31 Do to others as you would 
have them do to you.

32 “If you love those who love you, what 
credit is that to you? Even sinners love those 
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Devotional Reading: Isaiah 1:12-17
Background Scripture: Luke 6:27-36

Love for
Enemies

October 11
Lesson 6 (NIV)

Key Verses
To you who are listening I say: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, 

pray for those who mistreat you. —Luke 6:27-28
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Introduction
A. “We Must Not Think Evil of This Man”

At 10:25 a .m . on October 2, 2006, Carl Rob-
erts entered the West Nickel Mines School, an 
Amish one-room schoolhouse in Bart Township, 
Pennsylvania . After ordering the two teachers and 
all the male students to leave, Roberts tied up 10 
female students and settled in for a siege . Within 
half an hour, with Pennsylvania state police sur-
rounding the building, Roberts had shot all 10 
girls, killing 5 of them, before killing himself .

In the face of so much devastation to a tiny, 
rural community, what kind of reaction might 
we expect? On the day of the shootings, reporters 
overheard the grandfather of one of the victims 
say, “We must not think evil of this man .” In the 
wake of funerals where they had buried their own 
children, grieving Amish families accounted for 
half of the people who attended the killer’s burial . 
Roberts’s widow was deeply moved by their pres-
ence . The imperative to forgiveness went beyond 
even this: the Amish community also generously 
supported a fund for the shooter’s family .

The desire for revenge is one of the deepest of 
human impulses . Sadness, rage, powerlessness, 
and a host of other emotions drive us to this . Jesus 
calls us to something very different, a new way of 
living in the world . We see this new way embod-
ied in the reaction of that Amish community to 
an act of unspeakable brutality . Today’s lesson, 
drawn from Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain, further 
depicts the nature of this new way of life .

B. Lesson Context
Luke 6 contains an account of what has tra-

ditionally been called the Sermon on the Plain . 
Much attention has been given over the years to 
the relationship between the Sermon on the Plain 
and Matthew’s account of the Sermon on the 
Mount . Some commentators have seen them as 
different versions of the same event . Others (per-
haps most) have understood them to be indepen-
dent of each other . This seems to be the best line of 
interpretation, and it is the one we will follow here .

The differences between the two sermons are 
readily apparent . One was delivered on a moun-

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Restate Jesus’ teaching about loving one’s 

enemies .
2 . Contrast Jesus’ teachings with commonly 

held ideas about how to navigate adversarial 
relationships .

3 . Express ways to grow in mercy toward all 
people, especially one’s enemies .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . “We Must Not Think Evil of This Man”
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Love for Enemies (Luke 6:27-30)
 A . In Return for Hatred (v . 27)
 B . Bless and Pray (v . 28)
   Check Your Prayer List
 C . Be Forgiving and Generous (vv . 29-30)
 II. Love for All (Luke 6:31-36)
 A . Above Average Standards (vv . 31-34)
 B . Acting Like God’s Children (vv . 35-36)
   Doing Good on Thin Ice
Conclusion
 A . The Challenge of Discipleship
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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tain (Matthew 5:1), the other on a plain (Luke 
6:17) . The Sermon on the Plain is about one- 
quarter the length of the Sermon on the Mount . 
The Beatitudes, which open the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5:3-11), contain blessings only; 
the Sermon on the Plain opens with (fewer) bless-
ings that are followed by a set of corresponding 
woes (Luke 6:20-26) .

A cursory comparison of Luke 6:20-49 with 
Matthew 5–7 also shows how much these sermons 
have in common . Both sermons show great con-
cern for the poor and socially outcast (examples: 
Matthew 5:5, 10; Luke 6:20-22), teaching love for 
enemies (example: Matthew 5:43-48), the central-
ity of mercy in the nature of the kingdom (exam-
ple: 5:7), opposition to hypocrisy (examples: 6:2, 
5, 16; Luke 6:42), and so forth . That both of these 
sermons deal with these themes indicates just how 
commonly they appeared in Jesus’ preaching and 
ministry .

In Luke 6, the sermon comes on the heels of a 
controversy with the Pharisees (Luke 6:1-11), after 
which Jesus left to pray on a mountain (6:12) . As 
on other occasions, deep prayer precedes a signif-
icant moment in Jesus’ ministry (example: 3:21-
22) . On this occasion, prayer preceded Jesus’ 
choosing of the Twelve (6:13-16) . After that, he 
came down to the plain (6:17) .

When Jesus opened his mouth to speak, “look-
ing at his disciples, he said” (Luke 6:20) . In other 
words, it was the disciples—those who were 
already committed in word and deed to follow the 
Lord —who were the primary audience for what 
he had to say . Others were present (“the people,” 
6:19), but they were overhearing a message directed 
at Jesus’ followers, not primarily at them . This is an 
important point to bear in mind as we undertake 
our study . Jesus was describing the nature of the 
kingdom in these verses . He painted a picture of 
the community that he was forming around him, 
of its way of life . These still are not words directed 
at outsiders or at the world at large .

The Sermon on the Plain opens with a series 
of blessings and woes (Luke 6:20-26; see above) . 
They undercut the conventional view of the world 
that justified the way in which most of Jesus’ hear-
ers lived out their daily lives . Most people, both 

then and now, would point to the rich and pow-
erful, the popular and elite, as successful and hon-
ored in this life . Jesus says this is not so . Rather, 
it is the poor and hungry, the bereft and the per-
secuted, who are truly blessed . They can look for-
ward to unimaginable blessings on the last day .

I. Love for Enemies
(Luke 6:27-30)

A. In Return for Hatred (v. 27)
27a. “But to you who are listening I say:
But . . . I say sets up the audience (whether hear-

ing or reading) to discover a contrast . To you who 
are listening seems to be equivalent in meaning 
to that familiar phrase from the Gospels, “who-
ever has ears, let them hear” (Matthew 11:15; 
Mark 4:9; etc .) . The one who hears is not merely 
capable of making out audible sounds or speech . 
Rather, hearing requires understanding and—
more  critically—obedience to what is heard (Luke 
11:28; James 1:22) . It is about receptivity to the 
message, a willingness to transform one’s life in 
accordance with the demands of the message .

27b. “Love your enemies, do good to those 
who hate you,

The command that came out of Jesus’ mouth 
was, and still is, counterintuitive . There is nothing 
else like it in all the texts that have come down to 
us from the ancient world . For instance, the poet 
Hesiod gives the typical understanding of one’s 
obligations to his enemies: “Love those who love 
you, and help those who help you . / Give to those 
who give to you, never to those who do not” (Works 
and Days, lines 353–354) . It is not a part of unsanc-
tified human nature to love . . . enemies.
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The demand that Jesus makes in this verse is 
one that most of us will resist almost instinctively . 
It is a high standard, and not natural for us, but 
it is surely attainable . The key lies in the perfec-
tion that Jesus calls for elsewhere (example: Mat-
thew 19:21) . Perfection (except in reference to 
God) connotes not absolute, unblemished sinless-
ness . Rather, perfection assumes a process of con-
tinual, steady growth toward maturity (example: 
2 Corinthians 7:1; contrast Hebrews 10:14; 11:40) . 
The believer who is growing becomes increasingly 
able to extend love to enemies . Love is defined by 
action (do good), not sentiment or feeling . Love 
costs something; it does not come cheap .

What Do You Think?
What is the single most needed act of love you 

can express to an enemy in the week ahead?
Digging Deeper
What enemies do Christians face that are most 

like those of Acts 18:17; 21:32; and 23:2?

B. Bless and Pray (v. 28)
28. “Bless those who curse you, pray for 

those who mistreat you.
This verse deals with love demonstrated in 

speech . These are examples that most likely would 
have come from the daily experiences of Jesus’ 
hearers . Many of them were socially marginal or 
poor, thus already not commanding the respect 
of their peers .

We can add to this picture the social pressures 
(from family, friends, neighbors, and religious 
leaders) that would have resulted from the deci-
sion to follow Jesus .

It would have been easy—and perfectly 
 natural—for the believers to return curses for 
curses or to otherwise retaliate for the abuse they 
suffered . Instead of this, Jesus called them (and us) 
to do the opposite, to bless those who curse them 
and to offer up prayers for those who took advan-
tage of them (example: Acts 7:59-60) .

1 CheCk your Prayer liSt 1
I feel blessed to have lived 63 years without 

encountering many enemies . My most painful 

experiences have come in the employment arena . 
On three different occasions, I have lost jobs . In 
each instance, I felt some degree of being ill-used .

Looking back, I’m not proud of my responses . 
Although I didn’t lash out, neither did I put those 
who initiated these painful scenarios on my prayer 
list! I’m sure I spent much more time feeling sorry 
for myself than praying for them .

Jesus didn’t say we have to enjoy being treated 
poorly . But regardless of our feelings, we can 
honor Jesus’ command to pray for anyone who has 
caused us pain . Often people mean us no harm, so 
we’re actually praying mostly for our own attitude . 
If they really are out to get us, we can forgive them 
in prayer and ask God to work in their hearts .

Is there someone you need to add to your prayer 
list? —A . S .

C. Be Forgiving and Generous (vv. 29-30)
29a. “If someone slaps you on one cheek, 

turn to them the other also.
Love is demonstrated in specific actions . 

Indeed, the love Jesus calls for is demonstrated by 
going beyond: the disciple of Jesus should offer the 
other also after being struck on one cheek.

Again, it is not at all in our nature to take this 
kind of treatment . The desire for retaliation is 
exceedingly strong in these kinds of situations . 
Jesus’ standards are not based on what people do 
naturally . Instead they are based on God’s own 
character and conduct . Jesus would demonstrate 
this truth in his last days . We need only consider 
his suffering and how easily he could have put an 
end to it to realize that Jesus modeled exactly what 
he preached (Matthew 26:36–27:50) .

29b-30. “If someone takes your coat, do not 
withhold your shirt from them. Give to every-
one who asks you, and if anyone takes what 
belongs to you, do not demand it back.

Enemy love extends to our attitude toward 
our possessions as well . If the coat is required of 
a man, he should offer also his shirt. This goes 
well beyond the law, which would not allow the 
coat to be taken as surety for debt owed . Follow-
ers of Christ are not to be stingy with our things, 
because they are not ours to begin with (example: 
2 Corinthians 9:6-11) . Moreover, we should trust 
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God’s provision enough to not expect to be repaid 
for what we give, much as Israel was called to trust 
him when they sacrificed the best of their flocks 
and fields (Leviticus 22:21; etc .) .

What Do You Think?
What are some ways to give generously without 

violating 2 Thessalonians 3:10?
Digging Deeper
How do Deuteronomy 15:7-8; Psalm 37:21, 

26; and/or Proverbs 19:17; 21:26b help you 
answer this question, if at all?

Jews in Jesus’ time looked forward to the day 
of deliverance that would come at the hands of 
a strong Messiah, who would drive the Romans 
out of Judea . Indeed, the coming Messiah was fre-
quently envisioned as a military leader . This desire 
can be seen in events like the Maccabean Revolt 
(167–160 BC) when a leader, a hoped-for messiah, 
would rebel against Rome and their chosen Jew-
ish leaders in an attempt to free Judeans from their 
oppressors .

In light of this, we can imagine that com-
mands such as these would have rubbed many 
in the multitude the wrong way . (Indeed, some 
of Jesus’ closest followers, Simon the Zealot and 
Judas Iscariot for example, may have been dis-
turbed by these words .) We see that more clearly 
in other places in the Gospels, where Jesus’ mes-
sianic self-understanding did not match up with 
the expectations that the crowds had for who the 
Messiah would be (see John 6:14-15) .

II. Love for All
(Luke 6:31-36)

A. Above Average Standards (vv. 31-34)
31. “Do to others as you would have them 

do to you.
Jesus turned to a new line of discussion . 

Whereas Luke 6:27-30 describes specific behav-
iors that characterize the kingdom Jesus had come 
to establish, verses 31-36 speak to the motives for 
those behaviors . It is noteworthy here that we are 
no longer strictly focused on treatment of one’s 
enemies but on people in general . The focus of 

Jesus’ words had broadened to include everyone 
with whom the believer interacts .

This verse is Jesus’ statement of what we com-
monly call the Golden Rule . The Golden Rule 
is an expansion of Leviticus 19:18: “Do not seek 
revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among 
your people, but love your neighbor as yourself . I 
am the Lord” (compare Matthew 7:12) .

Several versions of this principle can be found 
in ancient literature . Philo of Alexandria (20 
BC–AD 50), a Greek-speaking Jewish philoso-
pher, said, “No one shall do to his neighbor what 
he would be unwilling to have done to himself” 
(Hypothetica) . Seneca the Younger (4 BC–AD 65), 
a Roman philosopher, similarly wrote, “Let us give 
in the manner that would have been acceptable if 
we were receiving” (De Beneficiis) . These examples 
from both Jewish and Roman backgrounds show 
that at least some philosophers assumed a stance 
of reciprocal good that is expanded on in Jesus’ 
teaching in the Sermon on the Plain .

32. “If you love those who love you, what 
credit is that to you? Even sinners love those 
who love them.

Sinners here simply refers to all those who 
operate on “normal” human terms with regard 
to personal relationships, exchange, and so forth . 
Everyone who does not conform their lives to the 
standards of the new kingdom that Jesus pro-
claimed lives this way . They love those who love 
them, no more and no less .

Jesus called on his disciples to go beyond this 
limited (and limiting) standard . They were to give 
and to do good without expectation of return or 
reward of any kind . This is the higher standard, 
“righteousness [that] surpasses that of the Phari-
sees and the teachers of the law” (Matthew 5:20), 
that Jesus explicitly called for .

33. “And if you do good to those who are 
good to you, what credit is that to you? Even 
sinners do that.

This verse presents the same question as Luke 
6:32 with slightly different phrasing . Jesus envi-
sioned the end of merely repaying good for good. 
Our behavior, in this new reality that Jesus 
preached, is not to be predetermined by our sense 
of what we are owed or what we owe . Good should 
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be shown to others for its own sake, not for the 
sake of anything that we might receive in return .

34. “And if you lend to those from whom 
you expect repayment, what credit is that to 
you? Even sinners lend to sinners, expecting to 
be repaid in full.

The observant reader will have noticed that 
Luke 6:32-34 constitutes a three-part question . All 
three make the same basic point: The way of life 
expounded by Jesus makes demands on those who 
would follow him—demands that fall outside the 
boundaries of “normal” human relationships and 
cultural expectations . Roman society was based 
on the fulfillment of obligations between patrons 
and clients, between the elites and the masses . 
Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Plain cut to the 
heart of that arrangement and undermine it . The 
kingdom of God is marked by a new approach to 
human relationships that explodes our ideas about 
status, possessions, what we believe we are entitled 
to, and many other subjects .

What is our attitude toward lending our pos-
sessions or resources? This is arguably one of the 
touchiest aspects of interpersonal relationships . 
How many friendships have ended over the loan-
ing of money or other possessions? This is to say 
nothing of relationships that are not nearly as close 
to begin with .

B. Acting Like God’s Children (vv. 35-36)
35a. “But love your enemies, do good to 

them, and lend to them without expecting to 
get anything back.

Verse 35 is a kind of a summary statement for 
this entire passage, a concise repetition of its main 
themes . Again the emphasis is on action.

It is tempting for us to agree with Jesus that 
genuine Christian love does not seek any benefit 
beyond the opportunity to act in love . We could 
nod our heads in affirmation and then turn to the 
next verse . But if we stop and think about how 
Jesus repeated this idea, and if we reflect also on 
the fact that love is the dominant ethic in the New 
Testament, then perhaps we ought to pause to 
investigate our own intentions carefully .

In all honesty, are we able to act in a way that is 
self-sacrificing? Can we act in the interests of oth-

ers with no expectation of anything in return? Can 
we act with no expectation of thank-you cards or 
pats on the back?

What Do You Think?
In what contexts today is the giving commanded 

in Luke 6:35 to be limited by the prohibition of 
2 John 9-11?

Digging Deeper
Should the answer to that question be the same 

for all Christians? Why, or why not?

35b. “Then your reward will be great, and 
you will be children of the Most High, 

As John the Baptist implies in Luke 3:8-9, to be 
the child of someone or something is to share in 
the character of that person or object . To be chil-
dren of the Most High, Jesus’ hearers (and we) are 
called to do the same things that God does, espe-
cially loving our enemies (Romans 5:10-11) .

These motives also become benefits to us when 
we demonstrate the kind of love that Jesus had in 
mind . Jesus was clearly stressing that the ability to 
love others in a self-sacrificial manner is an impor-
tant component of our eternal reward. This kind 
of love is a vital part of our identity as the children 
of the Most High.

Thus Jesus’ sermon presents the idea that the 
motivation for living a certain kind of life is not 
based on “what we can get out of it” in the here 
and now . Even so, isn’t the motivation of an eter-
nal reward at least somewhat selfish in and of 
itself?

What Do You Think?
What guardrails can we erect to keep our 

motives pure regarding expectation of 
reward?

Digging Deeper
Which Scriptures help you most in this area?

35c. “because he is kind to the ungrateful 
and wicked.

God’s character is to be kind, even to people 
who are ungrateful and wicked (example: Matthew 
5:45). His character is our ultimate example . Our 
desire to please him is our ultimate motivation .
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Jesus introduced this point so that we can 
understand that the way we’re being called to live 
is not arbitrary . Rather, it is a life that imitates our 
heavenly Father . So here we have the motivation 
for achieving the objectives Jesus laid out for us 
throughout this sermon .

1 Doing gooD on thin iCe 1
In 1569 in the Netherlands, Dirk Willems was 

arrested for being a member of a group of Chris-
tians who rejected certain doctrines . He escaped 
from a prison window and was chased by a guard . 
Coming to an icy pond, Dirk safely made his way 
across . But the ice broke under his pursuer .

Hearing the guard’s cry, Dirk ran back and 
pulled the man out of the frigid water . The guard 
then seized Dirk and led him back to the prison . 
Soon afterward he was burned at the stake .

Dirk took the teachings of Jesus seriously . He 
dared to love his enemy and “do good” to him 
(Luke 6:27) . Chances are you’ll never have to 
make the kind of decision Dirk Willems faced . 
But you’ll still have plenty of opportunities to 
apply Jesus’ challenging words . The next time you 
feel pursued by an enemy, turn around and do 
good to that person . —A . S .

36. “Be merciful, just as your Father is 
merciful.”

A way of summarizing Jesus’ point in verse 35 
is to say that God is merciful . His actions toward 
us are gracious and ultimately intended for our 
redemption (2 Peter 3:9) . The primacy of mercy 
in the character of God likewise points us to a 
new way of life—be merciful—in which the criti-
cal value is not reciprocity but behavior imitative 
of our merciful Father (see Luke 11:4) .

Conclusion
A. The Challenge of Discipleship

What is said in today’s text actually requires 
very little in the way of commentary . There are no 
textual issues or obscure cultural references that 
need to be explained in order for the reader to 
comprehend this passage . This is not a difficult 
passage to understand .

It is, however, an exceedingly difficult passage 
to put into practice . As we suggested at the outset, 
this is because the way of life that Jesus described 
here runs counter to the fundamentals of human 
nature: the deep-seated desire for revenge, for 
redress of injustice, for the respect of others . In 
light of this, it is common to view the teachings of 
Jesus in the Sermon on the Plain as impractical or 
unrealistic — even among Christians — and to seek 
ways to get around the implications of Jesus’ words . 
The truest and best application we may make of 
Jesus’ words is simply to reject this way of think-
ing, thus clearing the way for his words about love 
of enemies to reshape our hearts and our lives .

What Do You Think?
What part of today’s text do you find most diffi-

cult to apply personally? Why?
Digging Deeper
Who can you confide in to help you overcome 

this difficulty?

B. Prayer
Heavenly Father, grant us the courage to pat-

tern our lives after the teachings of Jesus rather 
than after what is acceptable according to our cul-
ture . In Jesus’ name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Jesus calls us to a new way of life .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Distribute blank index cards and tell students 

they have one minute to create an “enemies list .” 
Say, “Include the names or initials of those who 
have treated you as an enemy in the past .” Assure 
learners that you will not collect the lists . After 
you call time, have students pair up to discuss 
their lists . As they do, write the following headers 
of five columns on the board: Family / Personal / 
Professional / Religious / Other.

During the ensuing whole-class discussion, call 
for shows of hands regarding enemies in these cat-
egories, tallying results for each (no names should 
be mentioned) .

Ask, “Who were the enemies of first-century 
Jews?” (expected responses include tax collectors 
and the Romans) Ask, “What about enemies of 
Jesus himself?” (expected responses include the Jew-
ish authorities, the Romans, and/or Judas Iscariot) 
Make a transition by saying, “Let’s find out how 
we should treat enemies .”

Into the Word
Read aloud Luke 6:27-36 . Then say, “I’m going 

to give you a list of five statements that each have 
one word wrong . You have one minute to find the 
one wrong word in each and replace it with the 
right one . Closed Bibles!”

Then distribute the following statements on 
handouts (you prepare) . The correct words are 
given in parentheses and are not to be included .

1–Love your friends .
2–Do similar to those who hate you . 
3–Bless those who love you .
4–If hit on one cheek, protect the other . 
5–Your reward will be proportional .

After you call time, have learners score their 
own results . (Answers: 1–friends enemies; 2–sim-
ilar good; 3–love curse; 4–protect offer; 5–pro-
portional great)

Alternative. For a more comprehensive exercise, 
reproduce copies of the entire lesson text (which 
exceeds 200 words) with one word in each verse 
turned into a blank line for a total of 10 blanks . 
Have the 10 missing words printed off to the side 
as the choices for the blanks . Allow one minute, 
closed Bibles .

Option. If you choose to spend more time work-
ing through the text in depth, distribute copies of 
the “Natural or Godly” note-taker from the activ-
ity page, which you can download .

Into Life
Pose one or more of the following scenarios for 

whole-class or small-group discussion .
1–You are talking with someone who says, “I just 

can’t let people walk all over me . It’s not good 
for their character .” How do you respond? What 
Scriptures in addition to today’s text are relevant?

2–You become aware that a certain person is always 
talking about you behind your back . What do 
you do? What Scriptures in addition to today’s 
text are relevant?

3–Another driver makes an obscene gesture at you 
in traffic for a perceived discourtesy on your part . 
How do you react, if at all? What Scriptures in 
addition to today’s text are relevant?

4–A friend complains that his brother-in-law never 
repays borrowed money . How do you respond? 
What Scriptures in addition to today’s text are 
relevant?

Have students form prayer pairs . Ask pairs to 
read Luke 6:28, then take time to pray for specific 
enemies, without mentioning names . Remind stu-
dents that what is said during this time should 
remain confidential .

Option. Distribute copies of the “Now It’s Per-
sonal” lesson reminder from the activity page as 
a take-home . Encourage learners to use it daily as 
indicated . To help ensure its use, promise to ask 
for results at the beginning of next week’s class .
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and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 
34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, 
pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man 
on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and 
took care of him. 35 The next day he took out 
two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. 
‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, 
I will reimburse you for any extra expense you 
may have.’

36 “Which of these three do you think was 
a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands 
of robbers?”

37 The expert in the law replied, “The one 
who had mercy on him.”

Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”

Luke 10:25-37
25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood 

up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?”

26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied. 
“How do you read it?”

