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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

THEME VERSE
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

MAIN TEXT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVERVIEW
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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Overview
From beginning to end, the Bible 
testifies that the God who gathers is 
the same God who is present with 
us. The Gospel of Matthew adds 
that Jesus himself is “God with us,” 
and promises to be with us always, 
wherever two or three are gathered, 
even to the end of the age. This 
promise of God’s presence in Christ 
is true even in the messy, difficult, 
or conflicted times we experience 
among the gathered people of God. 
No matter the shape of our present 
situation, God is with us in Christ. 
And Christ is especially with us 
when we gather together.

Gatherings
Have you ever noticed how much 
gathering takes place in the Bible? 
God gathers the waters at creation to 

form the land. The Israelites gather 
manna in the wilderness, shepherds 
gather their sheep, vineyard owners 
gather grapes, and kings gather their 
people. Exiles are gathered from 
afar when God brings them back 
to the land. Nations gather for war; 
the assembly gathers for worship; 
pilgrims gather for festivals; crowds 
gather around Jesus; disciples gather 
for prayer; and whole cities gather to 
hear prophets, priests, and preachers 
talk of what God has done, is doing, 
and will do until the end of time. 

Throughout nine sessions togeth-
er, we will engage in a word study on 
gathering in order to explore some 
of the reasons or purposes for which 
we are “Gathered by God.” We are 
gathered together in the presence 
of God for rest, for shelter, for life, 
for koinonia (intimate communion), 

and for sharing stories that remind 
us who we are. We are gathered to 
learn, to be empowered, and to be 
sent as God’s witnesses to a world 
that was created by God’s own gath-
ering hands.

1.  What one or two things do you hope 

to gain from your participation in 

this Bible study? This might include 

something you hope to learn, experi-

ences you hope to have, questions you 

hope might be answered (or asked), 

relationships you hope to develop, or 

anything else that motivates you to be  

a part of this study.

Genesis, the first book in the Bible, 
contains the first explicit reference 
to the gathering activity of God. It 
happens on the third day of Cre-
ation, after God has brought forth 
light (the first day) and made the sky 
(second day). Revelation, the last 
book in the Bible, concludes with 
another sort of gathering. This time 
God is joined by Jesus Christ, who is 
depicted metaphorically as a Lamb. 
Although the word gather does not 
appear there, the picture painted by 

 GATHERED BY GOD    SESSION 1

OUR PRESENT, CHRIST’S PRESENCE
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Theme Verse
“For where two or three are gathered in my name,  

I am there among them.” (Matthew 18:20)

Opening
Hymn “God is Here!” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 526)
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the words suggests the ultimate Gathering: an invitation 
to enter into the New Creation, the event that stands as 
the end of all things. 

2.  READ ALOUD GENESIS 1:9–13 AND REVELATION 

22:1–5, 16–17. As you read, picture in your mind the 

images that are conveyed in these texts. Which images stand 

out the most for you? What similarities or connections do you 

notice between the passages?  

Water, trees, fruit, life: God’s first act of gathering 
draws together the waters and creates the lands and 
seas that will eventually support all living things, 
including the fruit trees “that bear fruit with the seed in 
it.” These are the waters of life, and they appear again 
in Revelation, flowing “from the throne of God and 
the Lamb,” where they support the “tree of life with its 
twelve kinds of fruit producing its fruit each month…” 
Jesus, the Lamb, gathers the people from everywhere 
as he calls out, “Let everyone who is thirsty, come!” 

Although Genesis and Revelation were originally 
written for communities of faith in very different  
circumstances, and they envision events that are nearly 
an eternity apart from one another, they continue to 
speak today through the power of God’s Spirit. 

From beginning to end—from Genesis to Rev-
elation—the Bible affirms this: In the beginning, God  
gathers the waters to give life to the people. In the end, 
God gathers the people to give the waters of life.

3.  How do these passages from Genesis and Revelation speak to 

you about who God is? What do you learn, know, experience, or 

feel about God as you hear or see these descriptions and words? 

What images of God do they form in your mind’s eye?

Images of God
It turns out that God’s gathering activity is not the 
only thread that ties together Genesis and Revelation. 
Another thread running through the Bible is the endur-

ing presence of God. The earliest claims of Scripture 
paint a picture of God as an active Creator who is 
engaged with the whole of creation from the beginning 
to the end of time. 

In the beginning, God brings order out of swirly, 
watery chaos by the power of God’s own word. God 
breathes “light” and it is so. God calls “sky” and it is 
so. Ocean and land, dark and light, plants, animals, 
humankind: everything that is needed for life comes 
into being through the spirit (or breath—the Hebrew 
word means both) of God. This is no distant Creator, 
setting the world in motion and then disappearing from 
the scene to leave the creatures to fend for themselves. 

The book of Genesis and the biblical books that 
follow repeatedly and consistently proclaim God’s rela-
tionship to and presence in the world God has created. 
In one very early example, we read of God portrayed 
as the image of a gardener who, after forming the first 
human being out of dust and planting a garden in 
which both the man and the woman later live, walks in 
the garden at the time of the evening breeze (Genesis 
3:8). (See “Spirituality in the Garden,” p. 6.)

Other passages express the presence of God in dif-
ferent ways. When Moses leads the gathered Israelites 
in their escape from Egypt, God goes before them in a 
pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night, nei-
ther of which ever “left its place in front of the people” 
(Exodus 13:22). Another biblical writer portrays God 
as an eagle spreading its wings and nurturing its young 
(Deuteronomy 32:11–12). Still another imagines God 
as a strong rock of protection (2 Samuel 22:3). With 
each of these images, the biblical writers confess an 
enduring truth: God is here.

4. Describe your own experience of God’s presence by using an 

image (a word or phrase) to complete this sentence: The pres-

ence of God is like_________________. If you wish, share it 

with another member of the group, along with one or two sen-

tences describing why you have chosen that particular image. 



 

The presence of God in Christ
We have seen that Genesis and Revelation, the book-
ends of the Bible, use words and images that convey 
the gathering activity of God. They also convey the 
conviction that the God who gathers is the same God 
who creates, sustains, and nurtures the whole of cre-
ation through God’s presence. By their appearance in 
the opening and closing verses of the Bible, the twin 
themes of God’s gathering activity and God’s presence 
frame all the biblical books in between and suggest that 
gathering and presence are fundamental elements of 
God’s relationship to the creation. 

When we turn to the Gospel of Matthew, which 
is the focus of the remainder of this study session, we 
discover that a similar frame is in evidence there. (To 
learn more about Matthew, see “Matthew: A ‘Numbers 
Guy’ Evangelist,” p. 26.)

5. READ ALOUD MATTHEW 1:18–23 & 28:16–20. 

to discover the major theme that frames the Gospel of Matthew. 

Hint: What promise do you hear repeated at the end of each of 

these passages? What are some of the ways you have experienced 

this promise in your own life or in the life of your congregation?

Matthew announces that the baby to be born, who is 
“God is with us,” is the same one who promises, after 
the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension, “I will be 
with you always.” Whatever else this gospel conveys 
about God, it certainly includes this promise: There 
is no place or time where God is not present. God is 
always with us in Jesus Christ. 

Matthew does not explain exactly how we will expe-
rience that presence in our own lives or in the situations 
we encounter nearly 2,000 years after Jesus’ earthly 
ministry. Instead, Matthew offers scenes from Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection and shows the kinds of experi-
ences shared by the disciples and others who came in 
contact with Jesus. In many of their stories the presence 
of Jesus means forgiveness, healing from illness, restora-

tion to the community, or opportunity for celebration. 
Sometimes it means being challenged to step out in faith, 
change long-held beliefs, or learn new ways to relate to 
one another. And sometimes the presence of Jesus means 
hearing a hard word of judgment or learning a painful 
truth about oneself. Almost always, as we will see, the 
presence of God among us will call us to be changed. 
(See “Experiencing God,” p. 16.)

Life in community: The good, the bad, and the ugly
Many passages in Matthew explicitly mention the 
unexpected presence of Jesus. One occurs in one of this 
gospel’s five major discourses, in a section that conveys 

Dig deeper: Present in the storm
In addition to the framing statements at the beginning 

and end of Matthew, the promise of God’s presence in Jesus 

runs like a thread through this gospel. 

6. READ MATTHEW 14:22–33. What might Peter and  

the disciples have learned from this episode concerning the 

presence of Jesus? How does this biblical story speak to you? 

What does it say about the promise of Jesus’ presence in 

your own life? 

Peter and the disciples seem to be overcome by their fear as 

they are battered by the wind and waves. No doubt most of 

us, too, have struggled against difficult circumstances and 

strong forces at times, although those strong forces might 

not be literal winds and waves. Jesus recognizes the disciples’ 

difficulty and comes to them across the water in a concrete 

example of the promise to “be with you always.” Peter, 

uncertain whether it really is Jesus, asks for confirmation. At 

Jesus’ invitation, he steps out of the boat in faith, but when 

he notices all the forces arrayed against him (the wind and 

the waves), he sinks like a stone. Despite the fear that brings 

him down, Jesus is right beside him, taking him by the hand. 
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an extended teaching session or speech of Jesus. Two 
of the most familiar of these discourses are the first, the 
Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5–7, and the third, a 
collection of parables in chapter 13. Our study passage 
appears as part of the fourth discourse, in which Jesus 
is concerned primarily with teaching his followers how 
to treat one another within the community of faith.

7.  READ ALOUD MATTHEW 18:15–20. Name at least 

one thing you find interesting or unusual about this passage.

It is not always easy to be a part of a gathered com-
munity of faith, especially when our human sinful-
ness inevitably gets in the way. With hurts large and 
small, inadvertent or purposeful, we wound and are 
wounded. This was as true for the earliest disciples as it 
is today, whenever the followers of Jesus do not behave 
as if they are gathered and bound together as recipients 
of God’s grace. 

Disagreements range from matters of doctrine (for 
example, what does it mean to say that Christ is present 
in the Eucharist?) to matters of practice (for example, 
is it okay for small children to receive communion?) to 
matters of personal preference (for example, what color 
should the pew cushions be?) or even to the simple 
fact that some people are just plain difficult to get along 
with (for example, why do I have to sit next to her?). 

One former member of an intentional Christian 
community—a group of Christians who agree to share 
housing and meals—when asked why the community 
broke up, said, “Because of the orange juice.” Members 
could not agree what brand or type of juice to buy 
(frozen? fresh?) and how much each person should be 
permitted to drink. As is true for many such battles, 
the orange juice was only a symptom of much larger 
disagreements (for example, how should we spend our 
money? who holds the power in our community?), and 
it was a recurrent battle. Ultimately, the disagreement 
led to the breakdown of community when the mem-

bers could not figure out a way to resolve the conflict. 
Significant or petty, conflicts seem to be as much 

a part of community life as committee meetings and 
potluck suppers. It is no wonder, then, that Matthew 
includes this teaching from Jesus. (See “Jesus Says 
‘Go!’” p. 22.)

8. List the steps toward reconciliation for a person to take when 

she or he has a conflict with another member of the church. 

Which of these steps do you think would be the hardest for  

you to carry out? Why?

The fact that Jesus needed to offer these detailed instruc-
tions and that Matthew included them in his gospel 
(they do not appear in the other gospels) suggests that 
the early church may have been as prone to conflict as 
we are today. It is not always easy to live as members 
of the gathered community. (See “Conflicts Then and 
Now,” p. 36.)

9.  What does it mean to say that somebody should “be to you as 

a Gentile and a tax collector”? As you reflect on this question, 

consider how Jesus treated Gentiles and tax collectors. What 

might this look like in your own congregation?

Although Gentiles and tax collectors were often reviled 
by the Jewish populace of first century Palestine as 
outsiders or collaborators with the Roman authorities, 
nonetheless, they remained the objects of Jesus’ ministry. 
Indeed, Matthew was himself a tax collector when he 
was called to be a disciple (Matthew 9:9). 

Jesus frequently dined with “tax collectors and sin-
ners,” much to the chagrin of the Pharisees, and he made 
a point of saying that those whom he called were “not 
the righteous, but sinners”—a detail that is probably good 
for us to remember when we read Jesus’ advice when-
ever “another member of the church sins against you.” 
To the complaint that the church is full of sinners, we can 
only say, “Yes, and that includes all of us.” 



 

There’s nowhere God is not
Life in community can be energizing, enlightening, 
encouraging, and entertaining. It also can be messy and 
difficult. Jesus recognizes that our human sinfulness will 
inevitably lead to conflicts, accusations and disruptions 
of our life together. He also recognizes that when there 
is conflict in community, somebody or something has 
to change in order for the conflict to be resolved; per-
haps, even, the people themselves will have to change. 
This passage from Matthew 18 establishes a process for 
bringing out the circumstances that can support that 
change, particularly since accountability may be a pow-
erful motivator. Even more than that, however, Jesus’ 
teaching offers words of hope in the midst of whatever 
ugliness we find ourselves in.

No matter how messy things get, we are not alone. 
“Where two or three are gathered in my name,” Jesus 
says, “I am there among them” (Matthew 18:20). Jesus 
does not say “where two or three like each other,” or 
“where two or three are righteous,” or “where two or 
three share the same racial, ethnic, or gender identifi-
cation,” or even “where two or three are being nice.” 
When we have been hurt or when we hurt somebody 
else, when we cannot find a way to agree, when we do 
not know how to get along, when our conflicts threaten 
to break us apart, Jesus is there. Wherever two or three 
are gathered in his name, Jesus—who is God with us—is 
there among them.

What might it mean for us?
From the Creation account to the long-awaited return 
of Christ, biblical writers proclaim that the God who 
gathered the waters is the same one who remains pres-
ent always with the gathered people of God. Jesus’ own 
teaching in the Gospel of Matthew affirms that he is 
with us now and always, even in the midst of difficult 
or messy situations. It may not always be easy to live 
together as the gathered people of God, but we can find 
hope in the presence of the One who is God with us. 

