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Diocese of Peterborough 2008
Five Bible studies for group or personal use 
Introduction
You won’t read far into the Old or New Testaments before discovering that God’s idea of people management would turn a modern Human Resources professional grey! God regularly called “unlikely” people to often daunting ministries, and stretched the skills (and patience) of many of his servants to (and beyond) their apparent limits. 

The purpose of these studies is to help us see afresh the breadth of God’s vision and his boundless capacity to use each and every one of us in his service. Through them we are defining “ministry” simply as “our task for God in any given situation”. As you explore the biblical experiences, ask how they might inform your personal calling, and help you to understand others’ calling and ministry. 

How to use these studies
If used in a group these studies may need expansion by the leader. A session will especially benefit from a time of prayer, meditation and worship at the beginning (especially after a busy day), and another at the end to give group members time to consider the ideas they have discussed. 

Each study looks at more than one biblical character, and to facilitate some depth of thought and discussion you may wish to divide a group into smaller buzz groups, asking each to look at one character and report back for a wider discussion of the issues raised. If you are on your own, take your time – perhaps looking at just one person in each section to begin with, then going back to look at the next in each section. (All biblical quotations are from the NIV; other versions may vary slightly.)

1.  AGE? NO LIMIT!
Featuring Abraham, Moses, Simeon and Anna

“Even to your old age and grey hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you.” (Isaiah 46:4)

Abraham: struggling with frustration

· Genesis 12:1-5. Abraham was clearly “getting on” (the actual ages given in the text are sometimes disputed); what was the promise?

· Genesis 15:1-6. How did God deal with Abraham’s anxiety, and how did Abraham react?

· Genesis 16:1-6,16. Abraham is getting older and can’t cope. What does he do? It’s not his finest hour; how do you fell about his action, and how did God deal with it?

· Genesis 17:1-8; 21:1-7. At last! How do Abraham and Sarah feel? 

· So what overall lessons are there here for today?

· Why do you think God made Abraham wait so long for the fulfilment of his promise?

· How might we recover the gift of faithful patience in a society which demands instant solutions?

Moses: resigned to failure?

· Exodus 2:11-22. Moses must have had some inkling of his calling, and as a young man he blew it. Why? How does he feel (v.22)?

· Exodus 2:23 – 3.22. How did God re-commission Moses? Was Moses expecting it? Why might he have been so reticent now? (See also ch. 4.)

· Exodus 5:1-5,17-23. How did people respond initially to his ministry, and how did he feel?

· Deuteronomy 34:1-12.  The rest is history: the exodus, wilderness wanderings, entry and settlement into Canaan. It was all achieved by someone who in our terms would have been a pensioner (however we read the actual ages given)! What does that say about the people God can use?

Anna and Simeon: waiting for fulfilment

· Luke 2:21-38.  Read between the lines of this brief description. What was the secret of their patience? How did they keep their relationship with God fresh so they were ready for the call?

2.  YOUTH? NO PROBLEM!
Featuring Samuel, David, Jeremiah and Timothy

“Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” (Joel 2:28)

Samuel: a child hears God’s call

· 1 Samuel 1:10-11,20,22,25-28; 2:11. Look at Samuel’s background. What might have prepared him for his first encounter with God?

· 1 Samuel 3:1-21. What part did Eli play in helping Samuel deal with the call?

· Why don’t we always take children seriously? What does this incident teach us about our attitude towards them?

· How might God speak through children to us, today? (“Out of the mouths of babes…”!)

David: a teenager rises to the challenge

· 1 Samuel 16:4-13. Why was David overlooked when Samuel visited Bethlehem, and why didn’t the lad come running to see the visiting celebrity?

· 1 Samuel 17:12-50. Why did David go to the battlefield? What prompted him to offer his service?

· To use Saul’s armour was an honour. Why did David refuse it? What does that say about him?

· What does this incident teach us about our attitude to teenagers?

· What might Saul have seen in the youngster that led him to trust his nation’s fate to David?

· How might we start looking for (and seeing) potential gifts in teenagers?

Jeremiah: a geek becomes a guru

· Jeremiah 1:4-19. He was probably “student age”; perhaps a “perpetual student” (see below!) What did God promise him and why did he object?

· Jeremiah 15:15-18; 20:7-10,14-18. Would you listen to an introverted, sensitive, depressive (almost suicidal) and probably gauche man? What does this tell us about the cost of God’s call – and how someone who feels incapable can still be greatly used?

Timothy: a young vicar in a parish of vipers!

· 1 Timothy 1:19-20. How did God prepare Timothy for ministry? How might we use past experiences of God to sustain us in the present?

· 1 Timothy 4:12-16.  The locals wanted to keep Timothy “in his place”. How should older people regard younger ministers, and why might they feel threatened by them?

· 1 Timothy 5:1,2,21-22; 6:11-16,20-21. How is Timothy to deal with different groups of people?

· How can we use the lessons here to encourage younger people in their work, and younger people to explore their vocations?

3.  GENDER? NO BARRIER!
Featuring Deborah (and Jael), Esther, Mary and Martha

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28)

Note: The Church of England is currently involved in a difficult conversation about women in senior leadership. If used in a group, this study should not be dominated by that issue. Its purpose is rather to explore ministries God has given to women in the past, from which all (male and female) can learn.

Deborah: a prophet who became a commander

· Judges 4:1-24. What was her primary ministry and how widely was it recognised?

· Barak probably wanted her presence as a lucky charm. Why did she go and what did she do?

· Jael’s intervention is both brutal and instructive: she did a “man’s job”. What does that say about God’s priorities?