27 He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your strength and with all your mind’; 
and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”

28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus 
replied. “Do this and you will live.”

29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he 
asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”

30 In reply Jesus said: “A man was going 
down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 
attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his 
clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him 
half dead. 31 A priest happened to be going 
down the same road, and when he saw the man, 
he passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Lev-
ite, when he came to the place and saw him, 
passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samari-
tan, as he traveled, came where the man was; 
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Devotional Reading: John 5:1-15
Background Scripture: Leviticus 19:18, 34; Luke 10:25-37
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Key Verses
“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” The 

expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”
  —Luke 10:36-37
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Introduction
A. Good Samaritans at Altitude

Late in September 2018, Joshua Mason and his 
girlfriend, Katie Davis, flew from Texas to Colo-
rado . The next day Joshua took Katie on a hike in 
the mountains northwest of Denver . After hiking 
about eight miles, they reached the nearly 13,000-
foot summit of Jasper Peak . Joshua was hoping 
to find an isolated and beautiful spot to “pop the 
question .” Jasper Peak provided such a location, 
and Katie said yes to the surprise proposal .

But then things took a turn . Because they 
didn’t leave the trailhead till about noon and 
the trail to Jasper Peak isn’t clearly marked, the 
newly engaged couple became lost and disori-
ented when it started to get dark . Far from cell-
phone service, they weren’t equipped or dressed 
to camp overnight in the cold of the high coun-
try, and they only had a little water . Coming to a 
cliff and unable to go any further, they began yell-
ing for help .

About midnight, a camper who was hiking in 
the area heard their screams . When he discov-
ered Joshua and Katie, they were showing signs of 
altitude sickness and severe dehydration . He led 
them to a group of his friends who were camping 
at a nearby lake . The campers provided the cou-
ple with water, food, and shelter in their tent, try-
ing to help them get warm . But recognizing the 
seriousness of the situation, one of the campers 
hiked down to her vehicle and drove to where she 
could call 911 .

Rescue crews reached Joshua and Katie about 
4:30 a .m . Determining that they needed to move 
to a lower altitude immediately, the rescuers 
escorted them down to the trailhead .

This story includes several Good Samaritans 
who went out of their way to help Joshua and 
Katie . Today we will consider the Scripture pas-
sage that prompted that now-common term .

B. Lesson Context
In his Gospel, Luke recounts Jesus’ ministry 

in three major sections: (1) events in and around 
Galilee (Luke 4:14–9:50); (2) Jesus on his way to 
Jerusalem (9:51–19:44); and (3) the events of Jesus’ 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Define neighbor as Jesus does and provide 

current examples .
2 . Explain the importance of how Jesus shifts 

the focus from legalism to true obedience .
3 . Make a plan to proactively love a neighbor 

he or she has historically preferred to avoid .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Good Samaritans at Altitude
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Questioning (Luke 10:25-29)
 A . Regarding Eternal Life (vv . 25-28)
 B . Regarding Neighbors (v . 29)
   Won’t You Be a Neighbor?
 II. Storytelling (Luke 10:30-37)
 A . The Victim (v . 30)
 B . Two Potential Heroes (vv . 31-32)
 C . One Actual Hero (vv . 33-35)
   How Unexpected!
 III. Directing (Luke 10:36-37)
 A . Short Review (vv . 36-37a)
 B . Lifetime Call (v . 37b)
Conclusion
 A . Looking for a Loophole
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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final week in Jerusalem (19:45–24:53) . Luke’s Gos-
pel is unique in its central section, which begins 
shortly before our lesson text . The majority of the 
parables found in Luke are located in this section, 
the first being the parable in our text .

A primary theme of Jesus’ ministry in Judea 
was God’s love for the lost and lowly: sinners 
(example: Luke 15), outcasts (example: 14:15-
24), Samaritans, and the poor (example: 16:19-
31) . Jesus’ countercultural teaching in last week’s 
lesson text, Luke 6:27-36, challenged us to dem-
onstrate inclusive love even toward our enemies . 
Today’s text calls us once again to practice inclu-
sive love . In the passage just prior to our text (10:1-
24), Jesus sent out 72 of his followers in pairs to 
proclaim, through word and deed, that “the king-
dom of God has come near to you” (10:9) . Both 
Jesus and his 72 emissaries rejoiced at God’s power 
working through them (10:17-21) .

Immediately preceding our lesson passage, 
Jesus spoke with his 72 followers at the conclu-
sion of their fruitful mission (Luke 10:17-20) . 
Although some commentators view Jesus’ inter-
action with this “expert in the law” (10:25) as an 
interruption of his debriefing discussion with the 
disciples, the exact time and place of this scene is 
unspecified .

This parable is unique to Luke, but its sub-
ject matter and setting are similar to texts found 
in Matthew and Mark . Matthew 22:34-40 and 
Mark 12:28-34 are clearly parallel to one another, 
but the connection to Luke is less certain (com-
pare Luke 10:27, below) . The Lucan event appears 
to be a separate incident covering the same theme .

I. Questioning
(Luke 10:25-29)

A. Regarding Eternal Life (vv. 25-28)
25a. On one occasion an expert in the law 

stood up to test Jesus.
This expert in the law was a scholar educated in 

the Old Testament law and the Jewish traditions 
surrounding it . The fact that the law expert stood 
up indicates that Jesus was speaking and his listen-
ers were sitting . This was a typical, respectful pose 
when listening to a rabbi teach .

The idea of testing is the same as in Jesus’ temp-
tation (Luke 4:1-13), which can be appropriately 
also considered a test . Evidently the expert in the 
law wasn’t sincerely seeking to be taught by Jesus 
as much as he was interested in how Jesus would 
answer . We have to wonder if this man was hop-
ing to show up Jesus .

25b. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?”

By calling Jesus Teacher, the law expert at least 
wanted to give the impression that he respected 
Jesus . His question conveyed a perspective of sal-
vation by works . Yet his response to Jesus’ own 
question showed that the man knew that mere 
works without faith are dead (compare James 2:14-
26; see commentary on Luke 10:27 below) .

The scholar’s question likely has its basis in 
the connection between obedience to the law 
and gifts of inheritance and life (see Deuter-
onomy 6:16-25) . In the Old Testament, obedi-
ence to God is often associated with his blessings 
while rebellion against him is similarly associated 
with curses (example: Deuteronomy 28) . The law 
expert may have wanted to be able to identify 
Jesus with either the Sadducees, who denied any 
resurrection of the dead (Matthew 22:23), or the 
Pharisees, whose emphasis on keeping the law fre-
quently resulted in outward actions that did not 
reflect a heart yielded to God (example: 23:13-
36) . The law expert would be well acquainted 
with both groups and likely had some level of 
affiliation with one or the other .

26. “What is written in the Law?” he replied. 
“How do you read it?”

Instead of answering immediately, Jesus asked 
his own questions . Given the fact that the ques-
tioner is a Jewish scholar, it is fitting that Jesus 
asked him how he read and interpreted the Law.

27. He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your strength and with all your mind’; 
and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’

The scholar’s reply alludes to the great Shema 
of Deuteronomy 6:5, which Jews recited daily: 
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your strength .” 
To that the legal expert adds the law of neighbor 
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love found in Leviticus 19:18: “Love your neigh-
bor as yourself .” These answers showed that the 
scholar knew mere rule-keeping was not the path 
to life . Instead, love of God expressed as love for 
neighbor leads to life . This combination of lov-
ing the Lord your God and loving your neigh-
bor as yourself has become known as the “great 
commandment .”

28. “You have answered correctly,” Jesus 
replied. “Do this and you will live.”

Jesus’ seemingly final word to the law expert 
was this commendation of the man’s correct 
answer .

B. Regarding Neighbors (v. 29)
29. But he wanted to justify himself, so he 

asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”
The expert in the law found himself chal-

lenged (see commentary on Luke 10:25a, above) 
and so looked to justify himself. Although the man 
acknowledged previously that Leviticus 19:18—
“Love your neighbor as yourself”—is a summary 
statement of the law (see Luke 10:27), he took 
advantage of the ambiguity of the word neighbor. 
In the original context of Leviticus 19:18, love for 
neighbors is love for fellow Israelites, although 
that love was to be extended to any “foreigner” 
who came to Israel from another land and lived 
among them (see Leviticus 19:33-34) . The land of 
Israel in Jesus’ day under Roman occupation was 
comprised of many who were not Israelites .

With his question, the scholar clearly seemed to 
be trying to create a distinction, making the point 
that some people are neighbors (and thus required 
to be loved) and some people are not . The notion 
that some people are not neighbors is what Jesus 
addressed in his parable .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances, if any, should 

Christians ask questions regarding who 
should be helped and who should not?

Digging Deeper
How do Matthew 5:45; 10:16; 2 Thessalonians 

3:10; 1 Timothy 5:3-12; 2 John 9-11; and 
3 John 5-8 help frame your answer?

1 Won’t you be a neighbor? 1
Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood began airing in 

1968 and ran for 895 episodes . Dressed in his sig-
nature cardigan sweater, Mr . Rogers invited chil-
dren to visit his neighborhood with his theme 
song, “Won’t You Be My Neighbor?”

Fred Rogers trained to be a Presbyterian min-
ister but decided to go into television because he 
hated the medium of TV! While children’s pro-
gramming typically featured animation and 
frantic action, Rogers labeled those features as 
“bombardment .” He did not play a character as 
did his contemporaries like Captain Kangaroo 
and Soupy Sales . Rogers believed that being one’s 
honest self was one of the greatest gifts one person 
could give to another .

Fred Rogers was not afraid to expand his neigh-
borhood . During a time of racial segregation, Mr . 
Rogers was shown cooling his feet in a pool on 
a hot day with Officer Clemmons, an African-
American policeman . In addition, Rogers cham-
pioned children with disabilities on the show, 
including having a young quadriplegic boy dem-
onstrate how a wheelchair worked . Rogers did not 
ask, “Who is my neighbor?” He knew! —J . E .

II. Storytelling
(Luke 10:30-37)

A. The Victim (v. 30)
30. In reply Jesus said: “A man was going 

down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was 
attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his 
clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him 
half dead.

Rather than answering the scholar’s ques-
tion directly, Jesus told a story . Like other Jew-
ish teachers in his time, Jesus used a parable to 
explain a Scripture text—in this case, Leviticus 
19:18 . Since the details of parables were true to 
life, we can increase our understanding of the par-
able by exploring the historical and cultural con-
texts supporting it .

Although Jesus’ audience likely assumed the 
opening character to have been a Jew, Jesus never 
specified his identity . The man remains anony-
mous throughout the story .
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Since Jerusalem is about 2,500 feet above sea 
level and Jericho is about 800 feet below sea level, 
a traveler setting out from Jerusalem certainly 
would have gone down to Jericho . Winding its 
way through rocky desert, this 17-mile road was 
infamous for its danger . The caves along the way 
presented robbers with opportunities to ambush 
travelers .

Jesus focused on the violent mistreatment the 
man received at the hands of the robbers . They 
were not content to simply take his clothes; the rob-
bers left him half dead . One would hope that these 
evildoers were the only characters in the parable to 
show such callous disdain for human life .

B. Two Potential Heroes (vv. 31-32)
31-32. “A priest happened to be going down 

the same road, and when he saw the man, he 
passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, 
when he came to the place and saw him, passed 
by on the other side.

Priests, who were descendants of Levi and 
Aaron, served as God’s representatives to the peo-
ple; Levites served as assistants to priests (2 Chron-
icles 13:10) . So, why didn’t these servants of God 
serve the wounded man? Some speculate that they 
feared that whoever attacked the man was lurking 
nearby and might attack them as well . Or perhaps 
they feared becoming ritually unclean, and thus 
unable to fulfill their religious duties, by touch-
ing what appeared to be a dead body (see Leviti-
cus 21:1-4; Numbers 5:2; etc .) . 

The latter argument has been countered by 
geography: to go down from Jerusalem indicated 
that they had completed their temple responsibil-
ities and were heading home . In addition, the Jew-
ish practice was to bury a dead person on the same 
day . This should have compelled both priest and 
Levite to investigate the victim’s status with regard 
to that requirement . 

But before getting too deep into the weeds of 
speculative mind-reading, we remind ourselves 
that this is a fictional story—a parable to make a 
point . Since no motive is stated by Jesus, there is 
no motive to be discerned . The characters of neg-
ligent priest and Levite serve as the stark backdrop 
to what comes next .

C. One Actual Hero (vv. 33-35)
33. “But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came 

where the man was; and when he saw him, he 
took pity on him.

When the northern kingdom of Israel was 
exiled to Assyria centuries earlier, some Israelites 
were left behind . The intermarriage of these Isra-
elites with the Gentiles who were brought into the 
land (see 2 Kings 17:24) resulted in the population 
known as Samaritans . 

The Samaritans accepted only the Pentateuch 
(Genesis through Deuteronomy) and asserted 
that God must be worshipped on Mount Ger-
izim rather than Jerusalem (consider the question 
in John 4:20) . The Jews in Jesus’ day despised 
the Samaritans and refused to associate with 
them (4:9) . And of course the feelings were 
mutual . Needless to say, a Samaritan would be 
the last person a Jew would expect to show pity 
to another Jew .

What Do You Think?
What has experience taught you about compas-

sion that is reactive (sees a problem happen, 
then helps) versus proactive (anticipates a 
problem, then helps before it happens)?

Digging Deeper
In which type of compassion can you help your 

church improve most?
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34. “He went to him and bandaged his 
wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put 
the man on his own donkey, brought him to an 
inn and took care of him.

In stark contrast to the inactivity of the priest 
and the Levite, the Samaritan actively ministered 
to the needy man . Both Jews and Greeks appear 
to have used wine and oil widely for medicinal 
purposes . Wine would have been used to clean 
the man’s wounds, the alcohol having an anti-
septic effect . Olive oil would ease the man’s pain . 
The Samaritan then put the man on his own don-
key, which means he himself now had to walk . 
Inns were places of potential danger, not just for 
theft but also potentially murder . But from begin-
ning to end, the Samaritan considered the care of 
the injured man of greater value than the risk 
involved .

What Do You Think?
If you saw a car broken down on the side of 

the road, would using a cell phone to call for 
assistance be the same as stopping to offer 
help personally? Why, or why not?

Digging Deeper
If stopping to help personally meant risking your 

own safety in the process, would you do it?

35. “The next day he took out two denarii 
and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after 
him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reim-
burse you for any extra expense you may have.’

Some scholars estimate that two denarii would 
have been sufficient for two months of room and 
board in an inn . By entering into such an open-
ended arrangement with the innkeeper, the Samar-
itan was running the risk of being a victim himself 
—of extortion . As Jonathan interceded with his 
father, King Saul, on David’s behalf (1 Samuel 
19:1-7; see lesson 5), here the Samaritan inter-
ceded on the wounded man’s behalf . Both Jon-

athan and the Samaritan demonstrated faithful 
love—Jonathan in the context of an existing cov-
enant and the Samaritan in his obvious regard for 
human life .

What Do You Think?
Under what circumstances is it better to help 

others through efforts of group ministries 
rather than personally?

Digging Deeper
How do the changing procedures of Acts 2:45; 

4:32-35; 6:1-6; 1 Timothy 5:3-11 inform your 
response?

1 hoW unexPeCteD! 1
The English language doesn’t have a word that 

completely captures the idea of an “unexpected 
hero,” such as we see in the case of the Good 
Samaritan . Various words have been proposed—
words such as antihero and picaro—to only partial 
success . The problem is that those words and oth-
ers bring with them nuances that may not apply to 
the unexpected hero who is under consideration . 
A picaro, for example, is a societal outcast, but 
that status is due to his or her own roguish behav-
ior . The Good Samaritan was a societal outcast as 
well, but that status was due to no behavior of his 
own! Rather, it was an issue of bloodline .

Jesus used unexpected heroes in parables to 
challenge contemporary thinking . In addition to 
that of today’s text, we are drawn to the parables 
of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), the shrewd 
manager (16:1-12), and a penitent tax collector 
(18:9-14) . We have a choice when we read these: 
the unexpected hero in each can be a model for us 
or we can be the contrast to the unexpected hero 
in each . It’s our choice . —J . E .

III. Directing
(Luke 10:36-37)

A. Short Review (vv. 36-37a)
36. “Which of these three do you think was 

a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands 
of robbers?”

Having finished his parable, Jesus countered 
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the law expert’s question with one of his own . The 
man had asked, “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 
10:29) . Jesus changed the question and shifted the 
focus to “Who acted like a neighbor?” In Jesus’ 
view, trying to identify whom one is called to love 
is an obvious attempt to relinquish responsibility . 
To do so is to reveal one’s motivation of trying 
to find ways to avoid obeying God rather than 
embracing the call to love as God loves .

37a. The expert in the law replied, “The one 
who had mercy on him.”

The expert in the law cannot bring himself to say 
the word Samaritan! As a Jew, he couldn’t fathom 
the notion of a good Samaritan . But at least the 
man grasped the point of Jesus’ parable, recog-
nizing the mercy and action that set the Samar-
itan apart from the priest and the Levite . Just as 
the law expert gave the right answer in the first 
exchange (Luke 10:27-28), so he answers correctly 
here . However, his refusal to name the Samaritan 
likely reveals that, in his heart, this man still con-
sidered some people neighbors and others unwor-
thy of that relationship .

B. Lifetime Call (v. 37b)
37b. Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”
Here is Jesus’ final word (compare Luke 10:28) . 

The lawyer appeared to be hoping that he could 
limit his responsibility by being a neighbor to 
only a select few . With this profound parable, 
Jesus conveyed that rather than calculating who 
is a neighbor and who is not, the expert in the law 
should heed Jesus’ call to be a neighbor to who-
ever crosses his path .

This is the only reference to this man in the 
Bible . We don’t know how he responded to Jesus 
and the gospel later on . He heard Jesus’ message . 
Did he embrace it and act on it? Did he remem-
ber it whenever a foul joke was told about Samari-
tans or he encountered one on the road to Jericho?

Conclusion
A. Looking for a Loophole

By asking the question “Who is my neighbor?” 
the law expert in our lesson text was looking for 
a loophole—a loophole of being able to choose 

whom he was responsible to care about and care 
for . Surely God didn’t intend for him to love all 
people . Surely some people did not merit his time 
and resources .

What Do You Think?
Case study: Your next-door neighbor, who is a 

single mother, calls you from jail asking you 
to post her $5,000 bond. You have the mon-
ey, but discover that that’s only the 10 percent 
cash portion required. The other 90 percent 
must come from the court’s putting a lien on 
your house. What do you do?

Like the law expert, we can be guilty of looking 
for a loophole . When we hear the Bible’s teach-
ing about loving our neighbors as ourselves, we 
can grasp the meaning in principle that we are to 
love and serve people everywhere in need . But it’s 
tempting to embrace that as a theoretical concept 
in a way that leads to no tangible action . Or we 
can be tempted to care for those neighbors who 
look like us, speak like us, or share our social sta-
tus, and we fail to care for those who are different . 
How could Jesus possibly mean that every single 
person is someone we should strive to love?

Jesus’ parable leaves no room for self- 
justification . If we are looking for a way out of 
loving that person who is too difficult, or in too 
much trouble, or frankly probably wouldn’t help 
us if the tables were turned, then we betray our 
hearts that do not love as God loves . Instead of 
looking for loopholes, let us search for opportuni-
ties to use what God has given us to bless all our 
neighbors .

B. Prayer
Thank you, Father, for giving us the great com-

mandment for your glory and our fulfillment . We 
want to love you with all that is within us . And we 
want to love our neighbors—whomever you place 
before us—in the same way we love ourselves . In 
Jesus’ name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Good Samaritans ask,

“How can I be a neighbor?”
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Write this question on the board:
On a scale from 1 (very easy) to 10 (almost impos-

sible), how difficult is it for two people from  
very different socioeconomic and cultural  

backgrounds to develop a neighborly  
relationship? Why?

Have learners work in groups of three to wres-
tle with this question . After a few minutes, recon-
vene for whole-class discussion of results . Explore 
issues of differences in wealth, race, age, gender, 
religion, etc ., that can interfere with a neighborly 
relationship .

Begin a transition by asking two questions (if 
participants have not already done so):

1–What definition of neighborly did the groups 
work from to reach their conclusions?

2–At what point does wrestling with the defini-
tion cross the line from being useful to being hair-
splitting and legalistic?

Use learner responses to the second question 
to complete the transition to the next segment . 
(Allow responses to the first question before posing 
the second—don’t ask both in the same breath .)

Into the Word
Have four volunteers read the text of Luke 

10:25-37 aloud: one each as narrator, Jesus, the 
law expert, and the Samaritan . After the read-
ing, ask participants to close their Bibles as you 
distribute 15 index cards you have prepared in 
advance, each card having one of the following 
15 statements:

2–I attacked people; 
3–I knew the law of God; 
4–I said to love God with one’s entire being; 
5–I told him do similar;
6–I was not willing to become unclean;
7–I selflessly served a stranger; 
8–I robbed him of everything valuable;
9–I thought no one was going to help me;

10–I saw an injured man, but I passed on by;
11–I knew I needed to bandage his wounds; 
12–I wanted to know the definition of neighbor;
13–I put the injured man on my donkey; 
14–I tossed the lawyer’s question back to him;
15–I was left half dead . 
After distributing the cards as evenly as pos-

sible, write these possible answers on the board: 

Lawyer / Victim / Robber / Priest /  
Levite / Jesus / The Samaritan 

Going in numerical or randomized order (your 
option), have the learner with the card in ques-
tion read aloud what is on it, followed by the 
question “Who am I?” Repeat for all cards, paus-
ing each time to allow a different participant to 
answer . Before beginning, however, offer these 
two ground rules: (1) some cards can take more 
than one answer and (2) no one is allowed to give 
a second answer until everyone has given a first 
answer . Finish by leading the class in a discussion 
of insights gained .

Into Life
Ask students to identify patterns of values that 

can make it challenging to overcome biased think-
ing in terms of whom we will help and whom we 
won’t . (Option. Precede this discussion by distrib-
uting copies of the exercise “Your Actions: A Case 
Study” from the activity page, which you can 
download . Have class members work in groups of 
three to process the variables as indicated .)

Close with a minute of silence during which 
time learners write to themselves the challenge of 
one change they are willing to make in order to 
serve others as Christ would have them . (Option. 
Enhance this segment by distributing copies of the 
exercise “More Compassion, Less Rationalizing” 
from the activity page . Have learners complete it 
during the closing minute of silence, then take it 
home for further reflection .)
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8 Love never fails. But where there are proph-
ecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, 
they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, 
it will pass away. 9 For we know in part and 
we prophesy in part, 10 but when completeness 
comes, what is in part disappears. 11 When I 
was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like 
a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became 
a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. 
12 For now we see only a reflection as in a mir-
ror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know 
in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am 
fully known.

13 And now these three remain: faith, hope 
and love. But the greatest of these is 

love.

1 Corinthians 13:1-13
1 If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, 

but do not have love, I am only a resounding 
gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of 
prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move 
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 
3 If I give all I possess to the poor and give over 
my body to hardship that I may boast, but do 
not have love, I gain nothing.

4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not 
envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It 
does not dishonor others, it is not self- seeking, 
it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of 
wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil but 
rejoices with the truth. 7 It always pro-
tects, always trusts, always hopes, 
always perseveres.