Dig deeper: Binding and loosing

REREAD MATTHEW 18:18. Scholars familiar with the 

Jewish context of Jesus’ ministry and Matthew’s gospel suggest 

that binding and loosing refer to that which is forbidden (bind-

ing) and that which is permitted (loosing). Said in another 

way, the words refer to an obligation (binding) or a freedom 

from obligation (loosing). That is, binding and loosing have 

to do with the community’s discernment (“on earth”) of God’s 

desire (“in heaven”) for how we ought to live in relationship 

with one another. 

People sometimes understand this verse to mean that 

God will support or allow whatever the church decides. How-

ever, it is clear in the Greek language in which Matthew was 

written that the process actually flows in the other direction. 

The Greek reads, “whatever you (plural) bind on earth will 

have been bound in heaven, and whatever you (plural) loose 

on earth will have been loosed in heaven.” In other words, 

when the community discerns faithfully, its actions will be in 

line with something that God already desires. 

How does the community (the church) figure this out? 

Faithful discernment about what to do or how to act (binding 

and loosing) will be a reflection of what Jesus has taught. Is 

there somebody who is straying from the right path (a “lost 

sheep,” perhaps?) In the passage right before ours, Jesus has 

something to say about one who is lost (Matthew 18:10–14). 

Have we been hurt or wronged by somebody we need to for-

give? Jesus has something to say about forgiveness in the 

passage right after ours (Matthew 18:21–22). This verse on 

binding and loosing suggests that if we want to do it faithfully 

and well, we will do it in a way that is in line with Jesus.

10.  What might it be like if we were to work through conflict  

and disagreement as if Jesus were in the room with us—

wherever two or three are gathered? You might consider  

this question in light of an actual conflict that has  

affected your own congregation. 
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12. How might this month’s study be inviting you to change…  

Your actions? The way you think about things? The way you  

understand Christ’s presence in your midst? If you wish,  

reflect on the presence of God in Christ in the gathered  

community that is your church community. Is there conflict, 

struggle, pain, tragedy, or an issue that might be addressed  

by the things you have discussed in this study?

13. Write short poem or a Haiku (basically a 17 syllable verse 

divided in English into three lines of 5, 7, and 5 syllables),  

draw a picture, make up a song, or engage in another creative 

activity to reflect something that you have learned from this 

month’s study. You are invited to share your creation with the 

group the next time you gather for Bible study together. 

Looking ahead
Next month we will join the disciples in the Gospel 
of Mark as they gather with the crowds to learn from 
Jesus. At times they struggle with their lessons and 
need a little extra tutoring, which suggests that we are 
not alone if we sometimes find it difficult to understand 
the ways of God. 

Closing prayer
Gracious God, In Jesus you promise to be with us 
always, in the glorious times and in the challenging 
times; when we live according to your ways and even 
when we do not. We give thanks for the magnificent gift 
of your presence in our gathered community, whether 
we are two or three, or even two- or three-thousand, 
and ask that you would keep us mindful of that pres-
ence after we leave this place and these people, trusting 
that in Christ Jesus you will never leave us. Amen. 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as M.Div. and S.T.M degrees from Yale Divinity School. She 

has served on the faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at 

Chicago and, more recently, as a visiting professor at Yale Divinity  

School and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. program in biblical preach-

ing. She is the author of the 2004–05 award-winning Bible study, 

“Everyday Surprises: The Parables of Jesus,” published in Lutheran 

Woman Today (now Gather). A native of California, Audrey now lives 

with her spouse and several four-legged critters in Bethlehem, Pa.

Dig deeper: Promises for a plural people
God’s presence in Christ is a communal promise, a promise 

made to many, not just to me or you. The communal nature of 

the promise is most obvious in verses that we read earlier in the 

study: At the angel’s announcement of Jesus’ birth (“they shall 

name him Emmanuel, which means “God is with us”) and in 

the passage from Matthew 18 (“where two or three are gathered 

in my name, I am there among them”). However, it is present, 

too, in Jesus’ final words in this gospel, “I am with you always, 

to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). In the original Greek  

language of Matthew’s gospel, the you in 28:20 is plural.

The Greek language in which Matthew was written uses 

different words to mean you, depending on whether there is 

just one person involved (you, singular) or multiple people (you, 

plural; “you all” in colloquial English, or even “all you all” in 

some places). English translations do not always distinguish 

whether Jesus or anyone else intends the singular or the plural 

you, although it can sometimes make a difference in how we 

understand or interpret the passage. 

In Matthew 18:15–20, for example, the first verse refers 

to you singular—“If another member of the church sins 

against you (singular)…” It remains singular all the way 

through verse 17. Verses 18–20, however, all use the plural 

form of you,  suggesting that the promises made in the latter 

half of the passage are not limited only to the one who has 

been wronged, but to the whole community, as well. 

11.  What difference does it make for your understanding of  

the passage to distinguish these instances of singular  

and plural forms of you?
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Check out our Facebook page. Bible study  
author Audrey West will join us in conversation 
and answer questions and comments.  
Go to www.facebook.com/gathermagazine.
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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

Theme Verse
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

main TexT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVerView
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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that Jesus does in Mark’s gospel 
after calling disciples is to go to 
the synagogue, where he teaches 
with such authority that it astounds 
the people who are gathered there 
(Mark 1:21–22). 

Jesus illustrates his teaching with 
a visual example of the nearness of 
God—a first-century show-and-tell—
by healing a man right there in the 
synagogue. Mark reports that as 
a result of this first synagogue les-
son, Jesus’ fame begins to spread 
throughout the whole region, and 
before much longer crowds of peo-
ple are gathering around him to 
listen to the lessons he imparts. 
Our first study text recounts one of 
those lessons.

1.  Read aloud MaRk 4:1–9, 

paying special attention to the content 

of Jesus’ teaching in the parable of 

the sower. When you have finished 

reading, close your Bible and retell the 

parable in pairs. It is not necessary 

to recall every word, but do your best 

to stick with the details that are pre-

sented in Mark. 

 GATHERED BY GoD    SESSIOn 2

LEARnInG THE TOUGH STUFF
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Theme Verse
“Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd  

gathered around him that he got into a boat on the sea and sat there,  

while the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land.” (Mark 4:1)

opening Hymn 
“Lord, Speak to us, that we may speak” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 676)

overview
Jesus’ favorite teaching method 
was to speak in parables, that is, 
word pictures or stories drawn from 
everyday life that convey surprising 
truths about the good news of God. 
For his listeners, the parables were 
often difficult to understand. Even 
so, they kept gathering around him 
again and again to listen and learn. 
What might happen if we were to 
do the same thing?

Being there
Have you ever had a really good 
teacher? The kind who knows just 
the right way to explain a difficult 
concept or keep you engaged and 
interested in the topic, even when 
you do not understand it? Perhaps 

it is a teacher who opened your 
mind to new ideas, or helped you 
to believe in yourself, or gave you 
the tools you needed to get out of a 
desperate situation at home, or who 
gave you the courage to try some-
thing you never thought possible. 
These are the teachers who keep 
their students coming back to class, 
who give their students a reason to 
study and grow. (See “Remember-
ing a Good Teacher,” p. 12.) 

We discover in the Gospel of 
Mark that Jesus is just this sort of 
teacher, with a reputation that is 
established quite early in his minis-
try. His primary lesson: to proclaim 
the good news of God, that the 
“kingdom of God has come near” 
(Mark 1:14–15). The first thing 
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2.  After you have re-told the parable, go back and check your  

Bible to see what you missed. What grade would you give  

yourself as a student of this parable? Imagine what it would  

be like to hear this parable without the benefit of being able to 

go back and read it again!

Jesus as teacher 
Jesus is called many things in the Gospel of Mark, but 
the title of Teacher (or sometimes in the translation, 
Rabbi, which means the same thing) is the one used 
more than any other by those who speak to him. Dis-
ciples, people who come to him for healing, and even 
opponents—some of whom use the title sarcastically as 
they try to trick him with their legal puzzles—recognize 
Jesus as a person who has important things to say. His 
classroom is the synagogue, the shores of the lake, or 
anywhere crowds are gathered around him. On occa-
sion Jesus teaches inside a house, where he offers pri-
vate tutorials to his closest disciples when they question 
him about his lessons. 

Wherever Jesus teaches, people are astonished at 
his authority and surprised by his wisdom. They flock 
to him in order to hear him. Over and over again, 
Mark tells us that crowds surrounded Jesus; indeed, 
based on his reputation, Jesus probably could have won 
a prestigious teaching award, if such a thing had been 
given to wandering teachers in his day. 

Reputation is no guarantee of success, however. Plenty 
of people have trouble catching on to the gist of Jesus’ 
message. 

Jesus’ favorite mode of instruction is the parable, a 

short story or verbal image that clothes its lessons in 
symbolic language and, typically, includes a surprising 
twist. Like the parable of the sower, Jesus’ parables use 
common images from the rural agricultural life of his 
first followers: seeds, soil, birds, sowing, planting, har-
vest. Even with those familiar details however, those 
followers often have trouble making heads or tails of 
the parables. As a result, some scholars refer to the 
parables as “riddles,” a reminder that their meanings 
are not always self-evident. (See “Luke Loves to Tell 
the Story,” p. 36.)

As the first parable in Mark (and in Matthew and 
Luke), the parable of the sower can teach us some-
thing about the rest of Jesus’ parables, including how 
parables work, what is their function, how the disciples 
respond to parables, and so forth. Just as the crowds are 
gathered around Jesus to hear his teaching in parables, 
we are invited to gather with them, to share their 
classroom beside the Sea of Galilee. We can learn from 
their experience even as we hear Jesus speak through 
the parable to the circumstances and realities of our 
own day.

3.  If Jesus were standing beside you, and you could ask him a 

question about the parable or its meaning, what would you ask 

him? Keep track of your questions so that you can see if any of 

them are answered as a result of this study.

It’s Greek to me: disciple
The word disciple comes from the Greek verb, to 

learn. Thus, when Jesus calls disciples, he is calling 
learners. 

It’s Greek to me: Parable
The Greek word for parable means “to cast along-
side,” that is, to set something that is well known 
(like a person sowing seeds) alongside of something 
that is less known (like the ways of God). Jesus’ 
parables reveal truths about ourselves and God 
that might otherwise remain hidden, so that we 
might hear and understand.



 

listen! did you hear?
“Listen up!” Jesus calls out, as people strain to hear his 
words: “A sower went out to sow … ” Scattered seeds, 
rocky ground, hungry birds, scorching sun, chok-
ing weeds: It is all there, along with a patch of good 
soil that makes it possible for the seeds to grow and 
produce a magnificent yield. “Let anyone with ears to 
hear Listen!” Jesus says, as he concludes the parable. 
Those two commands to listen form an inclusio (that 
is, a frame) around the parable, suggesting that there 
is something crucial about listening (or hearing) that is 
important to Jesus’ teaching.

At many points in Mark’s gospel the importance of 
listening to Jesus takes a central role. On one occasion 
Jesus takes Peter, James and John with him to the top 
of a mountain, where he is transfigured into a dazzling 
figure before them. As the disciples try to make sense of 
this remarkable event, a voice booms out from heaven, 
“This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” (Mark 9:7)

On another occasion, Jesus responds to a question 
from a well-educated scribe who wants to know what 
is the greatest of all the commandments. Quoting from 
the Old Testament, Jesus puts listening at the center of 
everything. The greatest, most important command-
ment is this: “Hear, O Israel,” (or, “Listen!”) Jesus 
says, “the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all 
your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment 
greater than these” (Mark 12:29–31).  

“Hear, O Israel!” the Scriptures say. Jesus expands 
the reference beyond those ancestors in the faith, as if 
to say, “Listen up, O Church!” (See “Listening is Love,” 
p. 22.)

4.  In your experience, what things help you hear Jesus? What 

things get in the way or make it difficult? (Hearing may  

include receiving, understanding, attending to, believing, etc.)

Some things are hard to understand
5.  Read aloud MaRk 4:10–20. What does the  

passage suggest as some of the reasons that people might 

have difficulty understanding Jesus’ parables? List these,  

and compare the list to the answers you gave in question 4. 

What similarities (or differences) do you see?

Some of the people who are gathered around Jesus are 
better learners than others, a truth that applies today 
every bit as much as it applies to the people depicted 
in the Gospel of Mark. Even within the church, some 
people seem to catch on to who Jesus is and they 
embody his teaching in their own lives. Others do not. 

In verses 11–12, Jesus suggests that when it comes 
to understanding the parables these two kinds of peo-
ple may be identified as insiders and outsiders. Insiders 
are given the secret of the kingdom. The word for secret 
here can also be translated as mystery, and in the Jewish 
context of Jesus and his disciples, it typically refers to 
something that would remain unknown unless it were 
revealed by God. Jesus suggests that this secret mystery 
has been given to the disciples and “those who were 
around him” (4:10). 

Those who stay close to Jesus and ask about the 
parables will receive the gift of understanding. How-
ever, he says, to those who are outside, everything 
comes in parables. 

Of course, this raises the question of who is inside 
and who is outside, especially since Jesus teaches in 
parables much of the time, regardless of who is in the 
audience: “With many such parables he spoke the 
word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did not 
speak to them except in parables…” (Mark 4:33–34).

We might assume that the disciples, as the ultimate 
insiders to Jesus, would have the corner on interpreting 
and understanding the parables. After all, they are actu-
ally present with Jesus, so they have the benefit of hear-
ing his tone of voice, seeing his gestures, even speaking 
the same language that he does (not to mention the 
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opportunity to ask the Teacher himself whenever they 
need clarification). If anybody can understand the 
secret that unlocks the key to Jesus’ teaching, surely 
they should be able to do so. 

6.  Look up the following passages in Mark and note the level  

of the disciples’ understanding: Mark 6:51–52; 7:17–18a; 

8:17–18, 21; 9:32. What might be the point with the Gospel 

of Mark showing repeatedly that the disciples do not  

understand Jesus or the parables? 

The fact that the disciples do not get it is … well, it 
might be considered a little embarrassing. After all, 
we’re talking about Peter, James, and John and the 
other pillars of the faith who quit their jobs as fisher-
men and followed Jesus when he called without even 
questioning what they would do as his disciples. If they 
do not understand Jesus’ teachings, what hope is there 
for the rest of us?