Esther: a princess who used her influence

(a) The story

You need to know the story, which is too long to read in a group session. The main points are:

· Esther, an immigrant, is invited to join the Persian king’s harem but hides her ethnicity (2:5-18);

· She uses her and her guardian’s position to preserve national and social stability (2:21-23);

· She becomes aware of a plot to exterminate all Jews (3:8-15);

· She realises that she is in an “impossible” position: it could be her or them – or both (4:9-16);

· She plans carefully: she hosts a banquet (ch. 5) and meanwhile the king discovers her guardian’s loyalty and wishes to reward it (ch. 6);

· She chooses her moment wisely, the plot is revealed, and the Jews spared (chs 7-9).
(b) The issues
· So what do we learn about how to exercise faith in difficult “secular” environments?

· What does it also say about God’s providence working in harmony with his faithful people?

· This isn’t “ministry” as we think of it: yet it is remembered thankfully every year by Jews in their Purim festival. How might we remember and support the ministry of Christians in public life?

Mary and Martha: complementary sisters at war

· Luke 10:38-41. What was good about Martha’s ministry and what were its limitations?

· Why was Mary’s choice described by Jesus as “better”? (Assume that he was not trivialising Martha’s ministry of hospitality, from which he personally benefited greatly!)

· How can we appreciate both ministries as complementary and neither belittle nor exalt either?

· John 11:17-37.  What (perhaps surprising) turn has Martha’s ministry taken? What does this tell us about spiritual growth and development?

· Mary struggled with her loss. How might God have used that to develop her ministry later?

4.  SKILL? NOT ESSENTIAL! PERSONALITY? ANYTHING GOES!
Featuring the colourful characters of Samson and Ezekiel, and the plainness of Andrew
“My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith may not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.” (1 Corinthians 2:4-5)

Samson: strong-armed, thick-skinned and weak-willed

· Judges 16:31. Samson led Israel for 20 years but the author focuses tabloid-style on a few tragic-comedy exploits. Why? And what might we be missing behind the headlines (then and now)?

· Judges 13.  What was the source of Samson’s ministry? 

· Judges 14:1-4, 16:1-3,4-6. Samson had a sexual weakness which led to his downfall and tragic triumph (16:25-30). Yet God used him. Consider how God can work around weakness without ever condoning or excusing it. What should be our attitude to our weaknesses, and to those of others?

Ezekiel: performance artist and Blake-like visionary

· Ezekiel was highly intellectual (some might say he was too clever for his own good), and a priest who never seems to have acted or looked like one. What does this say about our stereotypes?

· His visions (see ch.1) are like the disturbing images of William Blake. How might imagery like that help convey God’s truth to some people?

· When he wasn’t dreaming he was performing in the streets (see ch. 4). He would do well in the Tate Modern. What contribution can be made to the Christian cause by artists who others may struggle to interpret? Should we make more use of the arts in church? How might we release them?

Andrew: plain and ordinary 

· John 1:35-42. Andrew was the plain brother of the charismatic Peter. Yet it was Andrew who introduced Peter to Jesus. What does that say about the relationship of personality to spiritual effectiveness and ministry?

· John 6:5-13. Charismatic he wasn’t, but practical he certainly was. He sees a problem, glimpses a possible solution, and leaves the rest to Jesus. What sort of practical ministries do we encourage, and how might we celebrate them more?

· John 12:20-22. Greeks want to see Jesus? Why not? Andrew just treats people as people, and we can imagine him speaking about Jesus as he would the weather. Anyone can do that.. Why don’t we? And how can we release our tongues?

5.  STATUS? NOT RELEVANT!
Featuring Joseph (in prison), Isaiah (in the royal court), and Paul (also in prison)

“Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the ‘foolish’ things of the world to shame the wise.”
(1 Corinthians 1:26,27)

Joseph: from spoiled brat to magnanimous prime minister (via jail)

· Genesis 37:1-11,26-28. Was this a privileged upbringing or a dysfunctional one? Or was Joseph so impossible that the only way God could get through to him was to give him a good hiding?

· Genesis 39:8-15,23. A rollercoaster life! Enslaved, then trusted, then unfairly jailed, then trusted again (but still in jail), his gifts apparently wasted. What’s God doing in the ups and downs of life?

· Genesis 41:9-16, 39-40. Something has happened to Joseph. Has he met God in the dungeon? His ministry of interpretation comes into its own and he doesn’t take the credit. A lesson there?

· Genesis 50:15-21. Get the tissues out; this is the happy ending. In God’s sight, what was the real, lasting ministry of Joseph? A lesson there too, perhaps, bringing us back to the home we began in?

Isaiah: courtier with a poetic gift

· Jewish tradition says he was of royal birth. He certainly had ready access to the courts of several kings. Apart from perfunctory prayers on Sunday, what can we do to support and release Christians who have access behind the scenes and long-term influence in the corridors of power, yet who (unlike Isaiah) must remain out of the public eye?

· Isaiah 6:1-8. Position and status counts for nothing before God. There can be no ministry without vision. What sort of vision was this? How can we make his vision ours? Why might we be afraid to?

Paul: from star pupil to church planter (via jail)

· Galatians 1:13-17; Philippians 3:4-11. Paul was going places in Judaism until that fateful day when he did a dramatic U-turn on the Damascus road. It wasn’t all wasted though. Consider how God may use a person’s past as a basis for a very different life and ministry in the future.

· Acts 16:16-40. If Paul had put up longer with the troublesome girl (v. 18) he wouldn’t have landed in jail. How do we know when is the right time to take drastic action against opposition? And whose “ministry” ought that to be? 

· The ruffians of Philippi weren’t the audience Paul really wanted, but he gave them his ministry anyway. Why do we think we can’t start ministry here, but somehow we’ve got to get to there?

· Having been rescued once, he played his own get out of jail card (v.37). What does this tell us about “ministry” as a citizen and the quest for truth and justice?
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