Photo: LuckyTD / iStock / Thinkstock

Devotional Reading: Romans 12:9-21
Background Scripture: 1 Corinthians 12:27–14:1

Love Never
Fails

October 25
Lesson 8 (NIV)

Key Verse
Now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love. —1 Corinthians 13:13
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Introduction
A. Global Success, Personal Failure

At the time of his death at age 56 in 2011, 
Steve Jobs’s net worth exceeded $10 billion . He 
was widely recognized not only as a leader in the 
technology industry but as a significant shaper 
of global culture . As the founder of Apple and 
then Pixar Animation, Jobs set new standards 
for innovation in consumer technology and cor-
porate culture . Apple effectively created both the 
home computer and the desktop publishing indus-
try, as well as Toy Story—the first fully computer- 
animated feature film . Jobs was also a major force 
in the development of streaming music and mov-
ies and touch-screen personal devices . Famous for 
bypassing market research, Jobs had an uncanny 
ability to intuitively sense what consumers would 
want, even before they realized they wanted it .

While Steve Jobs was a uniquely gifted indi-
vidual who has left an indelible mark on many 
aspects of global culture, his personal life was less 
successful . Jobs fathered a child at age 23 and 
spent the first seven years of her life denying pater-
nity . Although he eventually accepted her into his 
family, she revealed in a 2018 memoir that Jobs 
was a difficult and demanding person to live with . 
Her testimony is consistent with numerous reports 
of Jobs’s erratic behavior in the workplace . He 
fired people without notice or severance numer-
ous times, famously asked inappropriate personal 
questions to prospective employees, and humil-
iated staff members by criticizing or even firing 
them publicly at meetings .

Steve Jobs was a profoundly gifted person who 
left a huge mark on the world while damaging 
many people around him because he didn’t act in 
love . Our lesson today reminds us that love is the 
essential ingredient to all kinds of success—most 
importantly, for living as godly people .

B. Lesson Context
Corinth was a major city in ancient Greece . 

Paul spent 18 months in the city on his second 
missionary journey, despite much opposition there 
(Acts 18:1-17) . Writing 1 Corinthians from Ephe-
sus in about AD 56 while on his third mission-

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Recite the characteristics of charity (love) as 

Paul listed them .
2 . Explain why love is essential to the proper 

use of spiritual gifts .
3 . Identify one way that he or she can express 

love to others by use of personal spiritual gifts .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Global Success, Personal Failure
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Love Matters (1 Corinthians 13:1-3)
 A . When Using Gifts (vv . 1-2)
   Removing Mountains
 B . When Sacrificing (v . 3)
 II. Love Acts (1 Corinthians 13:4-7)
 A . What It Does (v . 4a)
 B . What It Does Not (vv . 4b-6)
 C . Without Exception (v . 7)
   Sing It Out
 III. Love Lasts (1 Corinthians 13:8-13)
 A . When the Gifts Run Out (v . 8)
 B . When We Fully Know God (vv . 9-13)
Conclusion
 A . Not Optional
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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ary journey, Paul addressed a variety of issues and 
problems that had arisen in the Corinthian church 
in his absence .

That church’s many problems seemed to have 
been rooted in pride, which went hand in hand 
with airs of spiritual superiority . Some thought 
themselves to be superior because they identi-
fied with a particular leader (1 Corinthians 1–4) . 
Some thought themselves to be exempt from 
moral expectations (1 Corinthians 5–7) . Some 
thought themselves to be superior because of the 
foods they ate or refused to eat (1 Corinthians 
8–10) . Some thought that they were so superior to 
other Christians that they could neglect the needs 
of others (1 Corinthians 11) . The issue of spiritual 
gifts was also a problem at Corinth in this context .

Many individuals in the early church were 
empowered by the Spirit to accomplish important 
tasks, including miraculous manifestations such 
as prophecy (example: Acts 21:8-9) and speaking 
in tongues (example: 10:44-46) . First Corinthians 
12 begins a long section on the pride and arro-
gance that had entered the church through, iron-
ically, the use of spiritual gifts . That discussion 
continues in chapter 14, but in the midst of it Paul 
pauses to offer a single, simple, concise answer to 
all the Corinthians’ questions: love each other .

Love, properly understood, will put everything 
else into perspective, unifying the church and 
empowering believers to glorify Christ together .

I. Love Matters
(1 Corinthians 13:1-3)

A. When Using Gifts (vv. 1-2)
1. If I speak in the tongues of men or of 

angels, but do not have love, I am only a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.

Paul began with the example of an impressive 
gift, speaking in tongues . This gift of the Spirit was 
publicly displayed in the proclamation of the gos-
pel at the church’s inauguration at Pentecost (Acts 
2:1-11) . In that context, the disciples’ ability to 
speak a number of foreign languages symbolized 
the universal nature of the gospel: through Christ, 
people of different nations and cultures would 
come together as God’s people . This in turn con-

firmed God’s love for each person in all nations 
(Matthew 28:18-20; John 3:16) . Ironically, the 
Corinthians had turned this power into a source 
of division, requiring Paul to discuss the proper 
use of tongues in detail in 1 Corinthians 14 .

The ability to speak languages by the Spir-
it’s power is a marvelous thing . But how much 
more impressive to speak the very language used 
by the angels in Heaven! This would surely repre-
sent the highest form of the gift . Yet if a person 
were to speak that angelic language from selfish 
motives—to draw attention to oneself or prove 
his or her superiority—it would be of no use to 
anyone . As far as God is concerned, without love 
even the most elegant speech is just the noise of a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal .

2. If I have the gift of prophecy and can 
fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if 
I have a faith that can move mountains, but do 
not have love, I am nothing.

Paul turned to a second gift that is typically 
expressed in highly public settings, prophecy. 
While prophecy sometimes refers broadly to an 
ability to speak God’s word to a particular situa-
tion (similar to modern preaching), Paul seemed 
to be thinking of the more obviously miraculous 
gift of knowing future events (see Acts 21:10-11) . 
Suppose that someone was so gifted that he or she 
possessed all knowledge of future events, and even 
of divine mysteries of Heaven?

While we might regard the information such a 
person could share as priceless, it would be worth-
less, Paul said, if not exercised in love. Faith here 
refers to supernatural trust in God that would 
apparently express itself through great power in 
prayer (see 1 Corinthians 12:9) . Jesus gives the 
example of people whose faith is so great that their 
prayers could move a mountain from one place 
to another (Matthew 17:20) . Such faith would 
indeed be impressive to others, but Paul said that 
God will be impressed only if the prayer is offered 
in love .

1 removing mountainS 1
The Gotthard Pass in Switzerland has been an 

important trade route from northern to south-
ern Europe since the thirteenth century . This 
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pass was slowly traversed on foot and later with 
horses, stagecoaches, and automobiles . In 1992, 
a majority of Swiss voters agreed on an ambitious 
solution to speed travel in the pass . They would 
remove parts of the mountain range to construct 
the world’s longest and deepest railway traffic 
tunnel—the first flat, low-level route through the 
Swiss Alps .

The 35-mile Gotthard Base Tunnel took 17 
years and $12 .5 billion to complete . About 31 mil-
lion tons of material was removed . Tragically, nine 
workers died due to accidents during construc-
tion . In the end, however, mountains were literally 
moved, making it possible for up to 15,000 ship-
ping containers to pass through the Alps each day .

The image of moving a mountain is used in 
Scripture to describe an act of great power (exam-
ples: Job 9:5; Matthew 17:20) . But even (re)mov-
ing mountains means nothing if it is done without 
love . —J . E .

B. When Sacrificing (v. 3)
3. If I give all I possess to the poor and give 

over my body to hardship that I may boast, but 
do not have love, I gain nothing.

Generosity is not listed as a manifestation of the 
Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12, but Paul does include it 
in his list of gifts in Romans 12:6-8 . All people are 
obligated to give of their means, but some people 
are specially gifted with the ability to freely give 
to those in need .

There is a textual variant in this verse among 
the different ancient manuscripts . Some say, as 
reflected in the King James Version, “Though I 
give my body to be burned .” If this is the correct 
reading, Paul was probably referring to some act 
of Christian martyrdom . In that case, this phrase 
would fit the formula by describing the highest 
possible form of “giving”: it’s one thing to feed 
the poor; much more to sacrifice your life for the 
faith . 

But some of the ancient manuscripts reflect the 
New International Version’s “If I  .  .  . give over my 
body to hardship that I may boast,” in which case 
Paul was perhaps referring to selling oneself into 
slavery . Once you’ve given all your money to the 
poor, you could theoretically raise more by hiring 
yourself out as a slave . Such an act would epito-
mize generosity .

Either way, acts of service and sacrifice—even 
martyrdom—can be twisted into something self-
serving . Even acts that mimic God’s self- sacrificial 
gift in Jesus are invalidated when we do them to 
exalt ourselves rather than to bless others . Paul 
is one who dedicates himself completely to the 
Lord’s service, suffering great physical distress in 
the process (2 Corinthians 11:23-27) .

Paul is referring to the ultimate in self- sacrifice . 
But even the most extreme act of sacrifice is worth 
nothing if we do it so we can boast about our own 
spirituality . Nothing we do is worth anything if 
our actions are not guided by genuine love for 
other people .

What Do You Think?
How have you found growth in Christ to be 

related to growth in love?
Digging Deeper
How would you teach this connection to a new 

Christian?

II. Love Acts
(1 Corinthians 13:4-7)
A. What It Does (v. 4a)

4a. Love is patient, love is kind.
Paul defined love in terms of what love does 

and doesn’t do . Love is not an emotion but rather 
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a lifestyle, a set of behaviors that reveal a spirit 
driven by true Christian love .

Love is patient emphasizes that love does not 
express itself through vengeance, retaliation, or by 
giving up on people quickly .

B. What It Does Not (vv. 4b-6)
4b. It does not envy,
Though we use the two words very similarly, 

jealousy and envy have distinct meanings through-
out the Bible . Jealousy is often a strong desire to 
protect a faithful, committed relationship . The 
Bible sometimes refers to God as jealous in his love 
for his people because he desires them to be faithful 
to him (example: Zechariah 1:14) . Envy is a desire 
to obtain what other people have, often accompa-
nied by feelings of bitterness or hatred . Envy and 
covetousness are never motivated by genuine love .

4c. it does not boast, it is not proud.
At the same time, a person who loves does not 

try to make other people envious by bragging 
about the things that he or she has . Loving people 
are not prideful and do not seek to draw attention 
to what God has given them . Paul was thinking 
here especially of the pride that people might take 
in their spiritual gifts . Since all gifts are given by 
the same Spirit and all are of equal importance to 
the church (1 Corinthians 12:4-7), it is senseless 
to boast about them or to envy what someone else 
has received .

5a. It does not dishonor others,
Paul emphasized four things that people driven 

by love will not do . The Greek word translated dis-
honor is used one other time in the New Testa-
ment; in the other instance Paul suggested that 
unmarried men “might not be acting honorably” 
if they fail to follow through on a commitment to 
marry (1 Corinthians 7:36) . Love does not lead us 
to do anything that we would be ashamed of later . 
Following from verse 4, Paul was probably think-
ing of envious or prideful things we might say .

5b. it is not self-seeking,
Pride and envy are categorically eliminated 

by the fact that love is not selfish, but instead is 
always acting in the best interests of others .

5c. it is not easily angered, it keeps no record 
of wrongs.

Love is not expressed in a hot temper . Of 
course, we may be angry at the sins that peo-
ple commit and may be frustrated by their poor 
choices, but these feelings should be motivated by 
genuine concern that the person is doing some-
thing harmful to himself, others, or the cause of 
Christ .

For this reason, love is quick to forgive . Keeps 
no record of wrongs here means that we should not 
continue to harbor ill feelings toward those who 
make us angry . Instead, we should forgive what 
needs forgiving and forget the small stuff .

What Do You Think?
What are some circumstances in which you 

should take care that your loving actions not 
be misinterpreted as unloving?

Digging Deeper
How are Paul’s declarations in 1 Corinthians 5; 

2 Thessalonians 3:10; and 1 Timothy 1:20; 
5:9-10 appropriate actions for loving people?

6. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices 
with the truth.

Many of the Corinthian Christians seem to 
have been arrogant about their spiritual gifts . 
We can easily become envious of, and resentful 
toward, arrogant people, and we may feel grati-
fied to see them do something wrong because this 
justifies our judgmental attitude . Real love, how-
ever, always wants to see other people succeed and 
do the right thing .

What Do You Think?
What are some spiritual disciplines you can use 

to ensure that your acts of love remain closely 
connected with truth?

Digging Deeper
In addition to Ephesians 4:15 and 1 Peter 1:22, 

what texts help you most in this regard?

C. Without Exception (v. 7)
7. It always protects, always trusts, always 

hopes, always perseveres.
This verse highlights four ways that a loving 

person treats others, with the repetition of always 
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stressing that we are to act this way no matter 
what other people do . Love does not break under 
pressure but instead always protects. Trusts and 
hopes do not mean that loving people are naïve, 
but rather that love always remains positive . This 
attitude is tempered by the fact that love also per-
severes. Far from wearing rose-colored glasses, lov-
ing people see the reality of situations and choose 
to love anyway .

Earlier in this letter, Paul drew a parallel 
between the Christian life and the athletic con-
tests of running and boxing (1 Corinthians 9:24-
27; compare Galatians 5:7; 2  Timothy 4:7) . 
Though in the middle of persevering we may 
think other people are enemies, our opponent is 
actually Satan and his influences . Instead of com-
peting against others, we extend loving hands of 
patience, kindness, humility, etc ., to help others 
cross the finish line with us .

1 Sing it out 1
Many song titles begin with the words “Love 

Is .” but fail to offer accurate or complete defini-
tions . Consider the following: one title declares 
that “Love Is Blind .” Another opines that “Love 
Is Blue .” A third proposes that “Love Is a Battle-
field .” Yet another contends that “Love Is a Losing 
Game” to express the singer’s regret at ever having 
given her heart to another .

None of these songs express the biblical truth 
about love . Their focus on romantic love is one-
side . Paul’s clear explanation of what love is and 
what love is not often contradicts contemporary 
thinking on the subject . What steps can you take 
to resist secular definition of love? —J . E .

III. Love Lasts
(1 Corinthians 13:8-13)

A. When the Gifts Run Out (v. 8)
8. Love never fails. But where there are 

prophecies, they will cease; where there are 
tongues, they will be stilled; where there is 
knowledge, it will pass away.

This verse establishes a contrast between love 
and spiritual gifts . Paul selected three gifts from 
the list in 1 Corinthians 12:8-10 that all reveal 

information about God and his will . The time 
will come when we will not need such revelations, 
but we will always need love in this life and the 
next .

What Do You Think?
In what modern contexts might the exercise of a 

spiritual gift be unloving?
Digging Deeper
How do Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 help 

frame your answer?

B. When We Fully Know God (vv. 9-13)
9. For we know in part and we prophesy in 

part,
At present, our knowledge of God is lim-

ited . God is so great, so far beyond human com-
prehension, that it would be impossible for any 
human being to know all that there is to know 
about him . Indeed, human language could not 
express all that he is, and our finite minds could 
never fully grasp his perfection and holiness . As 
such, even prophecy can provide only a partial 
knowledge of God . Any person who takes pride 
in knowledge should realize that he or she doesn’t 
know everything .

10. but when completeness comes, what is in 
part disappears.

This verse reads like a proverb, a general state-
ment about how things work in this world . Com-
pleteness refers to maturity that lacks nothing . As 
a rule, things that are lacking become obsolete as 
soon as the full package becomes available . In this 
regard, one proposal is that the complete thing 
being referred to is the finalization of the New 
Testament . When that happens, that what is in 
part, referring to the previous verse, is obsolete . 
Regarding another theory, see verse 12, below .

11. When I was a child, I talked like a child, 
I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. 
When I became a man, I put the ways of child-
hood behind me.

This verse serves as an example of the principle 
in 1 Corinthians 13:10 . A child thinks and talks 
according to his or her limited physical and men-
tal capacity . But as we grow older, these simple 
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ways of thinking are replaced by a more informed 
perspective, one based on a better understanding 
of the world around us .

12. For now we see only a reflection as in a 
mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I 
know in part; then I shall know fully, even as 
I am fully known.

As noted in 1 Corinthians 13:9, the revelatory 
gifts of knowledge, prophecy, and others like them 
grant believers partial knowledge . Paul therefore 
compared the knowledge of God we gain through 
these gifts to a reflection in a mirror. Ancient mir-
rors were made of polished metal rather than glass 
and therefore could not provide a sharp image . 
Similarly, spiritual gifts give us an incomplete 
knowledge of God .

But Paul anticipated a time of seeing face to face. 
Scholars have various theories regarding what Paul 
was referring to . One theory is given with verse 10, 
above . Another theory is that Paul was thinking of 
the second coming (1 John 3:2; Revelation 15:3-4) . 
Yet another proposes that Paul was referring more 
generally to life in Heaven, where we will dwell in 
God’s presence and behold his perfect glory . While 
some Bible students support their case by holding 
that face to face must be understood in its most lit-
eral sense of “in person” (2 John 12; etc .), others 
point to a figurative meaning of “clear communi-
cation” (see Exodus 33:11, 20) .

13. And now these three remain: faith, hope 
and love. But the greatest of these is love.

The word now focuses the reader on present, 
earthly experience . At present, we must exhibit 
faith, trusting that he knows best . 

Hope is not wishful thinking but rather is con-
fident expectation . Hope will be out of place 
when we reach Heaven because, as Paul asked 
rhetorically, “hope that is seen is not hope: for 
what a man seeth, why doth he yet hope for?’ 
(Romans 8:24) . 

But love will never be obsolete: it will continue 
to characterize our relationship with God and 

other redeemed saints forever . Love is therefore 
the greatest because it never ends . As such, when 
we exercise our gifts in a spirit of love, we are act-
ing with eternity in view .

Conclusion
A. Not Optional

From the perspective of the world, love is not 
an essential ingredient in the use of gifts . A large 
financial donation still helps the needy even if the 
donor gives the money simply to save on income 
taxes . A gifted teacher can lead a powerful lesson 
that changes lives, even if the teacher only wishes 
to draw attention to himself or herself .

From God’s perspective, these efforts are of 
no value to the individual who exercises the gift 
because their exercise is not done with the right 
motive . Central to the Christian understanding of 
God is that he is loving . This becomes “real” for us 
when we have a relationship with him . 

God is not a dispassionate Creator . The Lord 
God as revealed by Jesus is one who loves us in 
a personal way . God’s love is not based on our 
deservedness . Love is the guiding force in every-
thing that God does and must be the guiding 
force in the life of anyone who wishes truly to 
serve him . It’s not optional .

What Do You Think?
As your actions are motivated by love this week, 

how will you ensure that you honor the con-
text of 1 Corinthians 13?

Digging Deeper
How do Galatians 5:6, 14, and 22-23 help clarify 

the context Paul intends?

B. Prayer
Father, take away our pride and envy, and help 

us to be truly loving and forgiving people . Give us 
the wisdom to use the gifts you have given us in 
humility and for your glory and honor . In Jesus’ 
name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Love never fails .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Give each learner a handout (you prepare) fea-

turing 12 horizontal lines for writing . Ask learn-
ers to take no more than a minute to write on the 
lines the names of up to six people they love and 
up to six things and/or activities they love . As they 
finish, write on the board these definitions of the 
verbs love and like:

Love (verb): to hold dear, cherish

Like (verb): to feel attraction toward
In light of these definitions, challenge learn-

ers to cross through things and/or activities they 
merely like rather than love . Explore with learn-
ers what things and activities survived the cut and 
why .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the “Healthy or 
Unhealthy Love?” exercise from the activity page, 
which you can download . Have learners work in 
pairs to complete as indicated .

After either activity say, “Brace yourselves: 
today we are going to examine the most famous 
passage in the Bible on the topic of love .”

Into the Word
Divide the class into three groups . Give each 

group a handout (you prepare) on which is printed 
one of the following assignments .

Love Matters Group—Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-
3 . How are our spiritual gifts and acts of char-
ity affected by whether or not we have love?

Love Materializes Group—Read 1 Corinthians 
13:4-7 . How can you tell if it’s really love?

Love Matures Group—Read 1 Corinthians 
13:8-13 . In what ways does our understand-
ing of love mature?

After groups have had time to formulate 
answers to their questions, reconvene for whole-
class discussion and sharing of conclusions . Pos-
sible conclusions include the following: Love 
Matters—Paul shares his experiences as they relate 

to all the gifts, goods, and possessions he holds 
that do not matter if they are not done, used, or 
given in love . Love Materializes—Paul describes 
the essence of love and the actions of love . He also 
names other actions that are not connected with 
love . Love Matures—Paul concludes that his ideas 
about love have developed, changed, and matured 
over time . Yet one truth remains unchanged: the 
greatest quality is love .

Option. Instruct each group to use Paul’s words 
to create a public service announcement (PSA) 
that answers the group’s assigned question about 
love . Remind the groups that most people’s atten-
tion span is very short, therefore their PSA should 
be brief—even as short as 10 seconds . Allow eight 
minutes to develop and practice a script; then 
reconvene for presentation of PSAs .

Into Life
Make a transition by noting that it’s no accident 

that the Scripture for today is preceded by descrip-
tions of spiritual gifts . Ask learners to form groups 
of three as you give them these identical instruc-
tions on handouts (you prepare): 
1–Turn back one chapter to 1 Corinthians 12 

and review the list of spiritual gifts .
2–Identify your strongest gift and make a note of 

it at the bottom of this handout .
3–Determine how love connects with spiritual 

gifts .
4–Optional. As time allows, review Romans 12 

for further insight on how spiritual gifts are to 
connect with the imperative of love .

During the ensuing whole-class discussion, 
expect learners to identify love as the motive 
behind the use of spiritual gifts . Option. To extend 
the application, distribute copies of the “Using 
Our Gifts in Love” exercise from the activity 
page as a take-home to complete as indicated . To 
encourage its use, promise to begin next week’s 
class with a discussion of results .
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9 “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not 
just my feet but my hands and my head as 
well!”

10 Jesus answered, “Those who have had a 
bath need only to wash their feet; their whole 
body is clean. And you are clean, though not 
every one of you.” 11 For he knew who was 
going to betray him, and that was why he said 
not every one was clean.

12 When he had finished washing their 
feet, he put on his clothes and returned to 
his place. “Do you understand what I have 
done for you?” he asked them. 13 “You call 
me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for 
that is what I am. 14 Now that I, your Lord 
and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 
should wash one another’s feet. 15 I have set 
you an example that you should do as I have 
done for you.”
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

34 “A new command I give you: Love one 
another. As I have loved you, so you must love 
one another. 35 By this everyone will know that 
you are my disciples, if you love one another.”

John 13:1-15, 34-35
1 It was just before the Passover Festival. 

Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to 
leave this world and go to the Father. Having 
loved his own who were in the world, he loved 
them to the end.

2 The evening meal was in progress, and the 
devil had already prompted Judas, the son of 
Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus. 3 Jesus knew 
that the Father had put all things under his 
power, and that he had come from God and 
was returning to God; 4 so he got up from the 
meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped 
a towel around his waist. 5  After that, he 
poured water into a basin and began to wash 
his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel 
that was wrapped around him.