The disciples’ lack of understanding suggests that 
the initial decision to follow Jesus is not the end of the 
story for anyone who wants to be a good learner (dis-
ciple). It takes time (especially time with Jesus), expe-
rience, and perhaps even the benefit of insight from 
fellow disciples in order to become the sort of “good 
soil” that will fully receive Jesus’ teaching and nourish 
its growth.   

Beyond all that, it takes a willingness to go back to 
Jesus again and again to listen, to experience his min-
istry, and hear his words. After telling his readers that 
Jesus “did not speak to them except in parables,” Mark 
adds this: “but he explained everything in private to his 
disciples” (Mark 4:34). Continuing to learn from Jesus 
seems to be the way to cultivate oneself to become 
good soil. (See “Absolute Truth?” p. 26.) 

understanding all the parables
Mark 4:2 suggests that the parable of the sower is an 
example of the “many things in parables” that Jesus 

taught. In Mark 4:13, Jesus connects one’s understand-
ing of this parable with the understanding of “all the 
parables.” These two statements suggest that Jesus’ 
explanation of the parable has to do not only with this 
particular parable, but with parables in general. Could 
it be that the parable of the sower is a parable about 
parables?

If we stand with the disciples and ask Jesus about 
the parables, we receive an allegorical explanation of 
the parable of the sower. Just as birds, rocks, thorns 
and scorching sun can prevent a seedling from flour-
ishing, so too can evil, troubles, persecution, the lure 
of wealth and the cares of the world get in the way of 
the fruitful faithfulness that comes from hearing Jesus’ 
teaching (Mark 4:10 and following). Meanwhile, those 
who “hear the word and accept it” are like good soil 
that produces fruit in abundance. 

First, take just one element from the interpretation, 
such as “the word sown among the thorns” (Mark 4:19). 
Did you notice that Jesus’ explanation sounds almost as 
much like a parable as the parable itself? He does not 
offer step-by-step instructions, nor does he say exactly 
which cares and desires are the ones that “choke the 
word,” or what it means in concrete terms to “bear 
fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold” (Mark 4:20). 
From the interpretation that Jesus gives, it appears that 
the secret is not a quick and easy answer; rather, it 
takes time to grow, just as the seeds grow and thrive 
only over time. (The fact that the disciples are so slow 
to understand may be another example of the same 
point: Their understanding will grow only over time as 
they are receptive to Jesus and his teaching.) 

Jesus’ explanation of the parable of the sower 
invites his disciples—then and now—to work out the 
parable’s meaning in their own lives. It asks them not 
only to “hear” Jesus’ word, but to “accept it and bear 
fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold” (Mark 4:20). 

The parable and Jesus’ explanation invite us to lin-
ger with Jesus’ words, to hear the fullness of his teach-



 

ing. As we ask “what does this mean?” the parable does 
its work—engaging, provoking, challenging, empower-
ing, encouraging, and inviting us into relationship with 
the One who speaks in veiled language for the purpose 
of revealing the hidden things of God. 

Our desire to learn draws us closer to Jesus, and we 
become like good soil. 

Parables as hidden invitation
7.  Read MaRk 4:21–25 and fill in the blanks below:

 The purpose of a lamp is not to be hidden, but to be on the 

lamp stand.

 If something is hidden it will 

 If something is secret it will

 Based on the answers (above), how would you complete the  

following sentence?

 If parables are difficult to understand, they 

According to Jesus’ explanation, the purpose of para-
bles is to reveal what is hidden, to bring to light what is 
secret. Jesus also seems to be saying that our desire for 
understanding will be repaid in greater understanding. 
“The measure you give,” that is, your desire to learn 
from Jesus, “will be the measure you get, and still more 
will be given to you. For to those who have [a little bit 
of understanding] more will be given.” Those who do 
not have the desire to learn from Jesus (“from those 
who have nothing”) will continue to be baffled by the 
parables and indeed by all that Jesus says, does, and is. 

Jesus’ explanation suggests that the closer we are to 
Jesus, the more we will understand about the messages 
he imparts through the parables, even when those mes-
sages are difficult ones. It also implies that one of the 
purposes of the parables is actually to draw people in, 
to give them reasons to come closer, to become insiders 
with Jesus. Do you want to understand Jesus’ teaching? 
Get closer to Jesus, and he will give you the secret of 
the kingdom of heaven. 

Since the precise interpretation of the parables is 
not spelled out (as we have seen, even Jesus’ explana-
tion of the parable of the sower uses images to make 
its points), we dare not become smug about knowing 
all the answers. Instead, we are invited to become good 
soil by cultivating a spirit of attention to Jesus’ words 
and hearing his teaching, letting the message do its 
work inside of us in order to bring forth fruit. 

Teaching and learning the Tough Stuff

8.  There are several characteristics about parables that  

suggest that they are a fruitful teaching method for Jesus, 

especially when he is teaching the crowds that gather  

around him. Which of the following best identifies  

something that you have learned during this session  

as you have gathered with your study group? (You may 

choose more than one.) What would you add to the list?

 Parables deliver their messages in veiled language, inviting 

hearers to return to Jesus to learn more.

 

 Parables keep us from becoming too self-righteous about  

our grasp of Jesus’ teaching. Just when we think we know  

it all, a parable can suggest meanings we might not have  

considered before.

 

 Parables show us things we might not normally see about  

ourselves (for example, the parable of the sower in Mark 4 

invites us to ask ourselves whether we are letting our “troubles” 

keep us from receiving Jesus’ word (verse 17)? Is our “desire for  

other things” getting in the way of hearing Jesus (verse 19)? 

What about the “lure of wealth”? (verse 19)

 

 Parables are not simply nice stories to be understood; they push 

us to live out our understanding in our lives (to be “good soil”).

 

 Parables are able to speak to multiple situations or  

circumstances, so that there is not simply “one, right  

answer” for understanding them. 
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 Parables remind us to keep eyes and ears attuned to Jesus so 

that we might be among those who “have ears to hear,” and 

that we might be fruitful in faithfulness.

 

 Parables suggest that we should not become so comfortable 

with the status quo that we are unable or unwilling to change.

looking ahead
Next month Jesus invites us to “come and see” what it 
is like to be in the presence of the one “who came down 
from heaven.” We will join the crowds in the Gospel 
of John as they eat their fill of five barley loaves and 
a couple of fish, with more pieces left over than there 
were to begin with. In the abundance on the mountain-
side, we will gather to be fed with the bread of life, so 
that none may be lost.

Closing Prayer
Holy God, Your word is a seed growing among us, 
bearing its fruit. Thank you for sending your beloved 
Son, Jesus, who is for us the best interpretation of your 
desire for the world. Help us to gather near him always 
that we might hear your word and be good soil; and 
give us courage and strength to remain open to what-
ever you would reveal to us, through Jesus Christ, our 
best Teacher and your Son, who died for us so that we 
might live. In his name we pray, Amen. 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University as 

well as degrees from Yale Divinity School. She has served on the faculty 

of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting professor 

at Yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. program in 

biblical preaching. She is the author of the 2004-05 award-winning 

Bible study, “Everyday Surprises: The Parables of Jesus,” published 

in Lutheran Woman Today (now Gather). Audrey lives with her spouse 

and several four-legged critters in Bethlehem, Pa.

Support your study with these helpful resources.

Bible study companion pieces:

ELCAWO 1025 Leader Guide $6.95

ELCAWO 1026 Companion Bible $3.95

ELCAWO 1027 Bookmark (12 pack) $3.75

Order today by phone at 800-638-3522, ext. 2580, or online at www.elca.org/resources.
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Overview
There are two kinds of gathering 
in John’s account of the feeding of 
the 5,000: The crowds are gathered 
around Jesus, and the fragments 
are gathered up after everyone has 
eaten their fill. 

There are also two kinds of 
fragments. The first kind refers 
to leftover bread, a sign of God’s 
abundance, and the second refers to 
people, Jesus’ own, who recognize 
him as the true bread. God is at 
work in both gatherings and with 
both kinds of fragments. 

We are gathered to be fed with 
the bread of life, so that none may 
be lost!

Come and see
The first words out of Jesus’ mouth 
in the Gospel of John take the form 
of a question, an ordinary ques-
tion with extraordinary importance 
posed to a couple of people as they 
watch Jesus walk by. “What are 
you looking for?” Jesus asks ( John 
1:38). This opening question drives 
many of the people and events in the 
gospel, including the feeding of the 
5,000, so it is a fitting place to begin. 

What are you looking for? 
What are you seeking? What is it 
deep down in the core of your being 
that you really need? The questions 
matter because the answers matter 
and they will likely have a large 

impact on what we find as well 
as the life journey we take to get 
there. If we do not know what we 
are looking for, how will we know 
when we find it?

Jesus’ next words are brief, but 
loaded with promise: “Come and 
see” (1:39). What a wonderful invi-
tation. If you want to know the 
word made flesh, come and see 
Jesus. If you want to know what 
love is like, come and see Jesus. If 
you want to experience God’s glory, 
to be filled with bread that never 
perishes, to quench your thirst with 
living water, to be born again, to 
abide in love, to behold the light of 
the world, to experience the way, 
the truth, and the life, to enter into 
life everlasting, . . . if you want to 
know God, come and see Jesus.

As John’s gospel unfolds, we 
are invited into a biblical story 
that fleshes out Jesus’ invitation to 
“come and see.” The word made 
flesh dwells among us as Jesus of 
Nazareth, who uses signs to illus-
trate God at work in the world. The 
first sign/illustration is a stunning 

 GATHERED BY GOD    SESSION 3

NOTHING LOST
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Theme Verse
“Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed 

them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted. When 

they were satisfied, he told his disciples, ‘Gather up the fragments left over, so 

that nothing may be lost.’” ( John 6:11–12) )

Opening Hymn 
“As the Grains of Wheat” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 465)
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event at which Jesus keeps a party going by turning 
water into wine: “Jesus did this, the first of his signs, 
in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his 
disciples believed in him” ( John 2:11). Note that, in 
John’s gospel, Jesus’ astounding works are called signs, 
not miracles. (See “Gathering in Life Abundant,” p. 22.)

Shortly after this, Jesus heads south to Jerusalem, 
to participate in the Passover festival. There he turns 
over the tables of the money changers in the temple, 
causing people to ask, “What sign can you show us for 
doing this?”( John 2:18) He meets secretly with a lead-
ing Pharisee named Nicodemus, who proclaims, “no 
one can do these signs that you do apart from the pres-
ence of God” ( John 3:2), and he heals several people, 
including the son of a royal official in an act that John 
calls the second sign in Galilee ( John 4:54). Through 
these and other signs, people gathered around Jesus 
and readers of this Gospel experience Jesus’ invitation: 
What are you looking for? Come and see.

 
Problem, possibilities, or promise?

Read JOHn 6:1–15 alOud. 

1.  Answer the following questions with a one- or two-word  

answer that captures the essence of the passage for you. 

 Why did the crowd follow Jesus? 

 What is the problem once everybody is there? 

 What is the human response to the problem? 

 What is Jesus’ response to the problem? 

 What is the outcome of Jesus’ action? 

 What does the gospel writer call this event? 

 How do people react to this thing that Jesus has done? 

 What is Jesus’ response to their desire? 

There is a problem. A crowd is milling around without 
provisions, unprepared for the situation in which they 
find themselves. They have come to see Jesus on “the 
other side of the Sea of Galilee” ( John 6:1), which typi-
cally means Gentile territory, beyond the borders of 
ancient Palestine. So, literally and metaphorically, they 

have gone outside the boundaries, beyond the safety 
and security of their homeland, in order to find out 
more about this man who does “signs.” 

Besides all that, they are out in the country, on 
the side of a mountain, where there are no shops, no 
markets, no sidewalk vendors, and inns or farms from 
which to buy food. It is as if somebody held a feast 
but forgot to arrange for catering, and now the party 
guests are getting hungry. Things could turn ugly if 
something is not done soon.

Jesus, however, is not bothered by this situation, 
which should not surprise readers of John. After all, 
this is the one who replenished the wine at the wedding 
feast just a few chapters earlier. Clearly, the problem 
facing the disciples is a human problem, but the solu-
tion has heavenly implications. In a typical, teacher-like 
move, Jesus tries to get Philip to see beyond his own 
human limitations. “Where are we to buy bread for 
these people to eat?” he asks, knowing full well what he 
is going to do. (See “Right Questions,” p. 6.) 

Philip cannot see a way to solve the problem that 
is before him. By his reckoning, the cost of feeding this 
many people is equal to the wages for 200 days work 
(200 denarii): an outrageous sum! Even if the disciples 
and Jesus pooled all their resources, they could not come 
close to having enough money to spring for lunch for 
this crowd. Philip sees only what is lacking. In his eyes, 
this is a deficit situation with no earthly solution.

Andrew also is stuck on the “problem side” of the 
situation. To be sure, he notices the young boy who 
is carrying a modest meal of two fish and five bar-
ley loaves (a poor-person’s food: barley loaves were 
cheaper than wheat). But even as he tells Jesus about 
this bit of food he cannot help asking how the rations 
from a poor kid’s lunch sack could possibly feed so 
many people. 

Andrew and Philip seem to have forgotten what 
Jesus did when the wine ran out in Cana ( John 2:1 and 
following). If they had remembered, they might have 



 

been less focused on how much they lacked and more 
attentive to the fact that right here, in their presence, is 
the same man who turned six, huge stone jars of water 
into the choicest wine fit for a feast and celebration.  

2.  What do you think causes Andrew and Philip to focus on the 

problems of their situation rather than its possibilities? In your 

experience, what prevents people in general from seeing pos-

sibilities when faced with a difficult or challenging situation?

While the disciples in this story see only what is lack-
ing, notice how Jesus responds. Instead of arguing with 
Andrew and Philip about their limited vision, he shows 
them another sign. He starts by telling them to have the 
people sit down. They do it. 

Imagine: A crowd of people, just sitting there, with 
no requirement to accomplish anything: no need to 
confess, or pray, or work for their supper. They do not 
have to sign their names, or put money in the collection 
plate, or commit to serving on a committee. Jesus does 
not even extract a promise that they will accomplish 
great things in exchange for the gift they are about to 
receive, much less that they will follow him. All that is 
required is to wait for Jesus’ next move and accept the 
gifts he offers to them. Grace is at work on that moun-
tain. Or, as the opening of the Gospel of John testifies, 
“From his fullness we have all received, grace upon 
grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace 
and truth came through Jesus Christ” ( John 1:16–17). 