6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, 
“Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”

7 Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what 
I am doing, but later you will understand.”

8 “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my 
feet.”

Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you 
have no part with me.”

Devotional Reading: John 15:18–16:4a
Background Scripture: John 13:1-35

Serving
Love

November 1
Lesson 9 (NIV)

Key Verse
I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. —John 13:15
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Introduction
A. Dirty Jobs

A popular cable television show with a differ-
ent twist is Dirty Jobs (and its later version Some-
body’s Gotta Do It) . In each episode of this show, 
the host finds himself embedded in a job circum-
stance that includes disgusting or dangerous ele-
ments . Situations have included sewer inspector, 
pig farmer, hot-tar roofer, bat guano collector, 
roadkill cleaner, and sausage maker .

There are many dirty jobs in our world . The cir-
cumstances of these jobs make a difference in our 
willingness to tackle them . But when we consider 
a job to be below us, are we really honoring Jesus?

B. Lesson Context
The apostle John was one of Jesus’ closest asso-

ciates . Jesus trusted him enough to task him with 
the care of Jesus’ own mother, Mary, at the cross 
(John 19:26-27) . Church tradition says that John 
later moved to the great city of Ephesus, taking 
Mary with him . There he ministered for many 
years, dying sometime between AD 95 and 100 . 
His exile to Patmos is also well known (Revela-
tion 1:9) .

There are five books in the Bible written by 
John: the Gospel, 1–3 John, and Revelation . The 
other three Gospels are called the Synoptic Gos-
pels because they share much of the same perspec-
tive (as shown in the amount of shared material) . 
John’s stands alone, with much unique content . It 
was written after the other three, likely between 
AD 90 and 94, though dates both earlier and later 
have been suggested .

All four Gospels include a retelling of the 
last supper, but the earliest surviving account is 
from Paul . He shared a description of the supper, 
material he learned from the Lord (1  Corin- 
thians 11:23a), about 25 years after the actual 
event . While the accounts from Matthew 26:17-
30; Mark 14:12-26; Luke 22:7-39; and 1 Corin-
thians 11:23b-26 are similar, the way John records 
the story is quite different . The focus of the other 
accounts (the bread and cup) are in the back-
ground of John’s last supper . Rather than the insti-
tution of the elements of the Lord’s Supper, John 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . List the ways that Jesus shows his love for 

the disciples at the last supper .
2 . Explain the connection between loving 

others and serving others .
3 . Volunteer with a ministry that serves hum-

bly in the church or community .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Dirty Jobs
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Clean Feet (John 13:1-11)
 A . Enduring (v . 1)
 B . Betraying (v . 2)
 C . Washing (vv . 3-11)
 II. Clean Lives (John 13:12-15, 34-35)
 A . Serving (vv . 12-15)
   Literal Foot Washing
 B . Loving (vv . 34-35)
   Service to the Bride
Conclusion
 A . A Matter of Heart
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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includes two things the other accounts leave out . 
The first is the content of our lesson today . The 
second is nearly five chapters of Jesus’ oral teach-
ing and a lengthy prayer (John 13–17), mostly 
unique material found nowhere else in the New 
Testament .

I. Clean Feet
(John 13:1-11)

A. Enduring (v. 1)
1a. It was just before the Passover Festival.
The Jewish people of Jesus’ day saw the Pass-

over as one of the most important annual feasts . 
It commemorated the exodus events, when the 
Lord “passed over” (Exodus 12:27) the homes of 
the people of Israel that were obediently marked 
with blood on the doorposts and lintels of their 
homes (12:7, 23) . The unmarked Egyptian homes 
suffered the final of 10 plagues, death of the first-
born (12:29-30) . This led Pharaoh to relent and 
allow the people of Israel to leave Egypt and its 
oppression (12:31-32) .

Passover, then, had both spiritual and physical 
themes for Jewish people like Jesus and his disci-
ples, which likely resonated harshly because of the 
oppression of the Romans in Jerusalem and all of 
Judea . In Jesus’ day, celebration of the Passover 
was already more than 1,000 years old . The feast 
was (and remains) a pilgrimage festival . In Jesus’ 
time, this meant that Jewish believers from all 
over Judea and further abroad attempted to be in 
Jerusalem itself for the weeklong celebration . This 
was partly so the Passover lamb could be slaugh-
tered in the temple precincts by a priest . Jesus and 
his disciples were Galileans, from an area about 
100 miles north of Jerusalem . Passover was their 
reason for being in the city .

1b. Jesus knew that the hour had come for 
him to leave this world and go to the Father. 
Having loved his own who were in the world, 
he loved them to the end.

Several times in the Gospel of John, it is said 
that Jesus’ time was not complete (see John 7:6, 
8, 30; 8:20), meaning he was not finished with 
his earthly work . This verse represents a turn-
ing point . Jesus’ hour had come because all that 

remained were the events leading up to and 
including his crucifixion (John 18–19), resurrec-
tion (20:1-10), and appearances thereafter (20:11–
21:23) . After completing his mission, Jesus would 
return to his Father in Heaven . His death was 
imminent, but he did not leave work early . Rather 
than just saying goodbyes, Jesus used this occasion 
to show his love for his disciples .

B. Betraying (v. 2)
2. The evening meal was in progress, and the 

devil had already prompted Judas, the son of 
Simon Iscariot, to betray Jesus.

Luke and John both stated that the prompt-
ing of the devil motivated Judas (see Luke 22:3, 
which says Satan “entered” Judas) . Matthew indi-
cates that Judas betrayed Jesus because of Judas’s 
love of money (Matthew 26:15; see John 12:6) . 
These two causes, Satan and money-loving, are 
not incompatible . Satan may tempt us at our 
weakest point, just as his first temptation for Jesus 
was to use Jesus’ power to create bread for himself 
when he was extremely hungry (Luke 4:2-3) . Fur-
ther, the love of money pits a person against the 
Lord (Matthew 6:24; Luke 16:13) .

Betrayal is working against someone who trusts 
you . Jesus’ long-running controversy with the 
Jewish leaders in Jerusalem had escalated to the 
point where they sought to kill him (John 11:53) . 
This required some plotting, however, for these 
leaders feared Jesus’ popularity with the common 
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people . They needed an isolated place and time to 
seize him, an opportunity best identified by one 
of Jesus’ closest followers . Judas’s betrayal of Jesus 
would provide this opportunity for Jesus’ enemies .

John gives us a glimpse into the spiritual bat-
tle being waged that evening . Satan seemed to 
think Jesus’ death would be a victory (consider 
the victory of the disciples’ falling away; Matthew 
26:31-35) . Satan did not understand how Jesus’ 
sacrificial death would serve the Father’s purposes 
(John 1:29, 36) . Jesus’ subsequent resurrection 
from the dead thwarted all of Satan’s plans . As 
Paul proclaimed, “Where, O death, is your vic-
tory?” (1 Corinthians 15:55) . Judas’s act of betrayal 
surely pleased Satan, but God used that evil to 
further his own plan .

C. Washing (vv. 3-11)
3. Jesus knew that the Father had put all 

things under his power, and that he had come 
from God and was returning to God;

John gives three insights into the state of mind 
of Jesus at this critical time . First, Jesus was fully 
aware of his power and authority . He was in con-
trol of all things, including what would happen to 
him next . Nothing compelled him to act as a ser-
vant but his own decision and desire .

Second, Jesus was aware of his origin in God. 
John often presents Jesus this way, as one on a 
mission from God (example: John 5:30) . Third, 
Jesus was aware that he would return to the Father 
when all things were accomplished . He was ready 
and prepared for what lay ahead .

4-5. so he got up from the meal, took off his 
outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around 
his waist. After that, he poured water into a 
basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, 
drying them with the towel that was wrapped 
around him.

Without a word, Jesus rose from the table, 
surely causing every disciple present to wonder 
what he was doing . The participants at the meal 
would have been on couches in a semi-reclining 
position . Jesus removed his outer clothing (both 
for more mobility and to keep his robe clean), for 
what he was about to do was grimy work .

The necessities for washing feet were present . 

The towel was a substantial piece of cloth, long 
enough for Jesus to wrap it around his waist and 
have a yard or so hanging out to use for washing 
the disciples’ feet. The basin was a large bowl, big 
enough to submerge feet in water.

Foot washing was a filthy job . Jerusalem was a 
hot and dusty city . People either wore sandal-type 
shoes that allowed dirt in easily or walked bare-
foot without any protection . Because they walked 
almost everywhere, people frequently stepped in 
mud and other undesirable flotsam on the streets 
and pathways . A good host would provide guests 
with a servant to wash their feet . This foot-washer 
was the lowest of the household servants who 
likely took no pleasure in such a demeaning task . 
It was this dirty job that our Lord Jesus chose 
to illustrate what it meant to be a servant in his 
service .

What Do You Think?
In what ways have you discovered that shared 

meals offer witnessing or service opportuni-
ties today not available at other times?

Digging Deeper
Going the other way, what witnessing or service 

opportunities are best not initiated at meal-
times? Why?

6. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, 
“Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”

The washing proceeded one at a time, perhaps 
in silent embarrassment from the disciples . Jesus 
was their esteemed Lord, their master and teacher 
(see John 13:13, below), and such an honored per-
son should never be expected to wash feet!

Simon Peter may have been last in line (and cer-
tainly wasn’t first) . If it took a couple of minutes to 
do each pair of feet, we can imagine that over 20 
minutes passed, probably with little conversation 
and all eyes fixed on Jesus . Peter broke the silence 
to protest . It was not that Peter’s feet didn’t need 
washing, but that it was demeaning for Jesus to do 
so, and Peter did not intend to allow it .

7. Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what 
I am doing, but later you will understand.”

Jesus’ response to Peter’s refusal was somewhat 
cryptic, implying that there was more to the situa-
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tion than Peter understood . He would understand 
in the future, but Jesus wasn’t concerned about 
clearing up the matter all at once . Later is more 
than just the finishing of foot washing . It points 
to the horrible night of agony, betrayal, arrest, and 
crucifixion, but also to the coming triumph of the 
empty tomb and the resurrection .

8a. “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash 
my feet.”

Peter was emboldened by this answer and 
underlined his refusal, maybe raising his voice as 
he did so .

8b. Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you 
have no part with me.”

This response seems as cryptic as Jesus’ first . 
His warning that Peter’s refusal would mean the 
disciple had no part with him does not mean that 
Jesus would disown him . Instead, Peter would cut 
himself off from Jesus and his blessings . Jesus con-
nected the meaning of this foot washing to his 
mission of cleansing souls .

Generations before, David asked the Lord to 
create in him a clean heart (Psalm 51:10) . He had 
committed grievous sins: adultery and murder . He 
had covered them up, and the result was that he 
knew his heart was dirty with hidden, spiritual 
filth . David begged the Lord not to take the Holy 
Spirit from him (51:11), for he understood that 
cleansing came from God’s presence . David knew 
he must offer God a “broken spirit” and a “con-
trite heart” (51:17) to be forgiven, to be clean . We 
can pray David’s words, asking Jesus to wash us so 
that we will not be separated from him .

What Do You Think?
In what ways have you seen people argue with 

Jesus today?
Digging Deeper
How do you know when to counter those argu-

ments as you think Jesus would versus sim-
ply remaining silent?

9. “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not 
just my feet but my hands and my head as well!”

In an instant, Peter shifted from outright 
refusal to a desire for both hands and head—his 
entire being—to be made clean . Peter glimpsed 

that Jesus the servant is also Jesus the Lamb, who 
cleanses us of sin (Revelation 7:14) . Jesus’ great 
intersection of humility, service to others, and 
the cleaning away of dirt points us directly to the 
coming cross .

10. Jesus answered, “Those who have had a 
bath need only to wash their feet; their whole 
body is clean. And you are clean, though not 
every one of you.”

Jesus corrected Peter’s zeal by saying that one 
who is fully washed does not need to take a sec-
ond bath, only to wash his feet . This seems to be 
saying that one who comes to faith and is covered 
by the cleansing blood of Jesus is spiritually clean, 
counted innocent in the eyes of God . This is the 
essence of the atonement, the satisfaction of the 
penalty for our sins through the sacrifice of Jesus . 
But as the Jewish visitors to the temple knew, even 
after they took a purification bath before entering, 
their feet became dirty from walking . Symboli-
cally, we are saved from our sins (the bath) but still 
commit sins (dirty feet) . We all need a repeated 
washing of our spiritual feet . This process is often 
referred to as sanctification, the ongoing process 
of learning through the Holy Spirit and growing 
in our relationship with Christ .

What Do You Think?
Which of these “wash” texts influences you 

most to live as one who models Christ: Acts 
22:16; 1 Corinthians 6:9-11; 1 Timothy 5:9-10; 
Titus 3:3-7; Hebrews 10:20-24? Why?

Digging Deeper
What seems to tempt Christians to forget their 

state of having been washed? Why?

11. For he knew who was going to betray 
him, and that was why he said not every one 
was clean.

Jesus knew, however, that not everyone in the 
room would have the spiritual bath . One in their 
midst was not clean . Judas might have sat quietly 
while the Master washed the filth from his feet, 
but his heart was set on doing Satan’s will, giving 
himself no hope of spiritual cleansing (see John 
6:70-71; 18:2-3) . He was a betrayer . Peter, when 
he understood, had allowed Jesus to wash his feet .
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II. Clean Lives
(John 13:12-15, 34-35)
A. Serving (vv. 12-15)

12. When he had finished washing their 
feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his 
place. “Do you understand what I have done 
for you?” he asked them.

Jesus, ever the teacher, calmly put his dinner 
clothes back on and resumed his spot at the table . 
The question is rhetorical, shown by the fact that 
Jesus went straight into explanation without wait-
ing for answers .

13. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and 
rightly so, for that is what I am.

Jesus asserted his rightful position among 
them . Teacher indicates that Jesus was the one to 
whom they listened and from whom they learned 
(see John 13:6, above, regarding Lord) . His service 
to them did not change his authority over them .

14. “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, 
have washed your feet, you also should wash 
one another’s feet.

When we celebrate the Lord’s Supper with oth-
ers in our church, we partially reenact the final 
meal Jesus shared with his disciples . Our practices 
center around eating a piece of bread and tasting 
the fruit of the vine . Some churches include John’s 
foot-washing example as part of their annual 
events, often on Maundy Thursday (the Thursday 
before Easter Sunday) .

Some might ask why all churches don’t reen-
act the foot washing every time we take the Lord’s 
Supper . The answer is addressed by the next verse .

What Do You Think?
Comparing the lesson text with Luke 7:44 and 

1 Timothy 5:9-10, what would be some mod-
ern equivalents to the foot-washing practice 
of the first century AD?

Digging Deeper
What would have to happen for you to begin 

demonstrating love to others in one such way?

15. “I have set you an example that you 
should do as I have done for you.”

While there would be nothing wrong with 

foot washing in and of itself, history tells us it was 
not practiced in the first-century church as wit-
nessed by the book of Acts and other early Chris-
tian sources . The reason is that Jesus lifted up his 
action as an example of humble service . He was 
not introducing a new custom among the people 
of Israel . Rather, the command is for all disciples 
of Jesus to be servants of one another (Mark 10:42-
45) . This is the very essence of following Jesus . We 
honor his words in seeing the bread as a symbol of 
his body and the fruit of the vine as a symbol of his 
blood (Mark 14:22-24) . Therein, our celebration of 
the Lord’s Supper is a remembrance of Christ’s sac-
rificial and atoning death for our sins on the cross . 
But an example of service is just that .

Jesus’ conclusion is remarkable when we con-
sider the setting of the last supper . Jesus knew 
that torture and death loomed shortly . He knew 
his disciples were going to be scattered, confused, 
and discouraged . But the example he gave sums up 
his entire ministry . They needed to do more than 
remember his words . They were called to servant-
hood just as he had modeled for them . To the very 
end of the book and even now, Jesus calls for us to 
follow (see John 21:22) .

1 literal foot WaShing 1
For several years I was part of a group that prac-

ticed literal foot washing . In the early days of the 
Protestant Reformation, members of this tradition 
first experienced foot washing in homes and later 
included it in observances of the Lord’s Supper . 
The churches I was part of practiced foot washing 
on a day leading up to Easter .

Since I hadn’t grown up with foot washing, I 
initially recoiled at the practice . I could definitely 
relate to Peter’s reluctance to allow Jesus to wash 
his feet . But as I experienced foot washing first-
hand (“firstfoot”), I was impressed and inspired 
by its significance . It was more than a mere sym-
bol; I appreciated the bond of unity and mutual 
humility that foot washing fostered .

It’s been many years now since I’ve participated 
in a foot washing ritual . So I ask myself: What are 
other tangible ways that I am submitting to Jesus’ 
example of being a servant? How about you?

 —A . S .

November 1 ■ 78 ■  Serving Love

1628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   781628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   78 1/27/20   1:48 PM1/27/20   1:48 PM



What Do You Think?
What visual aspects of today’s text are prac-

tical to work into your church’s communion 
service?

Digging Deeper
What would be the benefit in doing so?

B. Loving (vv. 34-35)
34. “A new command I give you: Love one 

another. As I have loved you, so you must love 
one another.

A few verses later, Jesus framed the foot- 
washing lesson in a different way . He gave the 
command for his disciples to love, a command 
with important qualifications . First, this love is to 
be mutual . His disciples should form a commu-
nity where every member is loved by every other 
member without exception . Second, Jesus pointed 
to his own example of service as the best way to 
understand this love . Mutual love might involve 
some short-term tasks such as cleaning feet, but 
for Jesus it extended to giving up his life for those 
he loved (see John 15:12-13) .

35. “By this everyone will know that you are 
my disciples, if you love one another.”

This loving community will be noticed by oth-
ers . The old chorus stated, “They will know we 
are Christians by our love .” Such a loving com-
munity is unlike anything naturally occurring 
in the world . For everyone to see the difference in 
Jesus’ disciples, our love must not look like worldly 
love (example: Luke 6:27-36; see lesson 6) . The 
church is intentional and empowered by the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit to love as Jesus loves . A 
local church might be known for many things: its 
building, its summer VBS, its worship music, its 
preaching, its mission trips, etc . It should always 
be known for its love .

1 ServiCe to the briDe 1
Little did I know when Ardith and I got married 

40 years ago that my vow “to have and to hold” 
her “in sickness” would be seriously tested . Just a 
few years later, she developed chronic headaches 
that became much more than an interruption in 

routine—and that have gotten progressively worse . 
This reality has left me with what, from the out-
side, might look like an unfair share of responsibil-
ity for shopping and cleaning .

Our service is still very much mutual . I am 
exempted from cooking and laundry duty . And 
Ardith’s companionship and encouragement con-
stitute an invaluable pillar of support and strength 
in my life . We delight in serving each other—and 
in thanking and affirming each other for doing so .

My wife and I both have the calling and priv-
ilege to serve—and be served by—one another . 
What acts of service delight you to offer to Christ’s 
bride, the church? —A . S .

Conclusion
A. A Matter of Heart

Is your “whole body  .  .  . clean” but you still 
have dirty feet from pride and lack of love? Is your 
heart, your inner being, truly clean? Washing your 
feet or your hands will not clean your heart . No 
doctor prescribes handwashing for heart disease . 
Jesus does not seek people with hard, dirty spirits 
who have immaculate personal hygiene . He wants 
those with “clean hands and a pure heart” (Psalm 
24:4; contrast Matthew 23:25-26) .

Jesus bids us to take action . As we serve oth-
ers, we follow Jesus . When we humble ourselves, 
our hearts are changed . Loving service will help 
our hearts stay clean . Can you think of someone 
you can serve this week? Remember, they will not 
know you by your love if you do not show your 
love in service .

B. Prayer
Father, you sent your Son to die for us because 

of your great love . Cleanse our hearts that we may 
model that love! In Jesus’ name we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Show your love!
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Read aloud the following job description: 

Roadkill Collector: Must be able to work long 
hours braving oncoming traffic while picking up 
creatures of various sizes and breeds in various 
states of decay . Benefits include working outdoors . 
Strong stomach a plus .

Call for a show of hands of those who would be 
willing to take this job . Ask if anyone has held a 
“dirtier” job than this .

Lead into the Bible study by saying, “John’s 
Gospel tells the story of Jesus’ willingness to take 
on a dirty job in order to teach an important les-
son to his disciples . Let’s see what it was .”

Into the Word
Ask a participant to read aloud the lesson text 

of John 13:1-15, 34-35 . Then divide the class into 
four groups, and distribute assignments on hand-
outs (you prepare) to groups as follows .

Background Group: Summarize John 13:1-3 
in terms of setting the backdrop against which the 
story that follows is cast .

Process Group: Explain why John 13:4-5 is 
such a shock, even today, when seen against the 
backdrop of 13:1-3 .

Dialogue Group: Condense the conversation 
between Peter and Jesus in John 13:6-11 to half as 
many words each . Since the text has Peter speak-
ing 29 words and Jesus speaking 51, your con-
densed summary will have no more than 14 words 
for Peter and 25 for Jesus .

Lesson Group: Explain the connection between 
John 13:12-15 and John 13:34-35 . Determine how 
the word example functions in helping do this .

After an appropriate amount of time, reconvene 
for whole-class presentation of each group’s results 
in turn . Use the commentary to clarify and to cor-
rect misconceptions . Conclude each of the four 
presentations and discussions by asking learners 
what they found surprising and why .

Option 1. To help learners see broader con-
nections with other parts of Jesus’ earthly min-
istry, form learners into study pairs as you give 
them handouts (you create) titled “The Big Pic-
ture .” Under that title have the following ques-
tions listed:

1–What connection(s) do you see between John 
13:1 and Luke 2:41; John 5:1; 6:4; 11:55?

2–What connection(s) do you see between John 
13:4-5 and Mark 10:45; Luke 22:27 and Phi-
lippians 2:7?

3–How is the “new command” of John 13:34 
related to the “old command” of 1 John 2:7-
8, if at all?

Be prepared to offer your own conclusions to 
these questions .

Option 2. If your learners need help grasping 
the difference between literal and figurative lan-
guage, distribute copies of the “What Does the 
Context Imply?” exercise from the activity page, 
which you can download . Have learners work in 
groups of three to reach understanding .

Into Life
Ask class members to name jobs that some peo-

ple might consider “beneath” them; jot responses 
on the board . Remind the class that Jesus’ action 
to wash feet was considered a menial job fit only 
for servants to perform .

Take an opinion poll vote regarding which job 
listed on the board the class members consider to 
be least desirable . Follow by brainstorming how to 
turn that task into a class service project; make a 
definite plan to do so .

Option. Conclude the class with a few minutes 
of silent reflection by distributing copies of the 
“My (Un)Willingness” exercise from the activity 
page . Ask learners to complete this individually . 
Assure them that their written responses are theirs 
alone to keep—you will not collect them .
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in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s com-
mands and remain in his love. 11 I have told you 
this so that my joy may be in you and that your 
joy may be complete. 12 My command is this: 
Love each other as I have loved you. 13 Greater 
love has no one than this: to lay down one’s 
life for one’s friends. 14 You are my friends if 
you do what I command. 15 I no longer call you 
servants, because a servant does not know his 
master’s business. Instead, I have called you 
friends, for everything that I learned from my 
Father I have made known to you. 16 You did 
not choose me, but I chose you and appointed 
you so that you might go and bear fruit— fruit 
that will last—and so that whatever you ask 

in my name the Father will give you. 
17 This is my command: Love 

each other.”