3.  Where or how have you seen or experienced the grace-filled 

activity of God in your life, in your congregation, in the world? 

abundant fragments, valuable crumbs
John’s account of the feeding of the crowd puts special 
emphasis on the incredible abundance that results from 
Jesus’ sign. Consider a few of the details:

 a) Jesus distributes “as much as they wanted” (Greek = 

desired; John 6:11);

 b) “When [the people] were satisfied…” (Greek = filled; John 

6:12);

 c) Jesus says, “Gather up the fragments left over (Greek = to 

be in abundance), so that nothing may be lost” (John 6:12);

 d) “…from the fragments of the five barley loaves, left (Greek 

= in abundance) by those who had eaten, they filled twelve 

baskets” (John 6:13).

Jesus gives without limit, as much as the people desire. 
They eat until they are filled, but still there is so much 
surplus that there are leftovers enough for not one or 
two or even six baskets but enough for 12 baskets. 
That is a lot of food, with more at the end than there 
was at the beginning. One wonders whether the people 
who ate their fill recognize this abundance for what it 
is: a magnificent gift of God shared with the people 
who have gathered around Jesus. The event on the 
mountainside is a preview to a claim that Jesus makes 
later: “I came that they may have life, and have it abun-
dantly” ( John 10:10).

Not only do the leftover fragments represent the 
abundance of God, but they also serve as a visible 
reminder of Jesus’ gift, a gift that he will later call “the 
bread of God which … gives life to the world … I am 
the bread of life.” ( John 6:33, 35). In the world’s eyes, 
the fragments look like crumbs, broken pieces, leftover 
bits: hardly worth the effort, and more likely to be 
swept under a rock than gathered into the embrace of 
the people. But in the eyes of Jesus, those rejected left-
overs are worth collecting. They matter. Alone, each is 
but a piece, but gathered together they fill 12 baskets, a 
quantity sufficient to represent the people of God (the 
12 tribes of Israel). We should gather them up, Jesus 
says, so that “none may be lost.” (See “Nothing Shall 
Be Lost,” p. 26.)

4.  Respond to at least one of the following questions: (a) In what 

ways might people be like the “fragments left over,” gathered 

by Jesus so that none would be lost? Or (b) What might be 
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some of the “fragments” in our own communities that Jesus is 

encouraging us to gather? Or (c) What are the fragments or bro-

ken pieces of our own lives that, when gathered together, give 

evidence of God’s abundance? Or (d) What fragments do we 

need to gather so that we won’t lose (forget) the power of God 

we have witnessed?

What are you looking for?
It can be difficult to see the activity of God in an 
everyday event such as lunch, even, apparently, when 
lunch begins with several loaves of bread and a couple 
of fish and turns into a feast for thousands. As we will 
see, even the people who filled their bellies that day 
did not recognize the true fullness of what they had 
experienced. Nonetheless, the following day they go 
looking for Jesus.

5.  Read JOHn 6:23–29. Recall Jesus’ question from the 

beginning of our study: “What are you looking for?” Based on 

Jesus’ comments in this passage, identify what the crowds were 

looking for, and what Jesus wants them to be looking for. 

I recall, as a teenager, wanting to go to a neighbor-
ing city in order to attend a music concert that was 
advertised as a way to promote world peace. I wanted 
to go, not so much because I really liked the group or 
their music or even because I thought that world peace 
would be achieved by my attendance, but for two other 
reasons. First, because my friends were going, and I 
wanted to be with them; and, second, because of the 
promise that there would be free stuff available at the 
concert: prizes ranging from T-shirts and baseball caps 
to gift certificates and (most important for a teenager 
about to get her first driver’s license) a new car. I did 
not really care about the music or even the message: I 
just wanted a share of the freebies.

Something similar seems to be going on for the 
crowds who look for Jesus after they have filled up on 
bread. Instead of seeking him for the best reasons—to 

learn who he really is (“because you saw signs”) and 
share in his gifts (“the food that endures for eternal 
life”)—they are looking for another meal (“because you 
ate your fill of the loaves”). To put the matter another 
way, we might ask whether they are there for the music 
and the message, or do they just want to get a share of 
the freebies?

Jesus suggests that their quest for earthly bread may 
be keeping them from receiving something far greater, 
that is, “the food that endures for eternal life, which 
the Son of Man will give you” ( John 6:27). Instead of 
working only for perishable food, he says, they should 
be engaged in God’s work, which is believing in the 
one whom God has sent ( John 6:29).

6. Read JOHn 6:30–34. What do you think: do the crowds 

show evidence that they understand what Jesus has said and 

done in their presence by multiplying the loaves and fishes? 

Why or why not? What makes it difficult (or what helps) for you 

to recognize and remember God’s activity in your own life?

People are funny, aren’t they? Just yesterday the crowds 
had experienced the incredible abundance of God by 
way of Jesus’ multiplication of loaves and fishes. Today 
they have heard from Jesus that all they need to do to 
receive that abundance is to believe in the one whom 
God has sent. But the crowds want more. They want 
proof of what Jesus is saying, and so they ask him: 
“What sign are you going to give us then, so that we 
may see it and believe you?” (6:30). 

Have they already forgotten what happened the 
day before at the side of the mountain? They had fol-
lowed Jesus there in the first place because of the signs 
he was doing ( John 6:2), and they had even recognized 
that the episode with the bread and fish was itself a 
sign ( John 6:14). Admittedly, they were not quite clear 
about the meaning of the sign (they thought it meant 
Jesus was a prophet and they wanted to force him to 
be king, an interpretation that Jesus rejected in John 



 

6:14–15), but at least they got the sign part right. Now, 
just one day later, they are asking for another sign. 

Not only that, but their reference to manna, Moses, 
and the wilderness is a direct challenge to Jesus. They 
seem to be saying, “You think you’re great, but our 
ancestors, through Moses, ate bread from heaven.” Jesus 
partly agrees, but challenges their understanding. Yes, 
he says, our ancestors ate bread from heaven, but that 
bread was given by God, not Moses. Plus, the true bread 
comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.

By this point the conversation has moved from the 
concrete ( Jesus provides earthly bread to give a filling 
lunch) to the metaphorical (God provides heavenly 
bread to give life). The crowd is ready to answer the 
question that Jesus asked early in the gospel: What are 
you looking for? Their answer is to ask for the bread of 
God that gives life to the world: “Sir, give us this bread 
always” ( John 6:34).

7.  Read JOHn 6:35–40 alOud. What does it mean for 

you that Jesus is the ‘bread of life”? 

That nothing may be lost 
It has been said of the Gospel of John that you can 
pick a word (any word) in one passage and find the 
same word repeated throughout the rest of the gospel. 
That is an exaggeration, but not by much. Many of the 
key words or themes in John 6 are echoed throughout 
the chapter and in other parts of the gospel as well. 
What this means is that we can often gain a deeper 
understanding of a particular verse or passage by read-
ing other verses or passages in the gospel. This is true 
for any biblical book, but it is especially true for John, 
which is often described as the most symbolic or spiri-
tual of all of the gospels. 

As he explains to the crowd that he is the one they 
are looking for—the true bread that gives life to the 
world—Jesus says “And this is the will of him who sent 
me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given 

me, but raise it up on the last day” ( John 6:39). There 
are many things we could say about this verse, but we 
will focus here on the phrase, “that I should lose noth-
ing of all that he has given me.” It is closely tied to the 
episode of the feeding of the 5,000, where Jesus com-
mands his disciples to gather up the fragments left over 
“so that nothing may be lost” ( John 6:12). The same 
Greek verb (apollumi  = to lose, to perish) appears in 
both verses.

As it turns out, losing (or not losing) is an impor-
tant theme in this gospel. Consider the following vers-
es, all of which trade on the same Greek word. That is, 
the first hearers or readers of John’s gospel would have 
recognized that Jesus is using the same word in each of 
these verses.

“Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing 
may be lost” ( John 6:12).

“Do not work for the food that is lost, [NRSV = 
perishes] but for the food that endures for eternal 
life, which the Son of Man will give you…” ( John 
6:27).

“This is the will of him who sent me, that I should 
lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise 
it up on the last day” ( John 6:39).

“This was to fulfill the word that he had spoken, ‘I 
did not lose a single one of those whom you gave 
me.’” ( John 18:9).

“I give them eternal life and they will never be 
lost” [NRSV = perish] ( John 10:28).

The fragments that are left over in abundance, the 
food that endures for eternal life, that which (and those 
whom) God has given to Jesus, anyone who receives 
eternal life from Jesus: none of these will perish or be 
lost. Why? Because God so loved the world that he 
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gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in 
him may not be lost [NRSV = perish] but may have 
eternal life ( John 3:16). (See “For God So Loves the 
World,” p. 12.)

“Come and see,” Jesus invites us, so that none may 
be lost.

Together with the crowd, we are gathered to be fed 
with the bread of life. Together with the fragments, we 
are gathered by God’s own son for the sake of eternal 
life.

8.  Re-Read JOHn 6:2–14. What are some things you 

notice, hear or understand differently as a result of your study? 

In exactly eight words, retell the episode in a way that captures 

its most significant meaning(s) for you. If you prefer to draw, 

create a line-drawing that captures the significance of the epi-

sode for you. 

looking ahead
Next month we move to Acts and hear about the fol-
lowers of Jesus after the resurrection. There we will join 
the apostles, Peter and John, together with the church 
in Jerusalem, as they raise their voices in the face of sig-

nificant threats from their opponents. Empowered by 
the Holy Spirit, they speak the word of God with bold-
ness and shake up the place where they are gathered. 
If you would like to prepare in advance for the study, 
read Acts chapters 1-5 during the next month.

Closing Prayer
Gracious God, You sent your Son as a sign for us, to be 
the true bread from heaven that gives eternal life. Too 
often we fail to see your heavenly abundance because 
our eyes are focused on all that we lack. Help us to look 
for the signs you offer and give us the courage to come 
and see, confident that you will never drive us away. 
Gather us together will all of your children, that noth-
ing and no one will be lost, but will have eternal life in 
you. We pray in the name of the one you have sent to 
us from heaven, Jesus Christ, your Son. Amen. 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from Yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at Yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. 

program in biblical preaching. Audrey lives with her spouse and 

several four-legged critters in Bethlehem, Pa.

Support your study with these helpful resources.

Bible study companion pieces:

ELCAWO 1025 Leader Guide $6.95

ELCAWO 1026 Companion Bible $3.95

ELCAWO 1027 Bookmark (12 pack) $3.75

Order today by phone at 800-638-3522, ext. 2580, or online at www.elca.org/resources.
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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

Theme Verse
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

main TexT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVerView
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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Overview
By way of the book of Acts, we join 
the apostles, Peter and John, togeth-
er with the church in Jerusalem 
after the death and resurrection of 
Jesus. Under threat from religious 
and political authorities, they refuse 
to keep quiet about Jesus and all 
that God is doing through him. The 
Holy Spirit shakes up the place and 
empowers them to speak the word 
of God with boldness even in the 
face of danger. Let us gather with 
them and see what the Holy Spirit 
might do.

Setting the stage
For our study this month, we enter 
into an episode in early church 
recounted in the book of Acts. 

After the resurrection, while the 
disciples are gathered with Jesus 
in Jerusalem, he promises that the 
Holy Spirit will empower them 
to testify about him “to the ends 
of the earth” (Acts 1:8). That is 
a mighty big promise in a world 
without television or the Internet, 
and especially when the one who 
makes it has recently been executed 
on a Roman cross. Nevertheless, 
the apostles quickly find themselves 
engaged in that very task of shar-

ing God’s good news about Jesus. 
Thanks to the work of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost, they add about 
3,000 people to their community 
(Acts 2:41). That is not a bad num-
ber for the new-member class. 

Sometime after that, Peter and 
John head to the Temple in Jerusa-
lem for prayer. Peter heals a man 
who has been crippled since birth, 
and as people run up to see what 
is going on, Peter stands to address 
the crowd. He tells of the God of 
“our ancestors” (Acts 3:13) and 
what this God has done in Jesus 
Christ.

The Temple authorities are 
annoyed—and no wonder. They 
consider Peter and his companion 
John to be interlopers in their ter-
ritory, rabble-rousers who could 
incite the crowds into doing who-
knows-what. A wild crowd or riot 
in Jerusalem might capture the 
attention of Rome, and the authori-
ties certainly do not want a confron-
tation with the Roman army. Their 
annoyance is justified, apparently: 
By the time Peter stops talking, a 

 gATHERED BY goD    SESSION 4

SHAKE IT UP
by Audrey West

BIBlE  STUDY

Theme Verse
“When they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together  

was shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the  

word of God with boldness.” 

(Acts 4:31)

Hymn
“God of Tempest, God of Whirlwind,” verses 1, 3  
(Evangelical Lutheran Worship 400)
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large crowd has gathered, and about 5,000 “of those 
who heard the word believed” (Acts 4:4). This is too 
much for the authorities, who arrest Peter and John 
and take them into custody. 

The next day, after interrogating the two men, a 
council of leading political and religious officials deliber-
ates about what to do. They fear that news of the man’s 
healing will spread even further, beyond Jerusalem, 
which only increases the risk of things getting out of 
control. Consequently, they order the two apostles “not 
to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus” (Acts 4:18).

Peter and John, for their part, are not cowed by 
the threats of the council, and they refuse to keep their 
mouths shut: “for we cannot keep from speaking about 
what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20). This is 
where we join their story.

Read acTS 4:23–31 alOud.

1.  Create of list of questions that you would like to ask about  

the passage. These might be questions about details  

(such as, where did this take place?) or questions about  

elements of the story that might seem strange to you  

(such as, what about that shaking in Acts 4:31?). At the  

end of the study, you may wish to return to your questions  

and see which of them were answered and which were not.  

Any questions that remain unanswered can serve as part  

of your own study sometime in the future.