John 15:4-17
4 “Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No 

branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain 
in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless 
you remain in me.

5 “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you 
remain in me and I in you, you will bear much 
fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 6 If 
you do not remain in me, you are like a branch 
that is thrown away and withers; such branches 
are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. 
7 If you remain in me and my words remain in 
you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done 
for you. 8 This is to my Father’s glory, that you 
bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my 
disciples.

9 “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved 
you. Now remain in my love. 10 If you 
keep my commands, you will remain 

Photo: CattleyaArt / iStock / Thinkstock

Devotional Reading: Psalm 80:7-19
Background Scripture: John 15:4-17

Abiding
Love

November 8
Lesson 10 (NIV)

Key Verse
I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart 

from me you can do nothing. —John 15:5
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Introduction
A. Wired for Relationship

Most of us in the West are highly connected to 
others . We check our phones constantly for new 
texts, new posts, and new updates . Our thumbs 
are flying in response . We have internet news out-
lets that we check daily, not satisfied to wait for 
the evening news or the morning newspaper . 
Though family or friends live far away, their faces 
come to us instantly in video calls . We live online 
in many ways .

But these connections can be fragile or even 
illusory . Think of the lonely woman who con-
nects with a man who lives 500 miles away, only 
to discover that the “man” is actually a bunch of 
“borrowed” pictures being used for a teenager’s 
entertainment . Or consider how easily an online 
connection can be severed, with just the click of a 
button . Though we are wired for relationships, we 
may find that those relationships are not always 
what we think and definitely not what we need .

Our lesson today speaks of a different type of 
connectedness, the one between Jesus and his fol-
lowers . How does this work though? How can we 
be connected to him?

B. Lesson Context
John 15 is at the center of the Farewell Dis-

course (John 13–17), a series of speeches and a 
prayer given by Jesus during the last supper . Gen-
erally, this section has material unique to John 
among the Gospels (see lesson 9 Lesson Context) . 
The content makes up about 17 percent of the 
total text of John .

Jesus builds his case for mutual love by using 
common observations from the vineyard . The 
vineyard was a staple of agriculture in the ancient 
world . In the Bible, Noah is the first recorded 
grape grower (Genesis 9:20), and human society 
has prized the fruit of the vine ever since . The 
fruit thereby produced became a source of sus-
tenance year-round, with many of the harvested 
grapes being converted into raisins and wine for 
later consumption (see 2 Samuel 16:1) . One of 
the enticing descriptions of the promised land 
was its productive vineyards (Deuteronomy 6:10-

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Define how the vine/branches metaphor 

describes our relationship to Christ .
2 . Connect love and obedience as complemen-

tary elements in the Christian life .
3 . Identify ways to abide in Christ more 

faithfully .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Wired for Relationship
 B . Lesson Context
 I. The Vine and the Branches (John 15:4-8)
 A . Connected and Fruitful (vv . 4-5)
   Grounded in Prayer
 B . Severed or Withered (vv . 6-8)
 II. The Lord and His Friends (John 15:9-17)
 A . Loving, Joyful Obedience (vv . 9-11)
 B . Great, Sacrificial Love (vv . 12-14)
 C . Chosen Messengers (vv . 15-17)
   Jesus Is a True Friend
Conclusion
 A . Unselfish Love
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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11; 8:7-10) . Indeed, a physical sign brought back 
by the ill-fated spying expedition into the prom-
ised land was a massive cluster of grapes (Num-
bers 13:23) .

Vineyards were a common sight throughout 
Galilee, Samaria, and Judea in Jesus’ day . Besides 
today’s text, he also used vineyard imagery in his 
parables of the workers in the vineyard (Matthew 
20:1-16), the two sons (21:28-32), the wicked ten-
ants (21:33-39), and the barren fig tree (Luke 
13:6-9) . Common experiences regarding vine-
yards are also assumed in 1 Corinthians 9:7 .

Grapevines would be pruned severely at a cer-
tain time of the year, leaving little more than a 
leafless, branchless stump that would be propped 
up with a rock or two . All the old branches would 
be cut off and carried away, providing valuable 
fuel for home fires .

After new branches had grown, a second prun-
ing would occur to remove the smaller branches . 
This allowed the larger branches to produce bigger 
clusters of larger grapes . Such pruning was part of 
cultivating the vines (Deuteronomy 28:39) .

I. The Vine and the Branches
(John 15:4-8)

A. Connected and Fruitful (vv. 4-5)
4. “Remain in me, as I also remain in you. 

No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must 
remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit 
unless you remain in me.

The same Greek word translated remain is 
translated many ways depending on context, 
including forms of stay (example: John 11:54) and 
living in (example: 14:10) . The same word appears 
in John 8:31 where Jesus proclaimed, “If you hold 
to my teaching, you are really my disciples .” The 
word’s wide semantic range suggests many ways 
of staying connected . We cannot remain in the 
physical body of Jesus . We remain in Jesus when 
we follow his word, his teachings, as a result of our 
relationship with him (6:56) .

John’s first readers were little different from 
us when it comes to connecting with Jesus . They 
believed he rose from the dead and ascended to 
Heaven, as we do . But that happened 50 or 60 

years earlier for John’s readers (see lesson 9 Lesson 
Context), making remembered face-to-face con-
tact with their Lord unlikely . Yet John insisted 
that the command to remain in Christ was also 
for them . The vineyard metaphor reassures read-
ers even today that we will see the fruit of our rela-
tionship with Jesus when we remain faithful to 
him (see commentary on John 15:8, below) .

What Do You Think?
What one extra practice can you adopt to 

strengthen your connection to the vine?
Digging Deeper
How would you answer this question in terms 

of “hollow and deceptive philosophy” (Colos-
sians 2:8) you should confront?

5. “I am the vine; you are the branches. If 
you remain in me and I in you, you will bear 
much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.

The vine is the main, above-ground stalk of 
the plant . Each grape plant will have one vine, 
but many branches splitting off it. The vine is the 
source of water and nutrients that come from 
the roots to nourish the branches and fruit . The 
branches need to stay connected to the vine if they 
are to live .

In the same way, disciples will be intimately 
connected to Jesus for life-giving spiritual nour-
ishment and leadership . If this relationship is 
strong, the natural result will be the production 
of fruit .

1 grounDeD in Prayer 1
I recently took a tough job as the head of an 

organization that had faced many challenges in 
the previous year: a decrease in revenue, infight-
ing among staff, and low productivity . I knew it 
would take time to learn about the people, the cul-
ture, and the backstory of the current challenge . 
I also knew that I would have to keep myself 
grounded in prayer in order to lead well .

As I researched records and met with stake-
holders, I discovered that the problems were worse 
than I had been told . Some days were grueling as 
I searched through many documents . I was frus-
trated by the issues I was tasked with fixing . By 
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the end of each work week, I felt exhausted . How-
ever, I noticed that the weeks that I experienced 
the most fatigue were those in which I sacrificed 
my time with God to keep working .

Jesus said, “Apart from me you can do noth-
ing” (John 15:5) . Jesus is the very source of our 
life . Staying connected to him is not an option; 
it’s a necessity . —L . H .-P .

B. Severed or Withered (vv. 6-8)
6. “If you do not remain in me, you are like 

a branch that is thrown away and withers; such 
branches are picked up, thrown into the fire 
and burned.

Not all branches coming out of the vine are 
productive or even survive . Some branches are 
visibly damaged in various ways or even dead . 
Others simply have no fruit well into the grow-
ing season, thus becoming like parasites that suck 
life-giving water and nutrients from the vine and 
its roots . Such branches are removed from the vine 
to allow the remaining branches more room to 
flourish .

Fuel for fires was always in demand, but these 
branches seem to be a bonfire just to dispose of 
trash . This is an image of judgment (compare 
Luke 3:9) . To be thrown into the fire is a nega-
tive judgment on the faithless and disobedient 
(see Ezekiel 19:12; Matthew 13:42; Revelation 
20:15) .

What Do You Think?
What false vine have you seen as most danger-

ous in drawing people away from Christ?
Digging Deeper
Which false vine seen in Matthew 7:15; 2 Corin-

thians 11:12-14, 26; Galatians 2:4; 2 Peter 2:1-
3; and 1 John 4:1-3 most threatens to sever 
you from the true vine? How will you resist?

7. “If you remain in me and my words remain 
in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be 
done for you.

Jesus began a more direct description of what 
it means to remain in him, tying it to having his 

words remain in a person . This means to have our 
ways of thinking and ways of acting guided by the 
teachings of Jesus . To live in Christ is to live with 
his commands and teachings as our chief influ-
ence (see Colossians 3:16) .

Understanding this helps us know what Jesus 
meant when he promised that we can ask whatever 
we wish and expect it will be done, a reference to 
prayer . This is not some sort of magical formula 
though . Praying to find a chest of pirate treasure 
so we can be rich would not be within the scope 
of Jesus’ promise . Even asking for good things 
may go against God’s will and thus not be given 
(example: Mark 14:35-36) . In all cases, such ask-
ing and promised answering is only for those who 
are deep in the mind-set of Jesus (John 14:14) . If 
we are abiding as he asks, we will not ask some-
thing that is clearly contrary to the will of our 
Lord (16:23-24) .

8. “This is to my Father’s glory, that you 
bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my 
disciples.

Jesus summed this up in three ways . First, this 
faithful remaining and resulting obedience bring 
glory to the Father. Our actions reflect on our 
Lord . Faithful, gracious actions bring God glory . 
Second, faithful remaining will bear much fruit. 
This might be evidence of a godly life, what Paul 
described as the “fruit of the Spirit” (Galatians 
5:22-23) . It is also the reproduction of one’s life in 
the creation of new disciples .

This leads to the third item in Jesus’ summary: 
doing this is the core of being a disciple of Christ . 
Disciple, though now a churchy word, is similar to 
the English word student. Jesus is the teacher from 
whom we learn . He is the teacher we never out-
grow . We are Jesus’ disciples for life .

What Do You Think?
In which area of discipleship are Christians 

weaker: their way of thinking or their way of 
living? Why?

Digging Deeper
Considering passages such as Titus 2:11 and 

Jude 3, what guardrails can Christians erect 
to avoid rationalizing in either area?
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II. The Lord and His Friends
(John 15:9-17)

A. Loving, Joyful Obedience (vv. 9-11)
9. “As the Father has loved me, so have I 

loved you. Now remain in my love.
Jesus moved beyond the vine analogy to speak 

more directly about the relationship between his 
disciples and himself, and among the disciples 
themselves . He began with the most fundamen-
tal dynamic in the universe: God’s love . Jesus tes-
tified to the Father’s love for him throughout the 
book of John . This love is demonstrated by the 
authority the Father gave the Son (John 3:35) and 
the Father’s revealing his plans to the Son (5:20) . 
The Father also loves the Son for his willingness 
to give his life for sinners (10:17) .

The love of the Father for the Son has no start-
ing date (John 17:24) . This relationship of love for 
the Son by the Father is eternal . It is therefore an 
unchanging quality that we can depend on . God’s 
love never changes and never fails . All these things 
that describe the Father’s incredible love for Jesus 
describe, in turn, Jesus’ incredible love for his dis-
ciples . Yet experiencing that love fully requires 
believers to remain in Jesus’ love .

10. “If you keep my commands, you will 
remain in my love, just as I have kept my 
Father’s commands and remain in his love.

Jesus pushed the connection between command -
keeping and love-remaining beyond his relationship 
with his disciples to the ultimate paradigm: his rela-
tionship with his Father . Jesus asked them to con-
sider that he always kept his Father’s commands and 
never departed from his deep, abiding relationship 
with his Father .

We should remember that in our relation-
ship with God, there is not a progression from 
command- keeping to being loved . We are not 
loved because we are obedient; we are loved 

because we are God’s creatures . We cannot earn 
God’s love . The relationship begins with the eter-
nal love of the Father for us, just as the Father’s 
love for the Son has no beginning or end . We are 
obedient because we are loved and return that love 
through keeping the Father’s commands . That is 
how we remain in the Father’s love.

What Do You Think?
What guardrails or spiritual disciplines can you 

put in place to ensure that your keeping of 
Jesus’ commandments does not result in 
pride or a sense of entitlement?

Digging Deeper
Going the other way, what kinds of guardrails 

probably won’t work? Why?

11. “I have told you this so that my joy may 
be in you and that your joy may be complete.

Loving God (and therefore being obedient to 
him) is not drudgery . It brings joy, a full lifetime 
of joy . It may seem bizarre for Jesus to speak of 
great joy on the night of the last supper because of 
what lay ahead: agony in prayer (Luke 22:42-44), 
betrayal (22:48), a sense of abandonment (Mat-
thew 26:56; 27:46; compare Psalm 22), unjust 
trials (Matthew 26:57-68; Luke 22:66–23:25), 
brutal beating (Matthew 27:26), and death by cru-
cifixion (27:27-50) . He would truly be the “man 
of suffering” in the hours ahead (Isaiah 53:3) . Suf-
fering is temporary, though, and the reward for 
endurance is eternal (2 Corinthians 4:16-18) . A 
little later, Jesus promised his disciples that their 
great sorrow and emotional pain would turn into 
joy (John 16:20-22), a situation aided by the com-
ing of the Holy Spirit (16:12-15) .

B. Great, Sacrificial Love (vv. 12-14)
12. “My command is this: Love each other 

as I have loved you.
This command is found in many places in the 

New Testament . In John’s Gospel, it is first intro-
duced in 13:34 . Paul also taught this command 
for believers (Romans 12:10; 13:8; 1 Thessalo-
nians 4:9), as did Peter (1 Peter 1:22) . Neither of 
these apostles learned this new commandment by 
reading John . Instead, the command was learned 
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from Jesus himself, just as John records . There-
fore, this command is one of the core elements of 
being a Christian . 

A non-Christian may indeed be a loving per-
son, but it is difficult to understand how a Chris-
tian could be an unloving person . There are many 
deep and complex issues to the Christian faith, 
but this is not one of them . When asked whom 
we must love, Jesus told a story of actively loving 
one’s enemies (Luke 10:25-37; see lesson 7) . If we 
love our enemies, who are we entitled not to love?

13. “Greater love has no one than this: to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends.

Earlier, Jesus taught that this was to be the ulti-
mate sign of discipleship, a demonstration that 
would mark Christians as different to those out-
side the fellowship (John 13:35) . Now he clarified 
that this love has no limitations . We should love 
one another even to the point of dying for one 
another . This is a tall order indeed!

There is a sense of poignancy here when we 
consider that John, the author of this book, 
would be the only disciple present to die of natural 
causes . According to church history and tradition, 
all the others in the room would give their lives 
for Jesus and the church . John remembered that 
Jesus loved his disciples to the end (John 13:1), but 
they would love him to their ends too . There is no 
greater love  .  .  . than this .

14. “You are my friends if you do what I 
command.

Again, Jesus circled back to the expression of 
our love for him: doing his commands . When we 
accept that the Father has great love for us, we will 
love him in return . We will express our love for 
him by obedience, not rebellion or apathy (com-
pare 1 John 4:19-21) . As this love-and-obey pat-
tern gains strength in our lives, we will find joy 
that comes from God . This puts us in a new cat-
egory . We are Jesus’ friends, motivated out of love 
to do what God requires of us .

C. Chosen Messengers (vv. 15-17)
15. “I no longer call you servants, because 

a servant does not know his master’s business. 
Instead, I have called you friends, for every-
thing that I learned from my Father I have 
made know to you.

A servant ultimately obeys out of fear . A ser-
vant could be harshly punished with near impu-
nity for the owner in the legal system of Jesus’ 
day . Servants were not confidantes of their mas-
ters . Their job was to obey without knowledge or 
comment .

Such blind obedience is not what Jesus expects . 
His disciples are not servants but friends. These 
are not acquaintances or business associates; a 
friend is one for whom a person feels deep affec-
tion and demonstrates loyalty . Few servants 
would ever be considered beloved friends of their 
masters . Jesus disclosed that friendship is the rela-
tionship he has been working toward throughout 
his three-year ministry with the disciples . Their 
knowledge has grown because of Jesus’ many rev-
elations of the nature of the Father and of the 
plans he and the Father have for the future . The 
disciples are “insiders,” friends considered wor-
thy of receiving everything Jesus has learned from 
his Father.

What Do You Think?
What would have to change, if anything, for you 

to be convinced that Jesus considers you a 
“friend” instead of a “servant”?

Digging Deeper
How do Exodus 33:11; Isaiah 41:8; John 11:11; 

and James 2:23 help you answer this?
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1 JeSuS iS a true frienD 1
During my college years, a popular Christian 

song referred to God as a friend . A classmate pro-
tested anytime he heard it . He thought it was 
blasphemy to refer to God—the holy Creator 
of the universe—as a friend . He observed peo-
ple falling in and out of relationship with God 
just as they did with their other friends . He saw 
Christians not honoring God with their actions, 
in the same way they disrespected their friends . 
He pushed the idea that people need to respect 
God as God and not treat him as they treated 
their friends .

My colleague was partially right, but he missed 
what Jesus said . Jesus was willing to sacrifice his 
own life for his friends—friends who would not 
be as loyal and deeply invested . Jesus, God in the 
flesh, exemplified what a true friend is . If Christ 
was willing to lay down his life for the world, then 
we all owe him our lives too . —L . H .-P .

16. “You did not choose me, but I chose you 
and appointed you so that you might go and 
bear fruit—fruit that will last—and so that 
whatever you ask in my name the Father will 
give you.

Jesus also revealed that his relationship with his 
disciples was all part of his plan . To be appointed 
in this sense refers to having been chosen for a 
position of responsibility . The disciples were Jesus’ 
friends-with-purpose, and that purpose is to pro-
duce fruit. This is to be fruit that will last, a ref-
erence not to grapes but to new disciples, new 
friends-with-purpose . This is why they were cho-
sen: Jesus’ multigenerational plan for expanding 
the number and maturity of his followers .

The disciples were reminded that God will give 
them resources in this work . After Jesus had gone, 
the Father would continue to be with them, giving 
what they asked for . These plans and promises are 
for us also, still the disciples of Jesus two millen-
nia later . We are expected to bear fruit . The vine 
of Jesus continues to produce the fruit of new dis-
ciples and spiritual growth even today and will do 
so in the future . Though this does require effort 
on our part, everything we need for our work 
comes from Jesus, not from our own power .

17. “This is my command: Love each other.”
Jesus ended this section by restating the great 

command. Within a few hours, the disciples would 
witness the greatest act of love in history: Jesus’ 
willing, sacrificial death for the sin of the world 
(John 19:16-30) . There is no greater love .

There is no expiration date on this directive . It 
overrides all things that confront us in the Chris-
tian life . Jesus’ disciples will have disagreements . 
Conflicts will be inevitable . But there is never an 
excuse for not loving our brothers and sisters in 
the Lord (1 John 4:7-12) .

Conclusion
A. Unselfish Love

Remaining, obeying, and loving—these are 
the central elements of discipleship . The love of 
Jesus exemplifies all of these . He remains with the 
Father in a relationship so intimate, it is beyond 
our understanding . He always obeys the Father . 
And his great love for the Father overflows to his 
chosen disciples .

In this we understand what biblical love is all 
about . It is conditioned by a lasting, faithful rela-
tionship and expressed by obedience . It is unself-
ish love, given without condition or expectation 
of return . 

In the Gospel of John, the last supper finds 
Jesus teaching about these things . The arrest, 
trials, and crucifixion find him acting out these 
things . The resurrection shows the Father approv-
ing of these things for Jesus: his teachings and 
his actions . Thereby the disciples of Jesus have 
been motivated ever since to follow him unself-
ishly with the purposes of being obedient disci-
ples themselves and of producing new disciples in 
every generation .

B. Prayer
Father, may we show our love for you by obey-

ing your commands . Nurture us so we bear the 
fruit you want to see in our lives . In Jesus’ name 
we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
When we love, we obey .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Divide the class into groups of three . Instruct 

groups to take one minute to list on a sheet of 
paper the ways people connect with others . After 
calling time, reconvene for whole-class sharing of 
lists . (Possible responses: face-to-face conversations, 
e-mail, text messaging, phone calls, social media, 
etc .) Jot responses on the board .

Take a show-of-hands survey of class members 
who use each method . Then pose the following 
questions, but not all at once; allow time for dis-
cussion before moving to the next question .

1–What has been the most significant change 
in communication for you in the last decade?

2–How about the decade before that?
3–How about the decade before even that?
Alternative. If you wish to focus exclusively on 

social media, distribute copies of the “Connect-
ing” activity from the activity page, which you can 
download . Have learners work together in groups 
of three to complete as indicated .

After either exercise above, make a transition by 
saying, “Let’s see what today’s lesson tells us about 
the best way to connect with Jesus .”

Into the Word
Write the following words on the board as 

headers to columns, one word per column:

Remain / Branch(es) / Vine

Have learners form study pairs (or triads) . Then 
distribute handouts (you prepare) on which you 
have reproduced the entirety of the lesson text of 
John 15:4-17 . If your learners have the student 
book, they can use the Scripture page there for 
this activity instead of a handout .

Point to the board and ask pairs to count how 
many times each word occurs in the text . This 
will go faster if learners have pencils or high-
lighters of different colors with which to mark 
findings . The second-best procedure is to mark 

findings with different geometric shapes: a square 
around instances of remain, a triangle around 
instances of vine, etc . After pairs finish, call 
for findings and correct oversights, noting that 
remain, branch(es), and vine occur 11, 4, and 2 
times, respectively . Put those tallies on the board 
under the headers .

Repeat all the above with the words fruit, if, 
and I have. After recording tallies of 6, 5, and 5 
(or six counting the “have I” of verse 9) respec-
tively, ask pairs to decide the two most impor-
tant connections they see among those words . As 
pairs offer their conclusions in whole-class discus-
sion, be prepared to state two of your own . Work 
toward consensus .

Into Life
Pose one or more of the following scenarios for 

whole-class discussion . (Option. Reproduce one or 
more of them on handouts for either whole-class 
or small-group consideration .)

Scenario 1–You inform your boss that the 
restructuring your company requires would 
result in layoffs .

Scenario 2–You discover that your teenager has 
been sneaking out after bedtime . 

Scenario 3–An acquaintance who is known to 
have sociopathic tendencies has been saying 
untrue things about you behind your back .

Pose this question for learners’ responses to any 
or all of the scenarios: “How should today’s lesson 
text have a bearing on framing your thoughts and 
actions regarding this situation?”

Option . Distribute copies of the “Obeying” 
exercise from the activity page for learners to com-
plete individually as indicated . When the time 
limit of one minute expires, ask for volunteers 
to share responses; don’t put anyone on the spot . 
Close with prayer for mentioned and unmen-
tioned challenges .
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his presence: 20 If our hearts condemn us, we 
know that God is greater than our hearts, and 
he knows everything. 21 Dear friends, if our 
hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence 
before God 22 and receive from him anything 
we ask, because we keep his commands and do 
what pleases him. 23 And this is his command: 
to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, 
and to love one another as he commanded us. 
24 The one who keeps God’s commands lives in 
him, and he in them. And this is how we know 
that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he 
gave us.