Prayer at the heart of everything 
Our study passage describes the prayer of a gathered 
community seeking to be empowered by God in the 
face of an external threat. This is but one example of 
many kinds of prayer: prayer in response to wonder 
and awe at God’s majesty in creation, whispered prayer 
in moments of weakness, prayer shouted into the dark-
ness in the face of a terrifying calamity. There are the 
pleadings at the bedside of a loved one, songs of grati-
tude for unexpected gifts, conversations with God at 
the end of the day, petitions thrown heavenward when 

we do not know what else to say or do, unarticulated 
prayers that bubble up from the depths of our being. 
Private prayers, congregational prayers, communal 
prayers: Prayers of all sorts tie our hearts to one anoth-
er and to God. (See “Teach Us To Pray,” p. 26.) 

If you have ever read through the whole book of 
Acts, you probably have noticed that prayer plays a 
featured role within its pages. Acts explicitly mentions 
prayer and praying more than any other writing in the 
New Testament (about 30 times), followed closely by 
Luke (more than 20 times). Together, these two books, 
penned by the same author, testify that prayer stands at 
the heart of the life of the early church. 

Indeed, one of the first things we learn in Acts 
about the women and men who formed the core of 
the early church is that they were known as praying 
folk: “All these were constantly devoting themselves to 
prayer, together with certain women, including Mary 
the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers” (Acts 
1:14). Not only does prayer define their identity, but it 
also grounds the most significant activities of that early 
community:

The disciples pray before choosing a replacement for 
Judas as the 12th apostle (Acts 1:24).

After Pentecost, those who become baptized into the 
church “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 
prayers” (Acts 2:42).

Stephen prays as he is being martyred (Acts 7:59).
Saul prays after his call on the road to Damascus 

(Acts 9:11).
Peter (Acts 10:9) and Cornelius (Acts 10:2) are each 

engaged in prayer before the remarkable events that 
welcome the Gentiles into full inclusion in the church.

Prayer figures prominently when apostles are impris-
oned (Acts 12:5, 16:25) or engaged in acts of heal-
ing (Acts 28:8). 



 

gathermagazine.org32

In Acts the followers of Jesus pray at nearly every turn: 
whether news is good or bad, in times of safety or in 
danger, in the face of joy or calamity, when they wor-
ship or eat, and at decision points in their life together. 

2.  Consider the place of prayer in your own life. What are the  

circumstances in which you pray? Are there situations or  

times when it is harder (or easier) to pray? Has there been  

a time when prayer has been especially significant for  

you or for people you know or love? 

Praying with the ancestors
As faithful Jews, Peter, John, and the other apostles were 
well-acquainted with the Hebrew scriptures (what we 
call the Old Testament). From a young age, they learned 
the stories of their ancestors—Abraham and Sarah, Isaac 
and Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel—and they knew the 
laws of Moses, the psalms, the prophets, and the other 
writings. Their understanding of Jesus, including his 
identity as the Messiah, his mission of salvation, and his 
relationship to God, was shaped by their Jewish heritage. 
Indeed, at the center of their preaching was the convic-
tion that the salvation offered through Jesus Christ was 
in direct continuity with the promises of God made to 
ancient Israel, so that Jews and Gentiles together would 
become one people of God. 

It might not be obvious to modern-day readers, but 
the prayer that appears in our study passage is strongly 
dependent upon that Old Testament heritage. A quota-
tion from the psalms is the centerpiece: “Why do the 
nations conspire, and the peoples plot in vain? The 
kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take 
counsel together, against the Lord and his anointed” 
(Psalm 2:1–2, quoted in Acts 4:25–26). In that psalm 
text, written centuries before them, Peter and the oth-
ers see a preview of the events that culminated in the 
trial and crucifixion of Jesus. They understand their 
own circumstances in light of the testimony of their 
ancestor, David, to whom they attribute the psalm.

Although many people think of prayer as an oppor-
tunity to tell God what we need or desire (for example, 
please heal our child; save us from this difficulty; give 
comfort to the suffering, etc.), this prayer in Acts focus-
es a great deal of attention on what God has already 
done. Peter and John and their companions testify to 
God’s activity from the very beginning of time (the 
Lord who made heaven, earth, sea and everything in 
them), through the era of the ancestors (David and the 
Old Testament quotation), up to the recent past (the 
events around Jesus’ crucifixion) and into the present 
(the current threats against them). 

3.  What biblical story or image (from the old or New Testaments) 

speaks to a current situation for you? Can you imagine  

a current situation in terms of a biblical image or story? 

dig deeper: echoes of the Old Testament
The search for quotations, allusions, and echoes 
of the Old Testament in the New is a significant 
enterprise among some New Testament scholars. 
And more examples surface all the time as we 
learn more about the languages and the thoughts 
reflected in our Scripture. In addition to the quota-
tion from Psalm 2:1 –2 that appears in our study 
passage, several other Old Testament echoes or 
allusions are present as well. Some of these may be 
familiar to you.

4.  Which words or phrases in the prayer of Acts 4:24b–30 

sound like they might refer to old Testament themes? 

5.  Create a brief prayer that uses an image, event, or  

theme from the old Testament and connect that image, 

event or theme to something in your own life or the  

life of your faith community.
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Bold speech
Only after affirming God’s sovereignty through history 
do the people offer their own petition. As it turns out, 
what they ask for is not necessarily what one would 
expect. After all, they are in danger. Peter and John 
have been threatened by an assembly of Jerusalem’s 
most powerful figures, some of whom were responsible 
for sending Jesus to the Romans for crucifixion. Who 
knows what they might do this time? 

In the face of this danger, we might expect the apos-
tles to ask God for protection, or escape from suffering, 
or even for an easing of their difficult circumstances. 
They do not. Instead they pray that God would enable 
them to “speak your word with all boldness, while you 
stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders 
are performed through the name of your holy servant 
Jesus” (Acts 4:29–30).

It is a remarkable thing, if you think about it, to ask 
God to enable bold speech. Why? Because bold speech 
is the kind of speech that gets people into trouble. If 
you want to get a reaction, challenge the most pow-
erful people in your community. If God answers the 
prayer of Peter and the others, they will be in direct 
conflict with the men who have ordered them not to 
speak about Jesus. Remember, in this culture, they 
have no right to free speech, no guarantee that they 
can speak openly against the leading political powers, 
no protection if the authorities decide to throw them 
back into jail or even execute them. Praying this prayer 
takes a good deal of courage, as well as confidence that 
whatever happens, these believers will continue to be 
embraced in the arms of the God of all creation. 

Bold speech is about bravery, but it is more than 
that. It is about the truth, and especially the truth spoken 
into a situation of risk. It means saying what needs to 
be said rather than saying what somebody else wants to 
hear. In Acts, bold speech characterizes the apostles and 
the expanding community of believers: They do not 
hesitate to bring Jesus into any situation they encounter.

6.  Can you recall a situation in which you spoke boldly in  

the face of opposition or risk? What happened?  

What gave you the courage to do this? 

Most believers in North America are unlikely to be 
in great danger today on account of being openly 
Christian, although there are parts of the world where 
confessing Christ is a very risky proposition. Still, 
everyone experiences various pressures to keep quiet 
about things that really matter: pressure from the status 
quo, pressure from people who wield power over us, 
pressure from those who have the ability to hire and 
fire, pressure from friends or family, and even pressure 
within the church not to discuss certain topics or issues. 

If you want to raise trouble, speak out about a mat-
ter of justice that others would rather push under the 
rug. If you want to have people look at you askance, 
dare to initiate a conversation about money, politics, or 
religion (all of which are hot topics in the Bible) at a 
dinner party where you do not know the other guests. 
If you want to risk embarrassment or ridicule, tell a 
perfect stranger about your faith. Any one of these situ-
ations, though not likely to be life-threatening, presents 
certain risks to the faithful disciple who speaks boldly 
today. (See “Speaking Boldly,” p. 12.)

The topics that shall not be named will differ 
from place to place, but every community has them. 
Depending on the community or congregation, items 
that we read in the daily newspaper or hear on the 
24-hour news cycles or even experience for ourselves—
sexual orientation, drug addiction, domestic violence, 
child abuse, sexual harassment, racial discrimination, 
loneliness, homelessness, poverty, mental illness, the 
dominant culture’s drive toward money and posses-
sions—seldom make their way into church conversa-
tions or sermons or Bible studies. 

Perhaps we feel uncomfortable discussing these 
things, or we believe that they do not belong in “polite 
conversation.” Perhaps we keep quiet so as not to make 



 

waves, or we are uncertain whether such tough topics 
should be discussed in a holy place like church. Maybe 
we long for a safe space to get away from those tough 
topics, so we prefer not to speak of them at all. Perhaps 
we are afraid of saying the wrong thing, or the issues 
are too big and we feel powerless to change anything. 

What would happen if we asked God for boldness 
to speak the word of God into those difficult-to-address 
situations? What if we spoke of Jesus in the midst of 
those difficult times?

7.  What makes it difficult to speak boldly about your faith,  

or about what god has done in Jesus? What might help  

to overcome that difficulty? Fill in the blanks in the  

following statements: Something important to me about  

god, Jesus, or my faith is ____________________.  

one way I could “speak boldly” about this is _______ 

______________________.  

 
Shaken up
According to Acts, the Holy Spirit is the driving force 
in the church’s movement from a small band of follow-
ers huddled around Jesus to a thriving community of 
apostles and believers who spread the good news of 
Christ into the surrounding world. The Spirit gathers 
people into the community of Christ, strengthens the 
apostles in difficult situations, gives evidence of God’s 
presence, and empowers believers in the face of opposi-
tion so that they can testify to the good news of what 
God has done in Jesus Christ.

The Holy Spirit strips away preconceptions about 
how God should operate in the world. At least as Acts 
tells it, things are rarely neat and tidy when the Spirit 
is involved. If you are the people of God, you must 
be a people ready for anything. The Holy Spirit is a 
powerful force that makes its presence known through 
mighty wind, tongues of fire, shaking ground, visions, 
dreams, voices, insights, and miracles. And, through 
lives that are changed.

Within a modern worldview that places a premium 
on scientific hypotheses and rationalistic explanations, 
suggestions that the Spirit of God has anything to do 
with the ground shaking or with visions and dreams are 
not likely to gain much traction. This was as true in the 
first century as it is today, at least among some people. 
To be sure, among Jews and among the Gentiles who 
were attracted to the mystery religions, this was the lan-
guage of religious experience. 

Gentiles who situated themselves within Greek phil-
osophical religions, however, would be likely to laugh at 
these stories or distance themselves from the irrational 
events they represent. 

Nonetheless, then as now, some things are difficult to 
express using rational categories. And, now as then, the 
body of Christ is not compelled to limit itself to those 
rational categories to explain its experience of God. 

Acts is written by an educated author (Luke), writ-
ing to Jews and Gentiles about boundary-busting expe-
riences in the lives of the people closest to Jesus and 
moved by the Spirit. What words can possibly capture 
the radical transformation that occurs among a tiny 
band of disciples who, not that long ago, were huddled 
together in a small room and afraid to go out for fear 
of being killed?

Even Peter, who in our passage defies the order to 
keep his mouth shut, has not always been this brave. 
This is the same person who denies knowing Jesus (not 
once, but three times) and who hides with the other 
disciples while the women go to the tomb on that first 
Easter morning. Now he is risking his freedom and 
possibly his life by praying that God would empower 
him to speak boldly about Jesus, and he is doing so in 
the shadow of the Jerusalem Temple: the political, eco-
nomic, and religious center of first-century Palestine. 
This fisherman, an uneducated and ordinary man (the 
Greek literally calls him an “illiterate idiot,” Acts 4:13) 
from the backwater region of Galilee, is speaking out at 
the center of power.
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HYDERABAD

There is, perhaps, no better way to express the 
radical, powerful, dynamic change that occurs among 
the believers than to write that “the place in which 
they were gathered together was shaken.” Gathered 
by God, their prayer has raised the roof, brought the 
house down, and shaken the very foundations of their 
existence. There is no better way to convey the certain 
and sure result that their prayer has been heard. The 
Spirit is on the move. Anything can happen now.

8.  Share a time when you or a community of believers had a 

foundation-shaking experience of god. This may have been a 

radical and energizing experience, or perhaps a quiet and com-

forting one. Briefly describe the experience and the outcome of 

the experience. 

Gathered and empowered
The place where the believers had gathered was shak-
en, and the impact extended beyond anyone’s personal 
experience. It was a communal event: not just “me 
and Jesus,” but rather “God and us.” What happened 
when Peter and the others prayed together was bigger 
than any one of them alone; it came from someplace 
and Someone else, empowering the collective body to 
act courageously in the face of danger and threatening 
circumstances.

According to Acts, it is not just the experience of 
the Spirit that is significant. Rather, what is important 
is what happens next. It is not just that something hap-
pens, but that something happens to change the people, 
something happens to enable them to speak the word 
of God with boldness. 

In the end, that mighty movement of the Spirit does 
not preserve Peter and John and the others from suffer-
ing, nor does it keep them from having to face threaten-
ing situations in the future. As the story of Acts unfolds, 
we learn that many of those earliest believers do, in 
fact, undergo great sufferings as a result of their faith. 
But God consistently gives them courage in the face of 

danger, courage in numbers, courage to profess their 
faith, courage as the gathered people of God, and cour-
age to let the Spirit move them wherever and however 
the Spirit wills. (See “Through Great Endurance,” p. 22.)

9. Where does the Spirit seek to move you and your own  

gathered community today? In what ways is the Spirit  

empowering a change, so that you might speak the word  

of god with boldness?

closing prayer
Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth, 
the sea, and everything in them, you have gathered us 
into communities of faith and empowered us by the 
movement of your Holy Spirit. Grant to us power to 
speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch 
out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are per-
formed through the name of your holy servant Jesus, 
in whose name we pray. Amen

looking ahead 
Next month our study returns to the period of Jesus’ 
earthly ministry as it is told in the Gospel of Mark. 
The disciples have been away on a mission trip, and 
now they are back and eager to tell Jesus what they 
have done and taught. However, there are so many 
people clamoring around them that they do not have 
time even to eat. Has that ever happened to you? Jesus 
invites us to gather with the disciples in order to “come 
away… and rest a while.” 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from Yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at Yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. 

program in biblical preaching. 

follow Gather on facebook.
www.facebook.com/gathermagazine
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 GATHERED By GoD    SESSION 5

Overview
The apostles have been gone for a 
while, but now they’re back, gath-
ering around Jesus to tell of their 
experiences: things they’ve done, 
places they’ve seen, words they’ve 
shared, people they’ve met. As he 
listens, Jesus invites them to get 
away from it all, to pause from their 
work, to spend time apart from the 
many people who clamor for their 
attention. It is time to take a break. 
Come away with Jesus and rest.