1 John 3:11-24
11 For this is the message you heard from 

the beginning: We should love one another. 
12 Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the 
evil one and murdered his brother. And why 
did he murder him? Because his own actions 
were evil and his brother’s were righteous. 
13 Do not be surprised, my brothers and sis-
ters, if the world hates you. 14 We know that we 
have passed from death to life, because we love 
each other. Anyone who does not love remains 
in death. 15 Anyone who hates a brother or sis-
ter is a murderer, and you know that no mur-
derer has eternal life residing in him.

16 This is how we know what love is: Jesus 
Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought 
to lay down our lives for our brothers and sis-
ters. 17 If anyone has material possessions and 
sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity 
on them, how can the love of God be in that 
person? 18 Dear children, let us not love with 
words or speech but with actions and in truth.

19 This is how we know that we belong to 
the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in 
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Devotional Reading: Hebrews 13:1-8
Background Scripture: 1 John 3:11-24; 2 John 4-11; 3 John 5-8
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Key Verse
The one who keeps God’s commands lives in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives 

in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us. —1 John 3:24
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Introduction
A. Hated by the World

Blogger Carey Nieuwhof has written that non-
Christians hate Christians because they think 
they are judgmental, hypocritical, and insincere 
friends . But history tells the stories of many Chris-
tians who were none of these things . We can find 
many examples in our churches today of Chris-
tians who refuse to be judgmental, whose lives are 
not hypocritical, and whose friendships are sin-
cere both with believers and nonbelievers . Still, 
some of these exemplary folks suffer persecution, 
even death . There must be a deeper dynamic here .

Most Christians have plenty of room to be 
more Christlike in our relationships with non- 
Christians . But nothing we do will earn the 
world’s love . This was also true for John’s read-
ers . What is to be done in a seemingly no-win 
situation?

B. Lesson Context
The three letters of John were likely written 

about the same time as the Gospel of John, in the 
AD 80s or 90s . The letters reflect a personal rela-
tionship with the readers, like a pastor writing to 
his flock . Indeed, early Christian sources indicate 
that the apostle John left Jerusalem and his home 
region of Galilee to settle in the city of Ephesus . 
Paul had founded the church of Ephesus in the 
mid-50s on his third missionary journey (Acts 
19:1-22) . The city had become a center of Christian 
activity, and this was strengthened by the arrival of 
John 15 to 20 years after Paul . At the time of the 
writing of 1 John, the apostle had served as a pastor 
for the Ephesians for more than a decade .

John wrote as the senior statesman of the church, 
likely the last living of the 12 original apostles . First 
John contains a wide range of topics that summa-
rize the aged apostle’s teachings and advice for his 
beloved “children,” the Christians of Ephesus . The 
letters of John deal with factions within and out-
side the church of Ephesus, which had begun to 
teach many false things (examples: 1 John 2:18, 
22; 4:3) . Included in this list were things like the 
denial of the true humanity of Christ (and there-
fore his atoning death), of the reality of sin in the 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . List several ways Jesus called his disciples to 

show love for fellow believers .
2 . Explain what Jesus meant when he prom-

ised that the world will hate Christians .
3 . Recruit an accountability partner to help 

him or her grow in keeping God’s command to 
love .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Hated by the World
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Cain’s Example (1 John 3:11-15)
 A . Loving from the Beginning (v . 11)
   A Gentle Reminder
 B . Lifeless like Murderers (vv . 12-15)
   The End of Hate Is Death
 II. Christ’s Sacrifice (1 John 3:16-18)
 A . Imitate Jesus (v . 16)
 B . Demonstrate Love (vv . 17-18)
 III. Faith’s Test (1 John 3:19-24)
 A . Of the Heart (vv . 19-22)
 B . Of Actions (vv . 23-24)
Conclusion
 A . Evidence Required
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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lives of the teachers, and of the assurance of salva-
tion for believers as taught by Jesus .

John wrote this epistle against a background 
of false teachers who came to be known as gnos-
tics . Among other things, gnostics taught that it 
did not really matter if a person had morality or 
love—as long as he or she had “secret knowledge .” 
To combat this false teaching, John emphasized 
the interconnection of right belief, right actions, 
and right love . To put it another way, it is the right 
involvement of head, hands, and heart . The child 
of God must believe the truth, obey the com-
mands, and love brothers and sisters in Christ .

John showed that such threats to the faith must 
be dealt with firmly and without compromise, yet 
with a spirit of love . Christians cannot return hate 
and abuse with more hate and abuse . Even in the 
most contentious relationships, love must pre-
vail . Surely this applied to John himself, whose 
teachings were under attack by these heretics . His 
original readers may have witnessed firsthand his 
response to his antagonists, and if this had been 
anything but love, the message of 1 John would 
have a hollow ring .

John demonstrated that if we are in the right 
and “walk in [the truth]” (3 John 3), we can bring 
great confidence to our relationship with anyone . 
This is not arrogance or elitism, but inner strength 
that does not depend on the approval of others for 
personal well-being .

I. Cain’s Example
(1 John 3:11-15)

A. Loving from the Beginning (v. 11)
11. For this is the message you heard from 

the beginning: We should love one another.
The beginning for John refers to his original 

teachings among his readers . His message has 
not evolved or changed, and the basic message is 
still that we should love one another. Furthermore, 
this key concept can be found in the teachings 
of Jesus (see John 13:34-35) . These words of his 
master made a strong impression on the young 
John 50 years earlier, and he never forgot them . 
He does not want his readers to forget or neglect 
them either .

1 a gentle reminDer 1
When the new preacher arrived at our church, 

the members were glad that he was young . They 
thought he would bring new energy to the congre-
gation, which he did . For a month and a half, this 
minister led the congregation through the basic 
principles of the Christian faith and life .

By the fifth week, one of the older members 
told the young man that they already knew what 
he was teaching . The preacher smiled and told her, 
“I said I would not be sharing anything you didn’t 
already know . This series on discipleship is only a 
reminder of how we are supposed to live as Chris-
tians in the world .”

John was doing the same thing that this young 
preacher was doing . Sometimes we all need a gen-
tle reminder of the central message of the Chris-
tian faith—not because we don’t already know it, 
but to make sure we’re living it out in the world .

 —L . H .-P .

B. Lifeless like Murderers (vv. 12-15)
12. Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the 

evil one and murdered his brother. And why 
did he murder him? Because his own actions 
were evil and his brother’s were righteous.

While we usually see hate as the opposite of 
love, John gives a biblical example that shows the 
complexity of our relationships . Why would we 
hate another person? In the story of Cain and his 
brother, Abel, there was an underlying dynamic 
of jealousy . God judged Cain’s offering of agricul-
tural products to be evil, while Abel’s offering of 
choice portions from the animals of his flock were 
deemed righteous (Genesis 4:1-5).

What Do You Think?
Which kind of Bible character inspires you more 

to act in love: positive examples of those who 
did or negative examples of those who didn’t?

Digging Deeper
What biblical characters, other than Jesus or 

Cain, can you name as examples?

We know from the later laws of Israel that a 
“grain offering” was not repugnant to the Lord 
(see Leviticus 6:14; Numbers 4:16), so the fault 
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of Cain was in the unrighteous condition of his 
heart . John’s point is that Cain’s actions con-
firmed his evil heart . His jealousy grew to hatred 
and resulted in murder .

13. Do not be surprised, my brothers and sis-
ters, if the world hates you.

When John wrote of the world, he meant some-
thing more specific (and sinister) than the general 
populace . The world represents those who are in 
rebellion against God, defiantly sinning against 
God’s commands . They have rejected God’s rules 
for living and resent any restrictions on their free-
dom to sin .

The world’s hatred for the church flows out of 
its hatred for God himself . The people of God 
will never be accepted by those who reject God . 
Such hatred of the righteous by the unrighteous 
has changed little in the thousands of years since 
Cain and Abel . This ancient dynamic persists in 
the way the world views the church .

14a. We know that we have passed from 
death to life, because we love each other.

While the world is dead in its wickedness and 
hatred, believers have passed from death to life. This 
fact calls and then empowers Christians to love 
each other, a sign of genuine life in Christ . Our 
assurance of salvation is based on more than our 
love for Jesus . We cannot claim to love the Lord 
while hating others . This reinforces what John has 
already taught about the world . The world hates 
Christians because it hates Jesus .

Hate, of course, may seem strong to describe 
the world’s reaction to Christ . Some people gen-
uinely seem to respect Jesus as a philosopher or 
even prophet who had important things to say . 
However, by rejecting his claim that he is the Son 
of God who redeems people from their sins, they 
fail to love him as they ought . For this reason, the 
world dwells in death when it could pass into life, 
if only it would love Jesus and accept his lordship .

The hatred of Cain is an old story, and the 

hatred of the world is probably not surprising . 
But what about hatred within the family of God? 
It is inconceivable! If a believer doesn’t love other 
members of Christ’s body, it signifies that such a 
person either has never come all the way into life 
or has gone back and now abides in death .

14b. Anyone who does not love remains in 
death.

This verse represents an absolute truth for 
Christians: if you hate your brothers and sisters in 
the faith, you remain in death, spiritual separation 
from God . Such people have not experienced the 
eternal life promised to those who put their faith 
in Jesus (see John 5:24) . They are still under con-
demnation because of sin (3:18) .

15. Anyone who hates a brother or sister is a 
murderer, and you know that no murderer has 
eternal life residing in him.

Jesus taught that anger and disrespectful behav-
ior are comparable to murder (Matthew 5:21-22) . 
Anger and hate feed one another . Human anger 
does not produce God’s righteousness (James 
1:20) . Unchecked and unresolved anger may 
indeed lead to violence and even murder, things 
that should have no place in the church .

Though murder can be coldly calculated (and 
thus reveal a horrifying depth of hatred), more 
often it is a crime of passion committed in a fit of 
anger and hate . This was the case with Cain, who 
seethed with anger against God and his brother 
(Genesis 4:5-6) . The Lord described this deadly 
mix of animosity as “sin  .  .  . at your door” (4:7) .

What Do You Think?
What do you need to do to reject the kind of 

hatred described in 1 John 2:9, 11; 3:15; and 
4:20 while embracing the kind of hatred Jesus 
describes in Luke 14:26?

Digging Deeper
Which of those two tasks will be harder for you? 

Why?

1 the enD of hate iS Death 1
One of my favorite television shows depicted a 

long-held feud between two brothers . Since child-
hood, their father favored the older son because 
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he always showed interest in the family business . 
When the father died, he left the business to both 
sons . The younger brother despised the father’s 
sticking him with a business he didn’t want and a 
partner he resented .

Then the older brother had an accident on the 
job, which sent him to the hospital . Doctors dis-
covered he needed a liver transplant immediately . 
His brother was a match, but would not help 
unless his older brother sold the business . The 
brother refused; they exchanged hateful words . 
These two brothers were so concerned with their 
personal vendettas that one of them almost died .

Hate and jealousy can become fatal . The death-
dealing nature of hate is literal but also subtle . 
These brothers missed out on the loving, life- 
giving relationship that they could have had . The 
energy to exert hate is not worth the costs . Chris-
tians are called to choose love and life over hate 
and death . —L . H .-P .

II. Christ’s Sacrifice
(1 John 3:16-18)

A. Imitate Jesus (v. 16)
16. This is how we know what love is: Jesus 

Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to 
lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters.

Jesus’ Jewish opponents hounded and threat-
ened him throughout his ministry (example: 
John 11:8) . If Jesus had decided to let his emo-
tions turn to murderous hate, he had far greater 
resources than whatever murder weapon Cain 
used . Jesus could have summoned thousands of 
warrior angels to exact his vengeance (Matthew 
26:53) . But he didn’t . Instead, he willingly died for 
the sake of all people, including his killers (Luke 
23:34), John’s first-century readers, and even us . 
Jesus acted out his love with willing purpose, the 
polar opposite of the angry hate of a murderer .

Thus the first measure of love is a practical test . 
When God loved the world, he sent Heaven’s 
greatest gift . Jesus came and laid down his life for 
us — unrepentant enemies of God (see John 3:16; 
Romans 5:8, 10; Colossians 1:21-22) . Love like 
God’s love could give nothing less . God’s children 
should resemble their Father in this kind of love . 

We should be willing to do just about anything for 
our brothers and sisters.

What Do You Think?
How would you explain to someone that 1 John 

3:16 is just as important to memorize as 
John 3:16?

Digging Deeper
How would your explanation to a fellow believer 

differ from your explanation to an unbeliever, 
if at all? Why?

B. Demonstrate Love (vv. 17-18)
17. If anyone has material possessions and 

sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity 
on them, how can the love of God be in that 
person?

Today we might talk about hardening one’s 
heart when we talk about feeling no pity for some-
one (compare Exodus 8:15; 9:34; 2 Corinthians 
6:11) . Jesus’ death for his brothers and sisters 
serves as the ultimate act of love, in contrast to 
Cain’s act of hate .

John pushed this to a smaller scale, something 
within his readers’ daily experience . Most of us 
will not literally die for others (compare Matthew 
16:24-27), yet we have opportunities daily to give 
of our livelihoods, our material possessions, to help 
those in need . Love, like faith, requires evidence in 
our actions (James 2:15-17) . When we accept the 
love of God, we also take the responsibility to prove 
that love in our relationships with others .

18. Dear children, let us not love with words 
or speech but with actions and in truth.

Any claim for loving God should result in 
observable deeds of compassion for others . Lack 
of concern for the needy brings the entire status of 
a Christian into question . John used truth here in 
the sense of veracity, of verifiable actions . He also 
taught that love for God and hate for others can-
not coexist (1 John 4:20) .

John knows that these stern words might con-
vict some of their unfaithful deeds, so he spoke 
with urgency to his dear children, his beloved 
flock . Although false teachers seemed unworried 
about physical actions as evidence of faith, John 
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insisted that loving behavior is the only way to 
really demonstrate love in one’s heart .

What Do You Think?
What are some situations in today’s  churches 

in which John’s stress on the importance of 
truth (a word occurring dozens of times in 
his Gospel and letters) requires the greatest 
measure of tact in light of the need for grace 
(compare John 1:14-17; 2 John 3)?

Digging Deeper
What have you learned from such situations that 

were handled wrongly in that regard?

III. Faith’s Test
(1 John 3:19-24)

A. Of the Heart (vv. 19-22)
19. This is how we know that we belong to 

the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in 
his presence:

John offers a test to determine whether we 
belong to the truth (see 1 John 3:20 commentary, 
below) . To belong to truth is John’s way of saying 
our actions prove we are not acting with guile or 
deceit, but with godly sincerity and honesty .

We should pay attention to our hearts, but not as 
an infallible guide . The heart in biblical thought is 
not simply the center of emotions . The heart is the 
source of our deepest impulses, our motivations, 
our freewill decisions . It is where we make choices .

20. If our hearts condemn us, we know that 
God is greater than our hearts, and he knows 
everything.

Here, a heart that condemns may be rightly 
convicting us of sin that has not been rooted 
out . This seems especially to be what John had in 
mind; if our hearts condemn us, then God has even 
more reason to condemn us because he sees our 
hearts even more clearly than we do!

Yet John’s encouragement is that God is greater 
than our hearts . Our inner voice can be mislead-
ing, an embodiment of our self-centered tenden-
cies or shameful previous behavior . God sees not 
only what our hearts tell us, but also what he 
knows about us . His great love does not condemn 
us when we are in Christ .

21. Dear friends, if our hearts do not con-
demn us, we have confidence before God

If our hearts do not condemn us—do not resist 
helping the needy with acts of love—we should 
feel confidence in our relationship with God . We 
have tamed the heart of stony selfishness and 
allowed it to be a soft heart of obedience and kind-
ness . The hard heart is liable for the judgmental 
wrath of God (see Romans 2:5) . When we act 
in kindness for others, we show that we have a 
new heart, the heart recreated by God’s grace (see 
Psalm 51:10; Ezekiel 11:19) .

22. and receive from him anything we ask, 
because we keep his commands and do what 
pleases him.

The path forward for the believer is to ask the 
right things of God and to do the right things for 
God (see John 15:7; lesson 10) . We are self -testing 
when we look at these things critically . When we 
pray, do we pray for things necessary to do God’s 
will? When we act, do our actions please God 
rather than disappoint him?

B. Of Actions (vv. 23-24)
23a. And this is his command:
The command that John stated here did not 

come from the apostle but from God .
23b. to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus 

Christ, and to love one another as he com-
manded us.

To believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ 
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(compare John 6:29) and to love one another 
cannot be disconnected from each other . True 
believers in Jesus Christ will practice mutual love 
always . Jesus mentioned this repeatedly on the 
final night he spent with his disciples in the upper 
room (see John 13:34; 15:12, 17) . Many decades 
later, John showed us that he had not forgot-
ten his master’s words of that night . Despite the 
many problems and challenges of the church(es) 
John addressed, this controlling ethic never lost its 
power or authority .

Although there are many layers to John’s teach-
ings, he often simplified his discussions to essen-
tial basics at appropriate places . Pleasing God 
requires a clean heart that acts with love for oth-
ers . This is the act of surrender, of putting full 
trust in Jesus with a heart that is willing to fol-
low his teachings . John only taught his “dear chil-
dren” (1 John 3:18; see commentary above) what 
Jesus taught him .

24. The one who keeps God’s commands 
lives in him, and he in them. And this is how 
we know that he lives in us: We know it by the 
Spirit he gave us.

We know we are in fellowship with God if we 
keep his commands. We see evidence of our obe-
dience when our lives show that we are loving one 
another faithfully . The Spirit abides in us, chang-
ing our hearts so that we keep the commands 
from pure motives, not just fear of punishment .

A loving church that serves the needy of its 
community gives witness to the Spirit of God in 
its midst . We please the Father when we follow the 
teachings of his Son and allow his Spirit to guide 
our acts of love for others .

Conclusion
A. Evidence Required

A few years ago, my wife had knee-replacement 
surgery . I chose not to witness the procedure . 
When she came back to her room, I could see 
incisions and stitches, but I could not see an arti-
ficial appliance made of metal and plastic under 
her skin . A small, paranoid part of me wondered 
briefly if it was all fake . Maybe the surgeon and 
hospital conspired to make a few cuts to give the 

appearance of surgery, charged thousands of dol-
lars, and left her old, worn-out knee intact .

It takes time to recover from this operation . At 
first, the pain of healing outweighed the previ-
ous pain of a crippled knee . Gradually, though, 
her knee got better . Now, after complete recovery, 
she has much better mobility and much less pain 
than before . Even though I did not see it placed 
there and cannot see it now, I know there is a new 
knee in my wife’s right leg . I witness the evidence 
every day .

John asks if we love God . He insists we can-
not make a credible claim to loving God if we 
hate other people . Furthermore, we cannot claim 
to love other people without evidence . Does the 
love of God in our hearts result in acts of kind-
ness toward others?

Cain’s heart of hate and anger resulted in mur-
der, a heinous but accurate reflection of his inner 
thoughts . Jesus Christ’s heart of love resulted in 
the willing sacrifice of his life as the Lamb of God 
to take away the sin of the world (John 1:29), the 
same world that John warns will hate Jesus’ fol-
lowers (1 John 3:13) . The paradox is profound, but 
the evidence is there with Jesus . While we were his 
enemies, he died for us (Romans 5:8-10) .

What does the evidence of our lives reveal 
about the secrets of our hearts?

What Do You Think?
What are the one or two most important things 

you learn about pastoral care from today’s 
text?

Digging Deeper
What is the most important thing you can do 

this week to initiate such care directly or to 
support someone who already does so?

B. Prayer
Loving Father, when the world hates us, com-

fort us with your love . Give us the presence of your 
Holy Spirit and new hearts that love one another 
and show our love in our actions . In Jesus’ name 
we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Loving God is shown by loving people .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson
Option. Before class begins, place in chairs cop-

ies of the “Simon Says” exercise on the activity 
page, which you can download, for learners to 
complete as they arrive .

As class begins, have the following written on 
the board:

How can I be confident that . . .
 my car will make the trip?
 I am dressed appropriately for the weather?
 I have enough food for company?
 what I am baking will turn out right?
 I will have enough money to retire?
 I am on time for my appointment?
 I am eating food that is good for me?
 my children are behaving?
 I will wake up on time?
 I am doing a good job at work?

Working down the list line by line, call for a 
show of hands on each entry as you ask, “Who has 
ever had a lack of confidence in this area?” Move 
quickly, and do not get bogged down by discuss-
ing any single response .

Make a transition to Bible study saying, “We 
have been taught by authority or experience what 
works and what doesn’t! Let’s find out what the 
ultimate authority has to say about the number 
one principle that is to frame our actions .”

Into the Word
Divide the class into three groups . Assign desig-

nations and passages to study as follows: Cherish 
Group: 1 John 3:11-15; Sacrifice Group: 1 John 
3:16-18; and Confidence Group: 1 John 3:19-24 . 
Challenge all groups to use their assigned pas-
sages to answer this question: “How do we know 
we are acting in love as God desires?” Challenge 
groups to summarize their conclusions in 140 
characters or less, which is the traditional limit 
for tweets . You should decide in advance whether 
spaces count in those 140 characters . By compari-

son, the first paragraph on this page has 140 char-
acters, not counting the 27 spaces . (Option. Allow 
summaries of up to 280 characters, which is the 
revised limit for tweets .)

Allow groups at least 10 minutes . Move among 
the groups to offer hints as needed; a first hint is 
to be found in the name of each group . After call-
ing time, have groups share their summaries and 
explain their reasoning . Expect responses such 
as the following (others are possible): Cherish 
Group: 1 John 3:11-15—Godly love treats others 
as family members to be cherished, not as rivals 
to be conquered . Sacrifice Group: 1 John 3:16-
18—Godly love sacrifices for the good of others, 
never using others for personal benefit . Confi-
dence Group: 1 John 3:19-24—Godly love makes 
us increasingly confident of God’s care .

Option. Begin the above activity with a mini 
lecture on the context . Focus on the contrast 
between the way people of worldly and Christian 
outlooks interact both with those of their kind 
and with those of the opposite viewpoint in terms 
of love (or lack thereof) . Distribute copies of the 
“God’s Outlook vs . World’s Outlook” exercise 
from the activity page for learners to complete as 
indicated . You can use it as a framework for the 
mini lecture .

Into Life
Have learners form pairs of accountability part-

ners . Include yourself in the pairings if you have 
an odd number of class members . In the coming 
week, accountability partners should contact each 
other once or twice to ask the following questions 
(create and distribute these on handouts):

1–What positive characteristic of a non–family 
member did you appreciate better so far this week?

2–In what way have you made a purposeful sac-
rifice for the good of someone so far this week?

3–In what way have you experienced more 
closeness with God by modeling his kind of love?
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to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself 
some of the money you received for the land? 
4 Didn’t it belong to you before it was sold? And 
after it was sold, wasn’t the money at your dis-
posal? What made you think of doing such a 
thing? You have not lied just to human beings 
but to God.”

5 When Ananias heard this, he fell down and 
died. And great fear seized all who heard what 
had happened. 6 Then some young men came 
forward, wrapped up his body, and carried him 
out and buried him.

7 About three hours later his wife came in, 
not knowing what had happened. 8 Peter asked 
her, “Tell me, is this the price you and Ananias 
got for the land?”

“Yes,” she said, “that is the price.”
9 Peter said to her, “How could you conspire 

to test the Spirit of the Lord? Listen! The feet 
of the men who buried your husband are at the 
door, and they will carry you out also.”

10 At that moment she fell down at his feet and 
died. Then the young men came in and, finding 
her dead, carried her out and buried her beside 
her husband. 11 Great fear seized the whole 
church and all who heard about these events.

Acts 4:32-37
32 All the believers were one in heart and 

mind. No one claimed that any of their posses-
sions was their own, but they shared everything 
they had. 33 With great power the apostles con-
tinued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at 
work in them all 34 that there were no needy 
persons among them. For from time to time 
those who owned land or houses sold them, 
brought the money from the sales 35 and put it 
at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to 
anyone who had need.

36 Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the 
apostles called Barnabas (which means “son of 
encouragement”), 37 sold a field he owned and 
brought the money and put it at the apostles’ 
feet.

Acts 5:1-11
1 Now a man named Ananias, together with 

his wife Sapphira, also sold a piece of property. 
2 With his wife’s full knowledge he kept back 
part of the money for himself, but brought the 
rest and put it at the apostles’ feet.

3 Then Peter said, “Ananias, how is it that 
Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied 
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Introduction
A. Never a Discouraging Word

Today’s country music reflects many influences . 
One of these from the past century was the sing-
ing cowboy . Cowboy music was not about cheatin’ 
husbands and loyal wives standin’ by their men . It 
was about “The Red River Valley” or the “Streets 
of Laredo .” They sang, “Yippee-kai-yai-ay, get 
along, little dogies .” It might seem strange now, 
but many cowboy singers included yodeling in 
their repertoire .

One classic cowboy song induced nostalgia for 
when American culture was not urbanized . Writ-
ten in 1872 by Brewster Higley, “Home on the 
Range” includes this chorus:

Home, home on the range, 
Where the deer and the antelope play;
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word
And the skies are not cloudy all day .

Such a romantic picture of the past! Is there a 
place now “where seldom is heard a discouraging 
word”? Who wouldn’t want to live there?

Discouragement thrives among us today, but 
we are not unusual . The history of the Wild West, 
where the cowboys sang, was full of reasons for 
discouragement, not the least of which was the 
violence against the native peoples . The early 
church also had its share of discouragement . Then, 
like now, encouragers were needed to be examples .

B. Lesson Context
Luke and Acts comprise a two-volume work 

written by a single author, assumed to be Luke, 
the physician and companion of Paul (Colossians 
4:14) . The first volume, the Gospel of Luke, tells 
the story of Jesus: his birth, ministry, crucifixion, 
and resurrection . The second volume, the Acts of 
the Apostles, tells the story of the first-century 
church, beginning in Jerusalem and ending with 
Paul’s arrival in the imperial capital city, Rome .

We look to the book of Acts to understand the 
nature of the church in its infancy . By so doing, 
we hope to understand better Christ’s intention 
for his church, as enacted through his trusted 
apostles, and thereby understand what the church 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . List faithful practices of the first-century 

church .
2 . Contrast the actions of the first-century 

church in general with the actions of Ananias 
and Sapphira specifically .

3 . Examine personal giving practices and cre-
ate a plan to correct any selfish or dishonest hab-
its that have been formed .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Never a Discouraging Word
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Generosity Exercised (Acts 4:32-37)
 A . Unity in Purpose (vv . 32-35)
 B . Example of Giving (vv . 36-37)
   More Than Words
 II. Deception Exposed (Acts 5:1-11)
 A . A Couple’s Plan (vv . 1-2)
 B . Satan and Ananias (vv . 3-6)
 C . The Spirit and Sapphira (vv . 7-11)
   Fraud Reports
Conclusion
 A . An Encouraging Word
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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should be today . From Acts we realize the church’s 
primary mission: to share the gospel “to the ends 
of the earth” (Acts 1:8) . We learn that this imper-
ative to preach the good news about Jesus must 
withstand ridicule (example: 2:13), doubters 
(example: 3:11-12), and even coordinated perse-
cution (example: 4:1-3) .

Yet the first-century church in Jerusalem had 
its share of problems . It faced leadership succes-
sion issues (Acts 1:15-26) . It had organizational 
challenges (6:1-6) . The beloved fellowship even 
suffered from dishonesty concerning financial 
disclosure (Acts 5:1-11; see commentary below) .

I. Generosity Exercised
(Acts 4:32-37)

A. Unity in Purpose (vv. 32-35)
32. All the believers were one in heart and 

mind. No one claimed that any of their pos-
sessions was their own, but they shared every-
thing they had.

All the believers is a unanimous majority, for 
they are one in heart and mind. Heart signifies the 
determined will of these people—they had com-
mon desires and plans . Mind is elsewhere trans-
lated “soul” (Mark 8:36; Luke 10:27; etc .) . It 
represents the inner self, the life force . The Old 
Testament uses the phrase “heart and soul” to 
indicate the entire person (examples: Deuteron-
omy 13:3; Joshua 22:5) . In these examples, the 
people are called to love God with all of their 
being; they were to leave no part separate to adore 
any other god .

Just as the church was united in devotion to 
the Lord, so they were united in showing that love 
through service to one another . Their purpose was 
to share wealth so that no one suffered poverty’s 
devastations (Acts 2:44-45) . They shared every-
thing they had. This does not mean they surren-
dered all their money, possessions, and property 
to the church leaders and lived a fully communal 
life . Instead, everyone gave generously to provide 
for those in need . This fulfilled the intent of the 
law to ensure there were “no poor people among 
you” (Deuteronomy 15:4), a longtime goal for the 
people of God .

33-34a. With great power the apostles con-
tinued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at 
work in them all that there were no needy per-
sons among them.

This loving, unified community allowed the 
apostles to continue their powerful preaching with-
out undue distractions . With the crucifixion still 
fresh in the minds of Jerusalem’s residents, the 
apostles proclaimed the resurrection of  .  .  . Jesus . 
Nonbelievers witnessed a community bound by 
love for one another and heard a life-changing 
message from their leaders .

Grace is a sign of God’s favor (examples: Luke 
2:40; Acts 11:23) . Although we primarily think of 
grace as a factor in forgiveness, it is not exclusively 
linked to forgiveness . It is a gift given by God to 
strengthen his people . God worked through their 
willingness to serve and blessed them as they loved 
one another .

34b-35. For from time to time those who 
owned land or houses sold them, brought the 
money from the sales and put it at the apos-
tles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who 
had need.

Pentecost saw 3,000 men respond to Peter’s 
preaching (Acts 2:41), a number that grew to 
5,000 (4:4) . Perhaps not all of these were active 
in the fellowship, for some had likely been short-
term pilgrims to Jerusalem (2:5) . Even so, many 
hundreds (at least) were involved on a weekly, even 
daily, basis . This large group would have naturally 
included some wealthy folks and some struggling 
to put food on their tables .

In this situation, God chose to provide for needs 
not through miraculous multiplication of loaves 
and fish (Luke 9:16-17) or through manna from 
Heaven (Psalm 78:24) . Instead, the Spirit moved 
the hearts of the wealthy to sell land and houses 
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and release the proceeds to the apostles . This was 
done by bringing the money from such sales and 
laying the coins at the apostles’ feet, thus giving it 
to the church’s leaders to be used appropriately .

At least one way the distribution was made was 
in food for the hungry (see Acts 6:1) . The church 
leaders may also have distributed money to the 
believers (consider 2 Corinthians 8:19-20), trust-
ing that any funds requested were needed and 
trusting the Spirit to guide their giving aid . This 
resulted in a community where needs were met .

What Do You Think?
How do you see the progressive modifications 

to meeting needs from Acts 2:44-45 to 4:32-
35 to 6:1-6 to 1 Timothy 5:3-16 applying to 
your church?

Digging Deeper
How should your own role change in that 

regard?

B. Example of Giving (vv. 36-37)
36. Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the 

apostles called Barnabas (which means “son of 
encouragement”),

Joseph has a nickname, given to him by the apos-
tles, that reflects his character . He has earned the 
designation son of encouragement by his talk and 
actions . This is the only verse in the book of Acts 
that refers to him as Joseph; elsewhere (more than 
two dozen times) he is always Barnabas .

What Do You Think?
What positive and descriptive nickname would 

you like to have with regard to your service 
for Christ?

Digging Deeper
What do you need to do to move toward such a 

bestowal or recognition?

Barnabas was from the tribe of Levi, which was 
the priestly tribe (Deuteronomy 18:1-8) . We don’t 
know whether he lived in Jerusalem or was only 
visiting there from Cyprus, the third largest island 
in Mediterranean . That island hosted a consider-
able Jewish population, as suggested by the multi-

ple synagogues in the city of Salamis (Acts 13:5) . 
It is possible that Barnabas had some duties to 
attend to that took him to the temple .

Later, Barnabas is reintroduced as an emissary 
from the Jerusalem church to the congregation in 
Antioch of Syria (Acts 11:22) . Here, Barnabas is 
described as a “good man” who was “full of the 
Holy Spirit and faith” (11:24a) . In Antioch, Barn-
abas lived up to his name as an encourager of the 
brothers and sisters, with the result that many 
were added to the church (11:24b) . Barnabas was 
the first in Jerusalem to put aside suspicion and 
welcome Paul as a brother in Christ (9:27) . The 
two were missionaries together (Acts 13–14) and 
close companions (examples: 1 Corinthians 9:6; 
Galatians 2:1, 9, 13) .

37. sold a field he owned and brought the 
money and put it at the apostles’ feet.

Barnabas served as the example of those who 
owned land and sold it to raise money for the care 
of the needy in the congregation . He acted in a 
straightforward manner, already outlined (see 
commentary on Acts 4:34b-35, above) . He gave 
with no expectation of receiving anything in 
return (see Luke 6:34) .

1 more than WorDS 1
“Discouragement is not the absence of ade-

quacy but the absence of courage” (Neal A . Max-
well) . People all around us have the ability, but 
not the courage, to accomplish their full potential . 
When we encourage them, we are not building 
them up with platitudes or falsehoods . Instead, 
we’re helping them see the truth about themselves 
and the situation they’re facing .

Sometimes our encouragement offers more 
than words . When we help a struggling college 
student with his tuition, when we buy a bag of 
groceries for an underpaid single mother, or when 
we send a Christmas gift to a missionary far from 
home, we’re doing more than telling them better 
days are ahead . We’re actually relieving pressure 
that is preventing them from doing their best .

Study the life of Barnabas and you’ll see that he 
always did more than talk . He gave . He helped . 
He accompanied . Which of those last three is 
your weakest area? —M . T .
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II. Deception Exposed
(Acts 5:1-11)

A. A Couple’s Plan (vv. 1-2)
1-2. Now a man named Ananias, together 

with his wife Sapphira, also sold a piece of 
property. With his wife’s full knowledge he 
kept back part of the money for himself, but 
brought the rest and put it at the apostles’ feet.

Ananias and Sapphira serve as the negative 
counterpoint to Barnabas . Our initial impression 
may be that the negative part is that in selling a 
piece of property and, unlike Barnabas, giving less 
than 100 percent of the proceeds is the problem . 
But that will prove to be the wrong conclusion as 
the rest of the story unfolds .

B. Satan and Ananias (vv. 3-6)
3-4. Then Peter said, “Ananias, how is it that 

Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied 
to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself 
some of the money you received for the land? 
Didn’t it belong to you before it was sold? And 
after it was sold, wasn’t the money at your dis-
posal? What made you think of doing such a 
thing? You have not lied just to human beings 
but to God.”

The decision by Ananias and Sapphira to sell 
property was not wrong . Giving less than 100 per-
cent of the proceeds for distribution among the 
needy was not wrong . What was wrong was the 
deliberate misrepresentation (lying) . The plot to 
deceive the apostles, by the two making them-
selves appear to be more generous than they actu-
ally were, tainted what otherwise could have been 
an act that modeled generosity . To lie to human 
beings is bad enough; to lie to the Holy Spirit is 
much worse! Ananias knew that the money he had 
placed at Peter’s feet was only part of the sale price, 
and, to his surprise, Peter knew it too .

An honest accounting of the sale would have 
been something like, “We sold land, but because 
of our financial situation, we can give only half 
the money .” This could have served as a giving- 
stimulus to others who felt it necessary to keep 
part of what was received in a sale of property . 
But by misrepresenting the proceeds as the whole 

instead of only the part that it actually was, Ana-
nias committed moral fraud .

Peter’s accusation You have not lied just to 
human beings but to God repeats and emphasizes 
the accusation of sinning against the deity . This 
also betrays Ananias’s lack of belief in the abil-
ity of God to be aware of such an attempt . The 
masquerade further betrays that Ananias’s lack of 
belief in the Holy Spirit’s power to work his will 
in the church . 

Thus we are struck by the absurdity of attempt-
ing to lie to God . God always knows the truth 
and will never be fooled by human deception . 
Yet Ananias carried out a plan that depended on 
God’s not knowing and/or not caring! Peter’s con-
demnation came in stark terms—and Peter him-
self knew what it was like to be accused of being 
under the influence of Satan (see Matthew 4:10; 
compare Luke 22:3) . 

What Do You Think?
How does this lesson cause you to rethink your 

own giving pattern?
Digging Deeper
How important are the additional considerations 

of Luke 3:11; 18:22 to your answer?

5a. When Ananias heard this, he fell down 
and died.

Neither God nor Peter gave Ananias a chance to 
mount a defense . The time for lying was over . The 
man’s instant death was clear evidence to those 
watching that God knew Ananias’s heart and was 
angered by what he saw .

5b. And great fear seized all who heard what 
had happened.

Fear is sometimes an unfaithful reaction, as 
when it causes a person to act without faith in 
God . But in this case, the fear seems to be of the 
type that causes greater respect for God . Though 
this reaction may have been limited to believers, 
likely others living in Jerusalem also heard the 
tale and were afraid . There is no record of anyone 
having cried “Injustice!” when they heard . That is 
perhaps a testimony to the reputation of Ananias . 
The reaction was fear of God’s wrath rather than 
indignation on behalf of the dead man .
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What Do You Think?
What deeper role should accountability play in 

your service to Christ’s church?
Digging Deeper
How do texts such as Ezra 8:33-34; Nehemiah 

13:13; Daniel 6:1-4; and/or Hebrews 13:17 
help shape your conclusion?

6. Then some young men came forward, 
wrapped up his body, and carried him out and 
buried him.

The burial was hasty and unceremonious . Any 
funeral service was no more than what was min-
imally necessary (compare and contrast John 
19:40) .

C. The Spirit and Sapphira (vv. 7-11)
7. About three hours later his wife came in, 

not knowing what had happened.
News of the death spread quickly, but no one 

told Ananias’s wife, Sapphira . This emphasizes 
how quickly events were moving along: she was 
not even present when they buried her husband . 
She entered the room assuming that Ananias had 
delivered his gift and received praise and honor . 
She likely expected the same thing .

8. Peter asked her, “Tell me, is this the price 
you and Ananias got for the land?”

“Yes,” she said, “that is the price.”
Peter confronted Sapphira immediately, ask-

ing only if the price quoted by Ananias was true . 
This gave her a chance to be honest where her hus-
band had been deceitful . Sadly, her story matched 
Ananias’s, confirming that her husband had acted 
with her full knowledge and approval .

Acts does not reveal what motivated Ananias 
and Sapphira to perpetrate this fraud . But we can 
easily imagine it was tied to esteem in the church . 
After seeing Barnabas’s standing improve follow-
ing his generous gifts, this couple was probably 
envious and wanted to garner such positive rec-
ognition too .

9a. Peter said to her, “How could you con-
spire to test the Spirit of the Lord? 

Peter wasted no time and minced no words tell-
ing Sapphira where she had gone wrong . She had 

tested the Spirit of the Lord. We can never tempt 
God with evil and expect him to fail (see James 
1:13) . We can, however, try the patience of God 
with a test . Those who test the patience of God 
play a dangerous game, a fool’s game (see Deuter-
onomy 6:16) . The sense of testing here is very sim-
ilar to Jesus’ temptation (Luke 4:1-13) . Satan there 
intended to make Jesus act contrary to his iden-
tity as the Son of God; here Ananias and Sapphira 
unwittingly tested the Spirit, only to learn that he 
is also powerful in the church to guide it in holi-
ness . Jesus did not fail in the wilderness; the Spirit 
did not fail in Jerusalem .

What Do You Think?
If a similar situation regarding intentional 

deception in your church came to your 
attention, what would you do?

Digging Deeper
Is there a single, step-by-step way to handle 

such a situation? Why, or why not?

1 frauD rePortS 1
Forbes magazine quoted the study Status of 

Global Mission 2013 that reported a staggering 
amount of embezzlement fraud among church-
goers . One line item, “Ecclesiastical Crime,” pro-
jected losses of $37 billion worldwide . Another $8 
billion was lost due to mismanagement of funds . 
The study contrasts these amounts with the $32 
billion it says was given to mission work the same 
year .

Ananias and Sapphira may have been the first 
believers to commit financial fraud in the church, 
but clearly they were not the last . These reports do 
not document the effect on the individuals who 
commit these crimes . Their dishonesty or desper-
ation has damaged their souls, and that fact leads 
us to look at our own attitudes toward the money 
we give to the church .

Are we giving only because others are giving? 
Are we pretending that we’re giving a sacrificial 
gift, while actually contributing from our over-
flow? If so, although our names may never make it 
into a fraud report, the “fraud” label might never- 
theless apply . —M . T .
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9b-10. “Listen! The feet of the men who bur-
ied your husband are at the door, and they will 
carry you out also.”

At that moment she fell down at his feet and 
died. Then the young men came in and, find-
ing her dead, carried her out and buried her 
beside her husband.

As with her husband, Sapphira had no further 
opportunity to defend herself . Barely three hours 
after Ananias was struck dead, the young men fin-
ished interring him only to return to more work . 
Without resting, they buried Sapphira beside her 
husband . The haste suggests that neither the Spirit 
nor the church would waste any time before root-
ing out wickedness in the midst of the body of 
Christ .

This story may trouble some of us . A primary 
problem is that the penalty of death seems too 
severe to us . These two did something good (gave 
money for the poor), although in a selfish manner . 
Didn’t they deserve some credit? 

Furthermore, the story puts Peter in an uncom-
fortable role as the stern judge who does not hes-
itate to pronounce the fate that would befall 
Sapphira . Couldn’t he at least have given Sapphira 
a warning when asking about the details? “Don’t 
lie to me, sister, I’m warning you!”

Both of these objections again find their best 
answer in the Spirit’s interest in keeping the 
church holy . Though the world may claim that the 
ends justify the means, Christian ethics requires 
the ends and the means to work together virtu-
ously . When Paul wrote later about spiritual gifts, 
he made a similar point . No gift on its own is 
worth anything; only the correct motivation, 
coming from the heart, can give those gifts any 
value (1 Corinthians 13; see lesson 8) .

11. Great fear seized the whole church and 
all who heard about these events.

The community fear caused by Ananias and 
Sapphira’s deaths intensified . Surely the people 
wondered what was going on in this fellowship! 
No one seemed to question that God had acted 
in a powerful, judicious way . Barnabas encour-
aged all who aspired to be generous; Ananias and 
Sapphira terrified all who believed they could fool 
God and the church with false piety and lies .

Conclusion
A. An Encouraging Word

While we may not understand exactly how the 
Spirit works in the church or what he is up to all 
the time, church business is serious business . Faith 
and fraud cannot coexist . For this reason, when 
we allow the Spirit to lead us, we will be genu-
ine givers like Barnabas, not sly and deceitful like 
Ananias and Sapphira .

Dishonesty within the church can destroy it 
entirely and must be dealt with severely . The very 
thought of doing a good deed to receive kudos 
and honors violates the spirit of charity . As Jesus 
taught, when we give for relief of the poor, it 
should be so private that our left hand doesn’t 
know about the money our right hand put in the 
offering basket (Matthew 6:3) . This requires a 
delicate balance of being a witness at the same 
time (5:16) . But when we yield our hearts to the 
Spirit, we know that he sees our deeds and blesses 
them (6:4) .

B. Prayer
Lord God, forgive us when we attempt to 

deceive you and Christ’s body . Help us to genu-
inely seek to encourage . In Jesus’ name we pray . 
Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
The Spirit works powerfully in the church .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson 
Write these two propositions on the board:

Overall, we live in a generous culture.
Overall, we live in a selfish culture.

Divide the class in half, assigning one proposi-
tion to each . Direct each group to take about five 
minutes to list reasons that support its assigned 
proposition .

After calling time, have groups share their 
lists in whole-class discussion . Possible responses 
to expect in support of “generous culture” are 
accounts of volunteering to clean up after natu-
ral disasters and donations to charitable organi-
zations . Responses in support of “selfish culture” 
may include examples of insider-trading scandals 
in the stock market and frauds perpetrated on the 
elderly .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the “Truth 
from an Atheist?” exercise from the activity page, 
which you can download . Have learners form 
study pairs to complete it as indicated .

After either activity ask, “As we consider our 
own needs and wants, how do we know when 
we’ve crossed the line into selfishness? And how 
do we ensure that our generosity isn’t really a form 
of selfishness? Let’s consider how today’s text can 
answer such questions .”

Into the Word 
Divide the class in half . One half will take the 

role of Barnabas and the other the role of Ananias 
and Sapphira in answering the following interview 
questions . Provide groups with these questions on 
handouts (you prepare):

1–How does the Jerusalem church respond to the 
needs of its members?

2–What have you seen this initiative accomplish?
3–Why should people see this work as an act of God 

rather than simply as good people doing good 
things?

4–How do you personally feel about parting with 
your possessions?

5–We understand that you made a substantial con-
tribution . How would you like people to react to 
your generosity?

Allow groups about 15 minutes to read the text 
of Acts 4:32–5:11 and prepare responses in the 
character of either Barnabas or Ananias and Sap-
phira, as assigned . As groups work, move among 
them to help as needed . Encourage use of the text 
to inform learners’ “sanctified imaginations” to 
depict the motivation of their assigned character(s) . 
Act as interviewer in posing the above questions 
after group preparations are complete .

Into Life
Write on the board the following habits of gen-

erous people:
Generous people budget their money and time.
Generous people build relationships that make 

them available to help others.
Generous people avoid the spotlight.

In whole-class discussion, invite learners to 
respond to this list in explaining the value of each . 
Expect responses such as these: Having budgets 
helps avoid wasting resources by considering how 
they will be spent; we cannot know what we can 
give if we do not know what we have . Building 
relationships recognizes that we accomplish more 
together; being an active part of a serving group 
increases our outreach . Avoiding the spotlight hon-
ors Jesus’ instruction in Matthew 6:1-4, as bal-
anced by Matthew 5:14-16 .

Option. Distribute copies of the “My Response 
to Need” exercise from the activity page for learn-
ers to complete the first part as indicated, time 
limit of one minute . This can also be a take-home 
exercise . If the latter, increase the likelihood of 
completion by announcing that you will begin 
the next class by asking volunteers to share results .