Out and about
The 12 followers had seats at the 
front of the class in Jesus’ minis-
try. Healings, exorcisms, parables, 

nature miracles: They had seen and 
heard it all. They might not have 
been the best students, as we saw 
in Session 2 (“Learning the Tough 
Stuff”), but they kept coming back 
for more. They learned from Jesus 
and received power from him in 
order to share in his work among 
the people.

With less than a year of experi-
ence as Jesus’ followers, the Twelve 
are sent out in pairs for a mission-
ary journey. Their assignment: to 
proclaim the message about Jesus 
and to bring healing and comfort 
to the sick and those who were 
tormented in mind and spirit. This 
is the reason that they are called 

apostles, which means, in Greek, 
“the ones who are sent.” They are 
extensions of the hands and feet of 
Jesus.

1.  Read MaRk 6:7–13 alOud. 

What stands out the most for you in 

this passage? What do you notice? 

It was, no doubt, a difficult mis-
sionary journey. Jesus commanded 
them to travel light, with no food, 
no stash of cash, no spare clothes—
just the tunics and sandals they 
were wearing, along with a staff. 
Jesus commissioned the Twelve 
to share the good news without 
being burdened by their stuff. They 
would be homeless for a while. 

Anyone who has been away 
from home for an extended time 
can imagine how challenging these 
instructions would be to carry out. 
Not only would you be traveling 
without luggage, you would be 
going to places where you do not 
know anybody, and talking about 
something as personal as your own 
faith. You would be totally depen-

GETTING AWAY
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Theme Verse
“The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done  

and taught. He said to them, ‘Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves 

and rest a while.’ For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure 

even to eat” (Mark 6:30–31).

Opening Hymn 
“I Heard the Voice of Jesus Say” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 611)
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dent on the hospitality of others. No cash in your 
pocket means no way to pay for a night at the inn or 
a meal at a roadside diner. Are you hungry? You will 
have to wait until somebody offers you food. Tired? 
Perhaps you will be lucky enough to have warm place 
to sleep. Or not.

On the other hand, traveling light makes it easy to 
keep moving, so, if things do not go as planned (and 
Jesus warned that some people would be less than wel-
coming), you can readily pack up and move on to the 
next place. (See “Lightness of Being,” p. 22.)

2. Imagine that you were one of the 12 apostles: What, for you, 

would be most exciting about this work of ministry to which you 

were sent? What would be the most difficult or challenging? 

Home again
3. Read MaRk 6:30–34 alOud. Listen for a word  

or phrase in the passage that seems to speak to you. 

“The apostles gathered around Jesus…” 

According to Mark, people like to gather around Jesus. 
Nearly a dozen times in the first six chapters of the gos-
pel, large groups of people come to Jesus to be healed 
or to listen to his teaching, or perhaps they simply want 
a first-hand look at what Jesus is up to.  

This time the gathering is smaller: only the apos-

tles, the 12 people closest to Jesus. To be sure, they 
have been among those larger crowds, listening to the 
parables, seeing the remarkable effects of Jesus’ healing 
activity, watching his astounding command of nature. 
They have even had a chance, on occasion, to ask 
Jesus questions about the meaning of it all. This time, 
though, they gather not to see or hear what Jesus will 
do, but to tell him all about what has been happen-
ing in their ministry as they have “proclaimed that all 
should repent… cast out demons, and anointed with 
oil many who were sick and cured them” (Mark 6:13). 

…and [they] told him all that they had done and taught.” 

Imagine that you were there: You and your colleagues 
have just returned home from a very long road trip. 
Although you covered a lot of ground, this was not a 
vacation. You did not play beside the seaside or dine 
at the local cafes. Rather, along with a companion, 
you traveled to assorted towns and villages where you 
stayed in strangers’ homes, ate whatever food they 
served, and slept in a variety of beds (if you were lucky 
enough to have a bed at all). 

Your fellow apostles went to different towns and 
villages, stayed in different homes, ate different food, 
and slept in different beds. You had nothing to offer in 
return for the hospitality except the good news of Jesus.

You had been sent by Jesus on a “show and tell” 
mission; that is, a mission to share in word and deed 
a message that is close to the heart of God. You have 
been telling people about Jesus.

4.  If you had faced the challenges of that mission trip, what would 

you want to tell Jesus? Given whatever challenges you face 

today, what would you like to tell Jesus now?

Telling it all
When the apostles “told what they had done and 
taught,” they were not bragging, or saying “Look what 
I did!” After all, they had been commissioned by Jesus 

It’s Greek to me: Gather
There are a number of Greek words that may 
be translated into English as gather. The verb 
used most frequently in the gospels is synago 
(pronounced soon-AH-go), a compound word 
that means, literally, “to lead together.” It is the 
basis of the word synagogue, a gathering place or 
assembly.
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and empowered by God to do the very things that they 
accomplished. They taught what they had learned, and 
they did what they had seen Jesus doing. 

The word that Mark uses for told is a Greek verb 
meaning “announce or proclaim.” It implies that the 
Twelve are not simply giving a blow-by-blow account 
of their trip but are telling Jesus about very particular 
sorts of things.

5.  Look up the following passages, each of which uses the  

same Greek verb meaning “tell/told,” and fill in the chart  

below. What do these examples suggest about the sort of  

things that the apostles probably told Jesus when they  

returned from their missionary trip? 

For some people this sort of sharing comes easily, and 
they readily name the many ways they have seen God 
at work in their lives. For others, the task is more dif-
ficult. It may be intimidating to speak these things out 
loud or difficult to see God’s activity or to experience 
God’s presence. 

One of the advantages of being gathered together 
for our telling is that we can be encouraged by and 
learn from one another. Even when it is hard to name 
specific events or incidents from our own experience, 
we can still join with others to testify to God’s deeds 
among the people of the world. (See “Everyday Calls,” 
p. 12.)

6. Identify an occasion in your own life when you have  

experienced God at work in something you have done  

or taught. Practice telling somebody in your group  

about that experience. What happened? How did you  

experience God? Did you expect the outcome?

The rest of the story
7.  Re-read Mark 6:31–32 aloud. What do these verses  

suggest to you about Jesus and his attitudes toward  

the Twelve and their work?

The gospel never tells us the specific outcomes of that 
first missionary journey: No statistics about how many 
people the apostles met or healings they performed, 
how often they prayed or sat in silent solidarity with 
somebody who was hurting. No log of hours worked, 
goals met, successes achieved. Jesus does not ask how 
well they “lived the Christian life” or whether they 
measured up to his hopes and expectations for them. 
He simply issues an invitation for the apostles to be 
with him.

Come away…
Come away to a deserted place…

A favorite fantasy for many who feel harassed and 
harried is an all-expenses paid trip to a deserted island, 
where the dreamer can bask in the sunlight and get 
away from the pressures and demands of everyday 
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GOSPEl PASSAGE WhAT iS TOld OR PROClAiMEd

Matthew 11: 4 (Messengers from John the Baptist)

Mark 5:18–20 (Gerasene Demoniac)

Luke 8:36 (Witnesses to the Gerasene Demoniac)

Matthew 28:8 (The Empty Tomb)
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life. Of course, this fantasy place cannot be completely 
deserted, or there would be nobody there to cater to 
the overworked and overwhelmed escapee, but there 
are days when the idea of getting away from daily 
responsibilities and the needs of others sounds espe-
cially good.

When Jesus invites the apostles to come away to a 
deserted place, however, he is not simply offering them 
a mini-vacation from their work, although respite is 
clearly part of the plan. A “deserted place” has special 
significance in the Bible, where the same word is fre-
quently translated “wilderness.”

People familiar with biblical imagery will recognize 
the wilderness as that place of wandering, of coming to 
the end of one’s rope and having nowhere else to turn, 
of seeking and finding God. It is the place where the 
people of God learn to trust and depend on God alone. 

Moses was in the wilderness when he encountered 
God in the burning bush (Exodus 3:1–2; see Acts 7:30), 
and then he led the Israelites through the wilderness for 
40 years as they transitioned from captivity in Egypt to 
residence in the Promised Land. God provided for their 
needs with water from a rock and bread in the form of 
manna from heaven. 

John the Baptist, with his camel-hair coat and 
locust-eating ways, preached in the wilderness, “Pre-
pare the way of the Lord!” (Mark 1:3–4). Not much 
later, the Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness for 40 
days, where he faced every test that Satan could throw 
at him (Mark 1:12–13). 

After the beginning of his ministry, when people 
were coming from all quarters to find him, Jesus 
returned to the wilderness to pray (“a deserted place,” 
Mark 1:35–37) and another time he stayed out there in 
order to get away from all the people who clamored for 
his attention (“the country,” Mark 1:45). (See “Wilder-
ness Journey,” p. 26.)

8.  What does it mean for you that Jesus invites the disciples  

into the “wilderness”? What is a “wilderness place” in your  

own context? Have you ever been there? If so, what was the 

experience like for you in terms of your relationship with God?

...all by yourselves

Jesus invites his apostles to leave the crowds behind 
and get away for a little private time with him. (The 
phrase, all by yourselves in Mark 6:31 can also be trans-
lated privately, or in private.)  It is not the first time 
Jesus seeks to be alone with his closest followers, and it 
will not be the last. At times, Jesus initiates these private 
moments; at other times, the disciples do, particularly 

Fun facts: Followers
During his earthly ministry Jesus had crowds of 
followers, many disciples, and 12 apostles, unless 
you are reading the Gospel of John, in which all 
followers are called disciples. Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke occasionally use the term apostles (sent ones) 
and disciples (learners) interchangeably in reference 
to the 12 closest followers of Jesus. They also refer 
to larger groups of followers, including women and 
men, as disciples. 

After Jesus’ death and resurrection, the apostles 
became leaders in the church in Jerusalem, but it 
was not long before the term apostle was applied 
to believers beyond the original 12. Among them, 
Paul and Barnabas, who were not among the fol-
lowers of Jesus during his earthly ministry, are 
called apostles in Acts 14:14, and Paul claims that 
title for himself several times in his letters. Androni-
cus and Junia (perhaps a husband a wife team) are 
“prominent among the apostles” (Romans 16:7), 
and even Jesus himself is called an apostle in 
Hebrews (3:1–2). 
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if they want to gain better understanding of difficult 
teachings or events that they do not understand.

Private time with Jesus does not necessarily mean 
being alone; there are, after all, a dozen disciples in the 
group. But these Twelve share something in common 
with each other (most recently, their missionary work), 
and Jesus wants them to get away from the crowd for 
a time.

It is during these moments apart, while Jesus and 
his disciples are alone together, that Jesus explains 
things the disciples do not understand, such as the par-
ables (Mark 4:34) his prophecies (Mark 13:3–4), and 
the reason they do not always succeed in their healing 
efforts (Mark 9:28–29). It is also in private, with Peter, 
James, and John (“apart, by themselves”), that Jesus is 
transfigured before them, revealing a magnificent and 
terrifying glimpse of his true identity as God’s beloved 
Son (Mark 9:2–8). 

9. Is time “all by yourselves” with Jesus a part of your own  

spiritual practice? If so, share how this works for you: where  

you go, what you do, how you spend the time, with whom, etc.  

If not, imagine responding to Jesus’ invitation for private  

time with him: what might this look like for you, given the  

particular constraints and possibilities offered by your  

situation or context?

…and rest awhile.

Rest. God did it, Jesus did it, and now we are invited 
to do it, too. According to the book of Genesis, on the 
sixth day of creation, God looked around and saw that 
it was good. On the seventh day, God rested (Genesis 
2:2). In modern terms, we could say that the immortal, 
omnipotent, powerful, mighty creator of the universe…
took a break. God did not depart, leaving the newly 
created world to operate on its own, but God ceased 
work for a time and blessed this day of non-activity. 

Later, sabbath rest became part of the covenant, 
a way for the people to demonstrate in daily life that 

they belong to God. “Remember the Sabbath day, and 
keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your 
work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord 
your God…For in six days the Lord made heaven and 
earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested on the 
seventh day…” (Exodus 20:8–11). 

Now, Jesus invites the Twelve to join him, to get 
away from the crowds, take a respite from their work, 
and rest from their activity. They all climb into a boat 
and go away to a deserted place by themselves. As it 
turns out, however, their respite time is not long, cer-
tainly not even a full day. Many people see them going 
with Jesus and hurry after them, so that by the time 
Jesus and the apostles reach their destination, a crowd 
has already formed (Mark 6:33–34). It looks as if the 
apostles are not the only ones who need time with 
Jesus. (See “Sabbath Sentiments,” p. 36.)

10.  How is a cycle of work and rest reflected in your  

own life? What things make it difficult to take a sabbath  
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From the family scrapbook: Sabbath rest
The purpose of sabbath rest is not only for one’s 
own sake but also for the sake of others who 
would have to work to support you. “But the 
seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; 
you shall not do any work—you, or your son or 
your daughter, or your male or female slave, or 
your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, 
or the resident alien in your towns, so that your 
male and female slave may rest as well as you” 
(Deuteronomy 5:14; cf. Exodus 23:12). 

Although the cultural situation today is quite 
different from the time of ancient Israel, the prin-
ciple still applies: If we do not take sabbath rest, 
others are unable to take it either. 
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rest? What steps do you (or could you) take to enable a  

time of rest when you could “come away” with Jesus?  

How might the gathered community of faith support  

your sabbath rest?

looking ahead
Next month we hear from the Apostle Paul as he writes 
to the churches at Corinth. Paul reminds the Corinthi-
ans that being called by God is not something reserved 
only for a few, but for all those who are gathered into 
the koinonia-community of Christ. They are saints 
together with a whole crowd of people, including you 
and me and many, many others: “all those who in 
every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(1 Corinthians 1:2). 