November 22 ■ 104 ■ Responsive Love

1628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   1041628020-NIV Bible Teacher-Body.indd   104 1/27/20   1:48 PM1/27/20   1:48 PM



■     105

you are doing right. 9 But if you show favorit-
ism, you sin and are convicted by the law as law-
breakers. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law 
and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it. 11 For he who said, “You shall 
not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not 
murder.” If you do not commit adultery but do 
commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker.

12 Speak and act as those who are going to be 
judged by the law that gives freedom, 13 because 
judgment without mercy will be shown to any-
one who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs 
over judgment.

James 2:1-13
1 My brothers and sisters, believers in our 

glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show 
favoritism. 2 Suppose a man comes into your 
meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, 
and a poor man in filthy old clothes also comes 
in. 3 If you show special attention to the man 
wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good 
seat for you,” but say to the poor man, “You 
stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” 
4 have you not discriminated among yourselves 
and become judges with evil thoughts?

5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has 
not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes 
of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit 
the kingdom he promised those who love him? 
6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not 
the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not 
the ones who are dragging you into court? 
7 Are they not the ones who are blaspheming 
the noble name of him to whom you belong?

8 If you really keep the royal law found in 
Scripture, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” 
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Introduction
A. Discrimination

A long-standing view among many people of 
various faiths holds that wealth is a sign of God’s 
blessing . We reason (even if subconsciously) that 
if God is showing favor to this person, we should 
honor that person also . On the other hand, pov-
erty is a sign of God’s withholding his favor, per-
haps even of God’s curse . We reason that if people 
are suffering from poverty, their relationship with 
God must be negative, and we should not accom-
modate them .

Nowhere is this erroneous belief seen more 
clearly than in prosperity gospel preaching and 
teaching . Simply put, ministers of this false doc-
trine teach that healing and wealth can both be 
yours  .  .  . if you have enough faith, which is shown 
through how much money you give to the church . 
This often results in the ministers themselves 
becoming wealthy while their congregants wait 
for miracles of health and wealth that never seem 
to show up . The ministers are afforded great honor 
and position while many people suffer . But should 
wealthy members receive more attention and have 
more influence than members with little money? 
Are the wealthy really more beloved by God?

B. Lesson Context
James described himself as a “servant of  .  .  . the 

Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1) . This author could 
have made a bolder claim, however, for he was the 
half brother of Jesus . Everyone in their hometown 
of Nazareth assumed they were natural brothers, 
two out of five: Jesus, James, Joseph, Judas, and 
Simon (Mark 6:3) . The order the brothers are 
listed in implies that James was the second oldest 
of the brothers and would have become the family 
head after the death, resurrection, and ascension 
of Jesus . The boys grew up together in a faith-
ful Jewish household in rural Galilee . They both 
learned the carpenter’s trade in their father’s work-
shop and studied and worshipped in the village 
synagogue .

Although James did not believe in Jesus as the 
Messiah during Jesus’ ministry (John 7:5), a dra-
matic change occurred after the resurrection, 

Lesson Aims
After participating in this lesson, each learner 

will be able to:
1 . Identify specific behaviors that demon-

strated the church’s underlying partiality .
2 . Explain how following Jesus’ command 

to love should have prevented Christians from 
showing favoritism .

3 . Discuss practices of his or her church that 
may discriminate against certain types of indi-
viduals and develop a plan to correct those 
actions .

Lesson Outline
Introduction
 A . Discrimination
 B . Lesson Context
 I. Favoring the Wealthy (James 2:1-4)
 A . Attitude of Jesus (v . 1)
   A Special Football Camp
 B . Case Study (vv . 2-4) 
 II. Favoring the Poor (James 2:5-7)
 A . In Faith (v . 5)
   Rich in God
 B . Against Oppression (vv . 6-7)
 III. Favoring the Neighbor (James 2:8-13)
 A . Royal Law (vv . 8-11)
 B . Law of Liberty (vv . 12-13)
Conclusion
 A . Two Laws
 B . Prayer
 C . Thought to Remember
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following an encounter with the risen Christ 
(1 Corinthians 15:7) . Acts tells us that the brothers 
of Jesus (including James) were part of the earliest 
fellowship in Jerusalem that became the church 
(Acts 1:14) . James became a leader in the Jerusa-
lem church (15:13) .

It is not surprising, therefore, to find that James 
was very familiar with Jesus’ teachings . He echoes 
the oral instruction of Jesus with confidence that 
his own teaching is true to Jesus’ original intent .

The epistle of James reflects a very early stage in 
the development of the church, when it was com-
posed primarily of Jewish Christians . The con-
gregation he is addressing in the letter seems to 
be made up entirely of Jewish believers in Christ . 
So, for example, James could easily reference Jew-
ish customs or laws without needing to explain 
himself to his audience (see James 2:8-11, below) . 
His audience would have been familiar with the 
value of the Jewish law for ethical guidance, while 
understanding its inadequacy for salvation by 
faith in Christ .

I. Favoring the Wealthy
(James 2:1-4)

A. Attitude of Jesus (v. 1)
1. My brothers and sisters, believers in our 

glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show 
favoritism.

Following the assertion that religion God 
desires from his people requires caring for the 
aff licted and pursuing holiness (James 1:27), 
James transitioned to a discussion about favorit-
ism. This biased treatment can be seen when we 
treat one person better than others . It can also be 
seen in prejudice, in which we treat a person worse 
than others . Note that James does not seem con-
cerned about whether a person deserves better or 
worse treatment .

James exhorted his audience to be faithful in 
following the example of our glorious Lord Jesus 
Christ in the ways they interact with others . Doing 
so requires knowing how Jesus interacted with 
others . Because Jesus is God, Christians can look 
at God’s own attributes and know what Jesus is 
like, and vice versa . So if God does not practice 

favoritism (Romans 2:11; Ephesians 6:9; Colos-
sians 3:25), we know that Jesus also does not show 
favoritism .

Paul also used the idea of impartiality toward 
others in several ways . It served as an assumption 
for his famous speech in Athens, where he claimed 
that all human beings are the offspring of one man 
and one God (Acts 17:24-28) . Peter, too, with an 
initial animosity toward Gentiles, also came to 
understand that God wants to welcome all peo-
ple into his family (10:34-35; see 15:7), allowing 
Peter to evangelize and baptize Cornelius and his 
household (10:44-48) .

1 a SPeCial football CamP 1
In 2010, Ed McCaffrey, a former wide receiver 

for the Denver Broncos, recruited former and cur-
rent Broncos players to serve as coaches at a new 
football camp . High school players attended, but 
as mentors and friends, not campers . The camp-
ers were about 40 players with Down syndrome, 
from age 7 to adults .

To this day at the Dare to Play Football Camp, 
each camper is paired with a buddy from a high 
school football team . The camp fills a need often 
lacking for people who have Down syndrome—
the opportunity to play a team sport . The expe-
rience not only teaches football skills but also 
nurtures friendships for children and adults who 
are frequently left out of group activities .

Sadly, it’s not just secular society that pushes 
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certain people to the sidelines . Churches often 
struggle to be communities where children and 
adults with special needs are genuinely integral to 
the faith family . What can you and your church 
do to team up with people who usually don’t get 
to participate? —A . S .

B. Case Study (vv. 2-4)
2-3. Suppose a man comes into your meeting 

wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor 
man in filthy old clothes also comes in. If you 
show special attention to the man wearing fine 
clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for you,” 
but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or 
“Sit on the floor by my feet,”

James offered a hypothetical situation to illus-
trate why showing special attention to one person 
over another is unfitting for Christians . What if 
during your weekly meeting as a church, two vis-
itors appeared? One wears expensive, sparkling-
clean clothes and flaunts his wealth by wearing an 
expensive gold ring . The other one wears filthy, 
ragged clothes and has no jewelry .

James suggested the man with the appearance 
of wealth would be escorted to a comfortable seat 
where he could hear and see everything in the ser-
vice . The man who seems poor would be told to sit 
on the floor or stand in the back . These behaviors 
would seem natural in a boardroom or restaurant 
perhaps, but in the church, this hypothetical situ-
ation should make us feel very uneasy .

What Do You Think?
How do the implications of verses 2-3 for you 

change, if at all, as you realize that those 
working at minimum wage in America are in 
the top 10 percent standard of living in the 
world?

Digging Deeper
In what ways are “the poor” of today wealthier 

than “the rich” of the first century AD? Why is 
this question important?

4. have you not discriminated among your-
selves and become judges with evil thoughts?

Because this scenario would not be surprising 
in many settings, it is not hard to imagine that 

such a thing could happen in a church assembly . 
James’s two-part rhetorical question leaves no wig-
gle room to justify the behavior he described . Such 
actions reveal partiality in the fellowship . Anyone 
who participated in that partiality is a judge whose 
evil thoughts run counter to what God desires .

The Greek word translated thoughts here has a 
deeper sense than ideas that simply drift through 
our brains, quickly dismissed or discarded . It 
implies a pattern of thinking, a reasoning process 
(compare Matthew 15:19) . Such corrupt reasoning 
makes it easy to justify one’s reasons for sinning 
against others . In this case, the ungodly thing is to 
show partiality by discrimination for the wealthy 
and against the poor .

What Do You Think?
In what way could you turn sympathy into 

action were you to see the issue of James 
2:2-3 actually occur in your church?

Digging Deeper
Should your action focus on correcting the per-

petrator or on comforting the victim? Why?

II. Favoring the Poor
(James 2:5-7)

A. In Faith (v. 5)
5. Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has 

not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes 
of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit 
the kingdom he promised those who love him?

Throughout the Old Testament, God expressed 
in various ways that he has chosen those who are 
poor (examples: Leviticus 23:22; Zechariah 7:10). 
Though this may imply that God does not care for 
the wealthy, that is clearly untrue . We all “live and 
move and have our being” (Acts 17:28) in God, no 
matter our socioeconomic status (compare Exodus 
23:3) . Instead, God’s choosing the poor acknowl-
edges that they require his help in unique ways 
because their low status disadvantages them . 

Even today, we see the wealthy often having 
better access to education, job opportunities, 
legal representation, etc . The Lord does not shun 
or neglect the poor as society often does, but cares 
for them and expects his people to do the same 
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(examples: Deuteronomy 15:11; Psalm 72:4; Isa-
iah 25:4) .

Because the poor do not possess wealth, James 
suggested that it is easier for them to be rich in 
faith and trust in God, not worldly riches (con-
trast 1 Timothy 6:10) . As Jesus taught, the poor 
will inherit the kingdom (Luke 6:20; compare 
Matthew 5:3) . They must inherit this kingdom, 
because they would never have the wealth to pur-
chase it . They would never seize it, because it has 
been promised to them if they truly love the Lord . 
All worldly goods may be stripped away, but no 
one can prevent anyone from loving God or pre-
vent God from loving that person .

1 riCh in goD 1
My good friend Kathy, a recently retired nurse, 

has participated in three short-term missions to 
Niger . She was overwhelmed during her first trip 
by all the poverty she saw: the makeshift homes, 
the unsanitary conditions, the suffocating smoke 
from kerosene cooking fires . It wasn’t until the 
second mission trip that she could actually see 
the people . That trip enabled Kathy to answer the 
question “Hasn’t God chosen the world’s poor to 
be rich in faith?” with a resounding yes!

Kathy’s team serves a group of about 40 wid-
ows, teaching nutrition and conducting medi-
cal clinics for them and their children . Following 
the team’s work, these first-generation Chris-
tians (formerly Muslims) always lead the team in 
worship . Kathy has been profoundly touched by 
these women, who have little materially but sing 
and dance and preach with great passion and joy 
because of Jesus .

Joy without material possessions? Faith without 
economic security? In Christ, these things are the 
rule, not the exception! How does this challenge 
your own ideas about faith? —A . S .

B. Against Oppression (vv. 6-7)
6. But you have dishonored the poor. Is it 

not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they 
not the ones who are dragging you into court?

The charge of dishonoring the poor implies that 
the church really was honoring the rich . Remem-
ber, these were visitors to the assembly, not rich 

members whose deeds (whether good or bad) were 
known to the church in general . The only reason 
they were treated with esteem was a preference for 
and deference to rich people .

What Do You Think?
What discrimination and/or favoritism 

 challenges do Christians face regarding 
someone considered “poor” by US standards 
but “rich” by third-world standards?

Digging Deeper
How does that question speak to you 

personally?

The prophets of the Old Testament frequently 
summarized the corruption of Israelite society by 
pointing out how its rulers and rich landowners 
oppressed others (see Ezekiel 18:12; Zechariah 
7:10) . This offended the Lord, becoming a primary 
cause of his judgment (Malachi 3:5) . This resulted 
in the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem, destruc-
tion of the temple, and deportation of many of the 
people of Judah to Babylon in 586 BC (2 Chron-
icles 36:15-21) .

The wealthy in James’s society notoriously 
oppressed the poor and used the corrupt courts 
to their advantage . Their wealth and their influ-
ence made them invincible in controversies with 
the poor (contrast Luke 18:1-5) . Honoring those 
who so treated others put the church in danger of 
honoring people just like those God had judged 
in the exile .

7. Are they not the ones who are blaspheming 
the noble name of him to whom you belong?

The word translated blaspheming is elsewhere 
translated “hurled insults” (Matthew 27:39) and 
“slandered” (1 Corinthians 4:13) . Though it does 
not always have religious overtones, the Greek 
word always identifies deep disrespect and con-
tempt . The dishonoring tactics of the rich are an 
insult to the noble name, Jesus Christ (Philippi-
ans 2:9-11) . Attacking and exploiting poor peo-
ple, those God has chosen for an extra measure 
of love and grace, is a grave insult to God himself .

No person should be denied access to the 
fellowship of believers based on economic status, 
whether rich, poor, or somewhere in between . At 
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the same time, any societal power structure that 
facilitates preference for the rich and disrespect 
of the poor should not be tolerated within the 
church . Since we belong to Jesus, we should act 
as he did when it comes to avoiding “favoritism” 
(James 2:1) .

What Do You Think?
When finding yourself a victim of discrimination, 

in what contexts is it best to push back ver-
bally versus merely walking away? Why?

Digging Deeper
Considering the reverse, how should you react 

in cases where others behave in a patronizing 
or overly deferential way toward you? Why?

III. Favoring the Neighbor
(James 2:8-13)

A. Royal Law (vv. 8-11)
8. If you really keep the royal law found in 

Scripture, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” 
you are doing right.

The designation royal law works on two levels . 
First, this is the “king of laws,” the one that con-
trols and orders all things we should do . Second, 
this is the “law of the King .” No law that contra-
dicts this one will come from Jesus, and no law 
will replace it .

This magnificent meta-command comes from 
Scripture as originally delivered by Moses, Love 
your neighbor as yourself (Leviticus 19:18) . This 
command served as the backdrop for Jesus’ teach-
ing on who one was obliged to love as a neighbor 
(Luke 10:36-37) . This law is also found in Paul’s 
letters (examples: Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14) . 
Only in keeping this law can it be said that you 
are doing right .

The royal law is the overriding ethic applicable 
in any situation . We should always act with love 
for others . When we have an opportunity to show 
God’s love to others, we must do so . If we violate 
this law, we are certainly guilty of violating oth-
ers . If we keep the law of love, however, we cover a 
multitude of other sins (see 1 Peter 4:8) .

9. But if you show favoritism, you sin and are 
convicted by the law as lawbreakers.

Showing favoritism (see commentary on James 
2:1, above) violates the intent of the royal law 
and is therefore sinful . Showing preference for 
the rich and dishonoring the poor reveals us as 
lawbreakers.

10-11. For whoever keeps the whole law 
and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it. For he who said, “You shall 
not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall 
not murder.” If you do not commit adultery 
but do commit murder, you have become a 
lawbreaker.

The law was a package, not a pick-and-choose 
buffet of options . To be in compliance meant 100 
percent blamelessness . One violation made a per-
son a breaker of the whole law. The standard is 
not comparative (“I keep the law better than my 
brother”), but absolute (“I keep the law perfectly”) . 
A murderer who avoids committing adultery still 
violates the entire law .

James was not interested in every obscure com-
mandment in the law of Moses or trying to bind 
such things upon Jewish Christian believers . Per-
fect adherence to the Jewish laws was not a means 
of salvation apart from faith in Christ . Jesus both 
taught and lived the ethic that we should love 
our neighbors, regardless of economic standing . 
James’s point to any self-satisfied readers was for 
them to correct their neglect of the direct teach-
ings of Jesus . They could not reflexively disregard 
the poor and honor the rich and claim to keep 
Jesus’ own law .

B. Law of Liberty (vv. 12-13)
12. Speak and act as those who are going to 

be judged by the law that gives freedom,
The law that gives freedom is the other foun-

dational ethic that runs throughout this chap-
ter: love frees us to keep God’s commands rather 
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than constraining us with the commands . In 
other words, instead of trying to prevent us from 
destructive actions, it encourages us to act in life-
affirming ways, ultimately beneficial for us and 
for other involved parties . It is freeing to have rela-
tionships within the church not based on social 
status . It is liberating not to focus on ourselves and 
instead care for the poor, the elderly, the ill, and 
the mistreated of our society . Our faith in Jesus 
makes us “free indeed” (John 8:36).

This law frees us from the discrimination our 
society encourages but that God does not tolerate . 
Freedom for our souls comes when we stop judg-
ing others on the basis of wealth, education, social 
status, family connections, race, or age . The true 
seeker of Jesus should find a welcoming fellowship 
in the church, no matter what .

13. because judgment without mercy will be 
shown to anyone who has not been merciful. 
Mercy triumphs over judgment.

Jesus, in teaching the Lord’s Prayer, warned 
that if we withhold forgiveness, we should not 
expect God’s forgiveness (Matthew 6:14-15) . 
This is not some bargain we make with God, as 
though God will be nice to us if we are nice to 
others . It is a test of one’s heart . In the same way, 
if we fail to show mercy, we await judgment with-
out mercy.

Discrimination, prejudice, and partiality are 
all types of judging others . When we favor a rich 
person because of her wealth and disfavor a poor 
person because of his poverty, we make moral 
judgments without mercy . James wants mercy to 
win this battle . He wants mercy to win out in our 
lives and to be shown in the way we treat others . 
In this way, mercy will overrule judgment .

Conclusion
A. Two Laws

Over 1,900 years ago, James gave definitive 
answers for how the church should live and behave . 
James offered these two ethical  foundations—the 
royal law and the law of  liberty—to guide the 
church . Both of these were learned from his half 
brother, Jesus .

These two laws go together . If we see oth-

ers as our neighbors in need—whether they are 
beloved friends or reviled enemies—we must show 
mercy, not discrimination . If we set aside our nat-
ural impulse to favor certain visitors, we will find 
unexpected opportunities to share the love that 
wells up in our hearts . We should lead with love, 
never doubting God’s willingness to show kind-
ness to us .

Churches should practice self-examination 
using these complementary laws . What things do 
we do that favor certain people over others? Do 
our church leaders represent the diversity of our 
church body, or are they predominately well-off 
financially, well-educated, and of a certain ethnic-
ity that does not represent the whole? Is our con-
gregation known as a loving place or a judgmental 
place? Does our community recognize us as peo-
ple who take them seriously? Our answers to these 
questions will help us see as a congregation how 
we measure up to the standard of the two laws .

Jesus did not treat people according to divi-
sions of wealth or poverty, or perceived bless-
ings or curses . James, his brother, did not either . 
Instead, James and Jesus show that God loves the 
poor, and we should too . This issue has not gone 
away in the nearly 2,000 years since James wrote, 
and we do well to listen to him today .

What Do You Think?
What more can you do to stay alert to unbiblical 

cultural trends that creep into the church?
Digging Deeper
Do we eliminate favoritism within the church by 

refusing to recognize social classes, or does 
such refusal invite other problems? Why?

B. Prayer
Father God, you created all people . You did not 

create us to discriminate and hate, but to love and 
accept others . You have loved us without partial-
ity . May we love you in return and show this as 
we love others who cross our paths . In Jesus’ name 
we pray . Amen .

C. Thought to Remember
Begin with love .
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Involvement Learning
Enhance your lesson with NIV Bible Student (from your curriculum supplier) and the reproducible activity 

page (at www.standardlesson.com or in the back of the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary Deluxe Edition).

Into the Lesson 
Begin class by telling this true story .

John Barrier walked into Old National Bank 
after parking his pickup truck in a nearby lot . His 
job involved refurbishing old buildings, so he was 
wearing his tattered work clothes when he went to 
a teller to cash a check .

After doing so, Barrier asked the teller to vali-
date his parking voucher . The teller refused, telling 
him that the bank only validated parking when a 
customer made a transaction and that cashing a 
check wasn’t a transaction .

Because of the way he was dressed, the teller 
assumed that Barrier was a person of no signifi-
cance . She was wrong . Barrier was a millionaire 
who had his money at that bank! He promptly 
closed his account and opened a seven-figure 
account at the bank down the street .

Alternative. Distribute copies of the matching 
exercise “He’ll Never Amount to Anything” from 
the activity page, which you can download, for 
learners to work on for no more than one minute .

After either activity, ask the class about times 
they reacted to someone inappropriately based 
on the person’s appearance, vocational failure, or 
other external factor . Make a transition to Bible 
study by noting that the Bible has much to teach 
us in this regard .

Into the Word
Divide the class into three groups, with the 

following designations: Clothing Group, Net-
working Group, and Discrimination Group. 
Distribute handouts (you prepare) on which are 
printed the following:

Clothing Group: Mark Twain said, “Clothes 
make a man,” reflecting a thought that can be 
traced as far back as the Greek poet Homer, who 
lived many centuries before Christ . What does 
James 2:1-4 have to say regarding that thought? 
What other Scripture passages speak to this issue?

Networking Group: The popular declaration 
“It’s not what you know that counts so much, as 

who you know” has been traced to a 1914 mag-
azine article—to be repeated often since then . 
What does James 2:5-7 have to say regarding this 
dictum? What other Scripture passages speak to 
this issue?

Discrimination Group: Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr . said, “I have no respect for the passion 
of equality, which seems to me merely idealizing 
envy .” What does James 2:8-11 have to say regard-
ing that outlook? What other Scripture passages 
speak to this issue?

Allow about 15 minutes for group work before 
calling for conclusions in whole-class discussion . 
Refer to the commentary to correct and clarify 
conclusions . In particular, be prepared to offer 
your own research on the question “What other 
Scripture passages speak to this issue?” in each 
case . The verses Leviticus 19:15; Deuteronomy 
1:17; 16:19; 2 Chronicles 19:7; Proverbs 24:23; 
28:21; Acts 10:34-35; Romans 2:11; Ephesians 
6:9; and Colossians 3:25 apply in various ways to 
each group’s questions, but there are others as well .

Into Life
Play a video (from a video-sharing site) fea-

turing the lyrics of Steve Taylor’s satirical song 
“I Want to Be a Clone .” Introduce the video by 
explaining that the song pokes fun at unwritten 
church rules that seem to promote conformity 
rather than individuality . After playing the video, 
discuss church practices that run the danger of 
displacing biblical values with conformities trace-
able to questionable cultural values . (If the style of 
music would be distracting to your group, turn off 
the sound and display the lyrics alone .)

Alternative: Distribute copies of the exercise “A 
Place for Everyone?” from the activity page . Allow 
no more than one minute for learners working 
individually to complete Part 1; call for a show of 
hands to tally results on the board . Engage learn-
ers in whole-class discussion to complete Part 2 .
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