Closing Prayer
For the closing prayer sing (or say) again the hymn, “I 
Heard the Voice of Jesus Say,” (ELW 611). 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. 

program in biblical preaching. 
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 GATHERED By GoD    SESSION 6

Koinonia CALLING
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Overview 
In his first letter to the Corinthians, 
Paul reminds the gathered com-
munity that they are called by God 
into the koinonia fellowship of Jesus 
Christ. Together with “all those 
who in every place call on the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor-
inthians 1:2), they are saints who 
have been gifted by God in order to 
fulfill their calling. So are we.

The Roman Colony of Corinth
The ancient city of Corinth was 
located on the isthmus that divides 
the northern and southern portions 
of modern-day Greece. With har-
bors on opposite sides of the isth-
mus, the city developed into a bus-
tling, cosmopolitan center along a 

major east-west trade route. The 
residents of the city were exposed 
to a variety of ideas and practices as 
they rubbed elbows with the mer-
chants, artisans, and other travelers 
who regularly passed through.

At the time Paul established 
the church (around 50 or 51 AD), 
Corinth was a diverse city, popu-
lated primarily by pagans as well as 
some Jews. Due to the high trade 
traffic, many of Corinth’s inhabit-
ants were very well off, and some 
in the church were, too. But most 
of the Corinthian Christians were 
from a lower, less wealthy, social 
status. Paul writes, “Consider your 
own call, brothers and sisters: not 
many of you were wise by human 
standards, not many were powerful, 

not many were of noble birth” (1 
Corinthians 1:26).

Paul’s letter spends a good deal 
of ink addressing conflict and dis-
agreement among the Corinthians. 
Most scholars today believe these 
conflicts were due in large part to 
differences in social status, since 
the Corinthian Christians included 
everybody from slaves to govern-
ment officials who gave money for 
the development of the city. The 
challenge for the Corinthians, just 
as it is for churches today, was how 
to live as a gathered community in 
Christ when their backgrounds, per-
sonal experiences, and viewpoints 
were so different from one another. 
(See “Ties That Bind,” p. 18.)

1. Recall a time when you have been  

part of a group or organization  

whose members represented different 

backgrounds, viewpoints, racial  

or ethnic identities, social status,  

etc. What held the group together 

through the differences? 

Theme Verse
“God is faithful; by him you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus 

Christ our Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:9).

Opening Hymn 
“We All are One in Mission” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 576)
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Read 1 CORInTHIanS 1:1–9 alOud.

2.  Based on the text, what do you learn about Paul?  

What do you learn about the Corinthian church? 

Reading between the lines
Like other ancient letters, those written by Apostle 
Paul typically begin with a greeting that identifies the 
sender(s) and recipients, and offers clues about both 
parties. (The greeting of 1 Corinthians is in 1 Corin-
thians 1:1–3). In this case, Paul and a person named 
Sosthenes are writing to the church in Corinth. If 
Sosthenes is somebody known to the Corinthians, his 
presence in the greeting may be a way to build a con-
nection between Paul and the Corinthians.

Paul claims for himself his most powerful creden-
tials, perhaps as a way to remind the Corinthians that 
he is in a position to teach and advise them on matters 
that divide their community. (He had established the 
church there, so they already knew him.) In the ancient 
cultural context, his position carries weight and author-
ity especially since he has been called and authorized 
by God. 

Paul typically follows the greeting with a section 
of thanksgiving, like the one in 1 Corinthians 1:4–9. 
The thanksgiving helps him to begin the letter on a 
positive note, since recipients are much more likely to 
be receptive to a letter if it says something good about 
them. A modern-day equivalent would be to begin a 
letter on a difficult subject by mentioning why you like 
or respect someone and what you see as his or her 
strengths. These affirmative statements help to create a 
bond between writer and recipient, and they reinforce 
the positive regard each has for the other. 

3.  Read the opening line of the thanksgiving section from  

four of Paul’s letters listed below. Write the reason that  

Paul states for why he is thankful. How do these thanksgiving 

statements help to build up the church? 

1 Corinthians 1:4

Romans 1:8 

Philippians 1:3–5

1 Thessalonians 1:2–3

4.  Imagine that you are writing a letter to your own church (your 

congregation or your denomination), and complete the following 

sentence: I give thanks to God always for you because: ______

____________________________________________

 unsaintly saints
The biblical world view is quite different from ours in 
its understanding of nature, beliefs about the universe, 
the ways people lived, the languages they spoke, and 
so on. This means that when we engage the Bible we 
participate in a significant cross-cultural experience. 

At the same time, as a collection of books that tells 
us about the faith of others, explores the story of God’s 
love for the world, and testifies how that love has been 
manifested in the lives of people since the beginning of 
time, the Bible conveys the word of life to us through 
the power of the Holy Spirit. It tells us who we are and 
to whom we belong. 

As for the Corinthian Christians, some of their 
church-related behaviors sound more familiar than we 
might care to admit. The letter as a whole suggests that 
they disagreed about Communion, argued over proper 
behavior and attire in worship, held differing opinions 
about appropriate sexual practices, and did not see 
eye-to-eye about food choices. Some of them claimed 
to know more than others. They even brought lawsuits 
against one another. They were a divided church.

Given this reality, it might seem odd that Paul 
would begin his letter, “to those who are sanctified in 
Christ Jesus, called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2). 
Both words, saint and sanctified, come from the same 
Greek root (hagios), which means to be set apart, holy, 
or consecrated to the service of God. We could have 
translated the verse “to those who are set apart in 
Christ Jesus, called to be the set-apart ones.” Or, if you 
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prefer, “to those who have been made holy in Christ 
Jesus, called to be holy.” 

With all of their conflict and disagreements, it 
is difficult for us to imagine how they can be saints. 
However, Paul’s point is that they have been called as 
individuals, called together as a community, and given 

what they need in order to be who they are called to 
be. They have been set apart in order to be set apart. It 
sounds redundant, and it is: When God calls a person 
(or a church), God gives that person (or church) what 
is needed in order to fulfill that calling. It was true then, 
and it is true today.

5.  Consider yourself and your own congregation or faith-based 

community: What is the impact of being identified as “saints?” 

Does it change the way you view yourself and others?  

If so, in what ways? If not, why not?

God’s calling
The topic of God’s call is a common one at seminar-
ies, where students often get acquainted by asking one 
another, “When did you know that you were called?” 
One student tells of a Sunday school teacher who cor-
ralled her as an over-active child and told her, “Ginny, 
I know God’s going to call you to something, I’m just 
not sure what!” Another mentions a middle-aged career 
change that left her wanting to learn more about what 
she believed. Some students mention God leading them 
to do something more with their lives. Many of these 
students discern that “more” might mean becoming 
ordained leadership in the church. Others discern that 
they can best fulfill God’s call by remaining in their 
everyday jobs or roles.

Paul is quite clear that being called is not some-
thing reserved only for seminarians or church leaders. 
Rather, it is the vocation of every Christian, the way 
that each one of us lives out our faith in the particular 
circumstances and roles in which we find ourselves. In 
our study passage, Paul is called to be an apostle, and 
the Corinthians are called to be saints and to enter into 
the fellowship of Jesus Christ. 

Through baptism we are called into life with Christ, 
which means that our lives take their shape in rela-
tionship to God. How those lives are shaped depends 
on many things, including our gifts and talents (for 
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From the family scrapbook: a holy people
When Paul reminds the Corinthians that they are 
“sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints,” he 
is building on an Old Testament concept.

Before bringing the Israelites out of slavery in 
Egypt, God promised through Moses that God 
“will take you as my people and I will be your 
God” (Exodus 6:6–7). Later, a few months after 
Moses led the Israelites across the Red Sea, they 
camped at the base of Mt. Sinai. God again spoke 
to the people through Moses, saying, “Now there-
fore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, 
you shall be my treasured possession out of all 
the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but 
you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy 
nation” (Exodus 19:5–6). 

The promise to be their God had been made 
before they ever left Egypt. Now, on Mt. Sinai, 
God gives another great gift, a sign of that promise 
in the form of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 
20:1–17). This covenant will make the Israelites a 
“holy nation” (Exodus 19:6) that is, a people who 
are set apart by God.

Fast forward to the early church. Although 
most of the Corinthians were not Jewish before 
becoming Christian, Paul is connecting them to 
this “family story” of God’s faithfulness, known 
through the testimony of the Old Testament (or 
Hebrew Scriptures).
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example, Am I good with numbers? Do I have good 
people-skills? Or do I understand mechanical things?), 
the circumstances in which we find ourselves (What 
are the needs of my community? How can I best care 
for the earth? What is happening in my neighborhood, 
or in my family?), and the roles that shape our lives 
(such as, Am I a sister, a mother, a dentist, a lawyer, a 
hairdresser, a janitor?). God calls us to lives of faith in 
through each of these circumstances and roles, which 
means that there are as many ways to be called as there 
are people. (See “Everyday Calls,” p. 12.)

6.  In our study passage, Paul is called to be an apostle.  

The Corinthians are called to be saints and to enter into  

the fellowship of Jesus Christ. Complete the following  

sentences: 

God has called me to _________________________.

I wonder whether God might be calling me to _________ 

_______________________.

God has called my church to ____________________.

I wonder whether God might be calling my church to  

________________________________________.

dig deeper: Call stories
Have you ever left a familiar setting in order to 
respond to God’s pull on your heart? Perhaps your 
call is like Abraham’s. When God told him and 
Sarah to “Go … to the land that I will show you,” 
they packed their bags, together with their family, 
and set off on a journey whose ending they could 
not foresee (Genesis 12:1–3). Perhaps your call is 
more like Jonah’s, who at first ran as far away from 
God as possible because he could not imagine shar-
ing God’s message of love and forgiveness with a 
community full of sinners ( Jonah 1:1–3; 3:1–5).

Maybe the call of Moses seems more familiar. 
He argued that he was not gifted for the tasks 
ahead by reminding God that he was a lousy public 
speaker and that nobody would listen to him. In his 
view, God had chosen the wrong person (Exodus 
3:1–12; 4:1–11). 

Perhaps there is a time you have felt a quiet 
nudging in your innermost being, something like 
the experience of Elijah, whose call from God came 
without the dramatic pyrotechnics of Moses’ burn-
ing bush, nor the tongues of fire that danced across 
the heads of the people at Pentecost, but in the over-
whelming sound of silence (1 Kings 19:11–18).

Or maybe your call has been more like that 
of Matthias. Matthias never did anything famous 
or noteworthy as far as anybody can tell, since his 
name is mentioned in the Bible only as the person 
chosen to replace Judas Iscariot. His primary quali-
fication for being selected was that he had been a 
follower of Jesus from the beginning, although he 
was actually chosen through prayer and a lottery 
(Acts 1:21–26).

For most of us, perhaps, God’s call comes to us as 
ordinary people doing the rather ordinary things that 
we do, inviting and empowering us to live out those 
ordinary activities in faithfulness to Jesus Christ. 

7.  Read through the call stories listed above (or choose  

another of your favorites from the Bible) and consider  

how your own experience of God’s call is similar to or  

different from these. What might these stories teach  

you about your own call? 

8.  Practice sharing your “call story” with another person,  

and listen to theirs. (Hint: If it is difficult to imagine  

your experience in terms of a “call story,” share your  

“faith story.” It is likely that they are much the same.)
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Christ the center
Paul mentions Christ in each of the nine verses of our 
primary study passage (1 Corinthians 1:1–9) as “Christ 
Jesus,” “Lord Jesus Christ,” “Jesus Christ our Lord,” 
“Christ,” or simply “him.” Later in the letter, Paul 
reminds the Corinthians about the teaching they had 
heard from him during his earlier visit:

“When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did 
not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you in 
lofty words or wisdom, for I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” (1 
Corinthians 2:2).  

“For I handed on to you as of first importance what 
I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in 
accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, 
and that he was raised on the third day in accordance 
with the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas 
and then to the Twelve (1 Corinthians 15:3–5).

Whatever else Paul taught when he first arrived at 
Corinth, he certainly wants this church to keep Jesus 
at the center.

The only other word in our study passage that is 

mentioned more often than Christ Jesus is you [plural], 
which appears 10 times followed by Lord (six times), 
God (six times) and call/called (four times). Many 
Christians are so used to reading the Bible as a per-
sonal address that they forget that its writings were 
intended for communities of faith. Paul’s letters to the 
Corinthians are no exception. In verse 4, for example, 
Paul says, “I give thanks to my God always for you 

[plural] because of the grace of God that has been 
given you [plural] in Christ Jesus.” Paul is thanking God 
for everybody in the Corinthian church because all of 
them have received God’s grace—even those who are in 
the midst of conflict.

Each of them individually and all of them together 
are gathered into this community through the grace of 
God in Christ Jesus. Each of them individually and all 
of them together are called to keep Christ at the center.

9.  Name some of the ways that you (individually) and you  

(plural, as a faith community) keep Christ at the center.

Gathered for Koinonia
Paul reminds the Corinthians that they are “called into 
the koinonia of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Corin-
thians 1:9). The Greek noun koinonia may be translated 
in a number of ways, including fellowship, community, 
sharing, partnership, communion, and association. 

In the first century, both inside and outside of the 
church, koinonia refers to a close bond that is created by 
sharing something in common. It is not simply a matter 
of “being together,” but a relationship that is established 
and maintained by active participation of all the parties.

One of the remarkable things about Paul’s churches 
is that this concept of koinonia applied across the usual 
dividing lines that would have been expected in the cul-
ture: gender, ethnicity, poverty and wealth, social sta-
tus, etc. That is, outside of the church, people normally 
experienced koinonia only with others who were a lot 
like them. Inside of the church those typical boundaries 
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House churches
There were no public church buildings in the first 
decades after the death and resurrection of Jesus. 
The best evidence suggests that the church at 
Corinth was actually a group of smaller house-
churches, each under the leadership of a relatively 
wealthy “patron” in whose home the group met. 
Some scholars suggest that each house church 
would have consisted of as many as 30-50 persons. 
It is possible that some of the conflicts that devel-
oped among the Corinthian Christians arose, in 
part, due to differences among these various house 
churches and the factions that arose around their 
leaders.
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were blurred, which—as we have noted earlier—is one of 
the reasons that the Corinthians experienced so much 
disagreement.

10.  Based on the study passage (1Corinthians 1:1–9), list what  

the Corinthians have received from God that empowers them  

to fulfill their calling to this koinonia of Christ? (Many of the 

things on the lists you made in question 2 will apply here.) 

Paul reminds the Corinthians that they did not choose 
this koinonia for themselves; rather, they were called 
into it, which means that the other people who are part 
of the koinonia (including the ones with whom they 
disagree) were called into it as well. It might not be the 
community they would have chosen, but it is the one 
they have been called to be.

As we have already noted, the koinonia of the 
Corinthians is not based on their status in the world—
not on the amount of money they have, or similar-
ity in background, or education, race, or ethnicity, or 
whether they are conservative, moderate, or liberal, 
or whether they are Jewish or Gentile. Those differ-
ences remain and, as the rest of the letter makes clear, 
they constitute a part of God’s gift to that particular 
community. However, the koinonia that they share is 
established, grounded and sustained by their common 
calling as saints of God, recipients of God’s grace that 
has been given to them in Christ Jesus. (See “Ties that 
Bind, p.18.)

11.  Consider the kinds of diversity and difference that are  

present in your congregation or faith community. In what  

ways are those differences a gift for your congregation?  

How might viewing your congregation as called and  

gathered by God (rather than a group of people who  

come together by their own choice) affect the ways  

you work/live together in fellowship? 

looking ahead
Next month we join Jesus in the Gospel of Luke as he 
makes his way toward his end in the city of Jerusalem. 
Like a mother hen protecting her chicks, he offers shel-
ter to those who would remain close to him; and yet, 
those most beloved to him refuse his offer. What about 
us? Will we gather with the other children of God 
beneath those wings? 

Closing prayer
Gracious God, You have called us into the koinonia of 
your Son, Jesus Christ. We give you thanks for the gifts 
you have given to us through our faith community, 
which we name here [insert response(s) from question 
4]. Continue to enrich us in speech and knowledge of 
every kind, and strengthen the testimony of Christ 
among us, so that we may live in fellowship with you 
and with one another, through Jesus Christ, our Lord. 
Amen. 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D in New Testament from Duke University.
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Pagan Roots
Acts 18 suggests that Paul initially established the 
church at Corinth by preaching in the synagogue 
and converting Jews and some Gentiles (see Acts 
18:1–17). His own letter suggests, however, that the 
church at Corinth was predominantly Gentile; that 
is, people who were not Jewish. Paul writes, “You 
know that when you were pagans [that is, Gen-
tiles], you were enticed and led astray to idols that 
could not speak” (1 Corinthians 12:2). Paul’s initial 
task would have been to preach and teach about 
the one true God, as opposed to the many pagan 
deities that a Corinthian resident might choose to 
worship. His message must have been a tough sell 
in a city that housed many pagan temples.
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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

Theme Verse
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

main TexT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVerView
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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Overview
We join Jesus in the Gospel of Luke 
as he is on his way to meet his 
end in Jerusalem. The news brings 
threats of death, but it cannot deter 
Jesus from his appointed task. Like 
a mother hen protecting her chicks, 
he offers shelter to those who would 
remain close to him. Will we gather 
with the other children of God 
beneath those wings, or will we pre-
fer to go our own way? 

Setting the stage
Our study passage falls about mid-
way through the Gospel of Luke. 
Jesus has been traveling extensively 
through Galilee, busily engaged in 
his work of casting out demons 

and performing cures, preaching in 
synagogues, healing the blind and 
lame, stilling storms, dining with 
his opponents, speaking in parables, 
teaching his followers to pray, and 
training his disciples for mission 
work. In the midst of that work but 
prior to our study passage, Jesus 
“set his face to go to Jerusalem” 
(Luke 9:51). 

The phrase “he set his face to 
go to Jerusalem” emphasizes that 
Jesus is choosing to make this jour-
ney and that he is determined to 
get there no matter what he meets 
along the road or what awaits him 
at the end of the trip. 

While he is traveling, some 
Pharisees come to warn Jesus that 

Herod Antipas, the politically pow-
erful tetrarch of Galilee, wants to kill 
him. This same Herod had ordered 
the execution of Jesus’ cousin, John 
the Baptist (Luke 3:19–20; 9:9), so 
he is a dangerous opponent. 

Another person might take the 
hint and get out of there when 
confronted by a death threat. Jesus 
is not concerned about protecting 
himself, however, nor is it his goal 
to get away from it all. He is going 
to Jerusalem in order to place him-
self at the very heart of the people 
of God. 

1.  READ LukE 13:31–35 

ALOuD. Make a list of questions 

to ask about the passage. You need 

not answer them all now; those that 

remain unanswered at the end of  

this session may be the basis for  

your further study. 

Pharisees: Friend or foe?
Many modern readers of the New 
Testament assume that all Pharisees 
were legalistic, oppressive religious 
authorities out to get Jesus because 

 GATHERED BY GOD    SESSIOn 7

BEnEATH HER WInGS
by Audrey West

BIBlE  STUDY

Theme verse
“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 

sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen 

gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Luke 13:34)

Hymn 
“Thy Holy Wings” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 613)
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he violated the laws of Torah and taught the love and 
grace of God. Historical evidence from within Judaism 
suggests, however, that there was no uniform agree-
ment, even among Pharisees, about a single, correct 
interpretation of Torah. In addition, the loving-kindness 
of God is a consistent Old Testament theme, not a new 
idea taught only by Jesus (for example, Hosea 11:1–4).

Further, we may recall that Pharisees were Jewish 
laypersons who desired more than anything to be faith-
ful to the covenant with God, especially in daily life. To 
be sure, the gospels are generally negative about Phari-
sees, but Luke offers a more nuanced view: sometimes 
positive, sometimes negative. 

Pharisees raised a lot of questions about Jesus’ 
ministry, and about his interpretation of Torah. Due 
to their desire to be faithful interpreters of the Law, 
it is likely that some of the Pharisees were genuinely 
interested in learning from Jesus, coming from far away 
to hear his teaching (see Luke 5:17), engaging him in 
questions and debates (Luke 6:1–5), just as they would 
do among themselves. After all, Jesus was a lay Jewish 
teacher, as were they.

Pharisees extended hospitality to Jesus, inviting 
him to eat in their homes (Luke 7:36; 11:37), although 
they were also known to criticize Jesus’ choice of dinner 
companions (Luke 15:2; 5:30). In Acts, also written by 
Luke, there are Christian believers who were Pharisees 
(Acts 15:4–5), most notably Apostle Paul (Acts 26:4–8). 

Some Pharisees are openly hostile toward Jesus, 
trying to cross-examine him and trap him by his words 
(Luke 11:53–54). For his part, Jesus responds to their 
questions, but not always in ways they would have 
appreciated or welcomed (Luke 5:30-32; 11:37–41). 
(See “Who Were Those People?” p. 6.)

2.  What are some possible reasons why the Pharisees would  

warn Jesus about Herod?

(For question 3, go to page 32.)

Fox and hen
First-century Palestine was under the dominion of the 
Roman Emperor, who established local authorities to 
rule on his behalf. Around 40 B.C., Herod the Great 
had been appointed by Rome as king of the Jews of Pal-
estine, and he was king of Judea when Jesus was born. 
Herod the Great had a reputation of being a brutal 
despot, and many Jews considered him to be a traitor 
who collaborated with Rome. 

During the time of Jesus’ ministry, Judea (the 
southern region of ancient Palestine, where Jerusalem is 
located) was ruled by a Roman governor named Pontius 
Pilate, whose name is familiar due to his role in the trial 
and crucifixion of Jesus. After Herod the Great died, 
Galilee (the northern region) was ruled by a Roman-
appointed tetrarch (ruler of a quarter) who was Herod’s 
son, Herod Antipas. This is the Herod in our study pas-
sage, the same Herod who will, at the end of the gospel, 
participate along with Pilate in the trial of Jesus.

Jesus does not seem to be concerned about the 
Phariees’ warning. He tells them to take a message to 
Herod outlining the shape of his ministry: “I am casting 
out demons and performing cures today and tomor-
row,” (Luke 13:32). He asserts the necessity of going to 
Jerusalem: “I must be on my way” (Luke 13:33). He 
makes clear that nothing is going to stand in the way 
of his intended purpose, which is to face whatever hap-
pens in Jerusalem: “because it is impossible for a proph-
et to be killed outside of Jerusalem,” (Luke 13:33).

4.  In his response to the Pharisees, Jesus compares Herod to  

a fox and himself to a mother hen. List the characteristics  

of a fox, and also the characteristics of a hen. We will use  

your responses in question 5 below.

Mother hens and metaphors
Refusing to be intimidated, Jesus boldly calls Herod 
a fox, and then he refers to himself as a mother hen. 
Imagine: “In this corner, sponsored by the Roman 
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Empire, we have the fox, ruler of the realm, be-header 
of John the Baptist, eager to kill his enemies at the 
first threat to his power and authority! And over in 
the other corner, his opponent. Sponsored by the Lord 
God of Israel, it is… the chicken!”

Snarling teeth vs. clucking beak. Speed and cun-

ning vs. a mother’s love. Jesus could have chosen one 
of several other biblical metaphors to represent him-
self. A lion, for example, whose strength intimidates 
its enemies and crushes them with a mighty blow, is 
the sort of savior who defeats opposing armies with a 
show of military force (“They shall go after the lord, 

Dig deeper: Pharisees in the mirror
Luke’s gospel suggests that the Pharisees were a 
mixed bag. Like most people, sometimes they acted 
appropriately and faithfully, while sometimes they 
did not. In the survey below, place a check-mark next 
to any of the following statements that are sometimes 
true for you. You do not have to share your answers 
with anybody unless you choose to do so. 
____ I have told a child, “Do as I say, not as I do.” 

(Or I have behaved as if those words were true.)
____ I have been secretly critical of someone else’s 

behavior without admitting that I have some-
times done the same (or a comparable) thing 
myself.

____ I have presented a self to others that is different 
from my authentic self.

____ I secretly feel spiritually superior to people who 
do not give as much as I do.

____ I practice pious behaviors (for example, prayer, 
tithing, service to the poor) but have at times 
ignored injustices around me because they do 
not directly concern me.

____ I want people to notice how hard I work.
____ I am proud when I receive an award or honor 

because of my contributions at work or at 
home.

____ I believe that my position, education, skills, and/
or performance merit recognition from others.

____ I sometimes find myself wanting more stuff 
even when I have all that I need.

____ I sometimes feel it is important to project an 
image that demonstrates that I am successful.

Now read the following passages from Luke and 
note how much your answers above suggest that you 
sometimes act like or unlike the Pharisees: 

“Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees, that is, 
their hypocrisy.” (Luke 12:1).

“But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint 
and rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect justice 
and the love of God; it is these you ought to have 
practiced, without neglecting the others” (Luke 
11:42).

“Woe to you Pharisees! For you love to have the 
seat of honor in the synagogues and to be greeted 
with respect in the marketplaces” (Luke 11:43). 

The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard 
all this, and they ridiculed him. So he said to them, 
“You are those who justify yourselves in the sight 
of others; but God knows your hearts; for what is 
prized by human beings is an abomination in the 
sight of God (Luke 16:14–15).

3.   What do you make of Jesus’ critiques of the Pharisees  

when you recognize yourself in some of their behaviors?  

In light of those critiques, what it is like to be offered  

a place within the sheltering arms of Jesus?
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who roars like a lion; when he roars, his children shall 
come trembling from the west,” Hosea 11:10). That 
kind of savior is like a great king who offers safety and 
security in the face of border incursions and terrorist 
attacks. 

Jesus could have called himself an eagle, a spiri-
tual hero or teacher of righteousness who soars above 
earthly concerns, drawing our sights far above the 
mundane pressures of our lives. This savior carries us 
on his wings to the mountaintops of ecstatic experi-
ence (“As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its 
young; as it spreads its wings, takes them up, and bears 
them aloft on its pinions, the Lord alone guided him,” 
Deuteronomy 32:11–12).

Jesus could have used the image of a bear, a power-
ful, prophetic savior who charges in and brings people 
back to the ways of God. This savior critiques a culture 
that loses sight of God (“When I fed them, they were 
satisfied; they were satisfied, and their heart was proud; 
therefore they forgot me…I will fall upon them like a 
bear robbed of her cubs, and will tear open the covering 
of their heart; there I will devour them like a lion, as a 
wild animal would mangle them,” Hosea 13:6–8). 

A lion, an eagle, or a bear: Put one of these animals 
into the fight and a fox like Herod would be torn to 
shreds. But, as Jesus laments over the precious city of 
Jerusalem, he passes over these other biblical images 
and names a very different kind of savior: a mother 
hen, who loves her chicks so much that she gives them 
shelter under her wings, putting her own life on the line 
in order to save them. (See “Godscape,” p. 22.)

5.  Look over your list from question 4. As you consider the  

metaphor of Jesus as mother hen, what does that image tell  

you about Jesus? Consider both how the metaphor is and  

is not true to your experience of Christ. That is, in what ways 

does mother hen characterize your experience of Jesus and  

what you know about him? In what ways is the metaphor  

limited in its ability to represent Christ for you? 

Images for God
Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem as mother hen is not 
the only place in the Bible that a feminine meta-
phor is used to portray God or Christ. In Luke, 
Jesus compares God’s activity on behalf of those 
who are lost to a woman who sweeps the floor in 
search of a lost coin (Luke 15:8–10), and he tells a 
parable of a woman who hides yeast in the dough 
while making bread (Luke 13:21-22) in order to 
picture the reign (kingdom) of God. 

The Old Testament refers to “the God who 
gave you birth” (Deuteronomy 32:18; Isaiah 42:14) 
and portrays God using the metaphors of a mother 
bear protecting her cubs (Hosea 13:8) and a 
woman nursing her child (Isaiah 49:15). A verse 
from Isaiah conveys an idea similar to that of our 
study passage, when God says, “As a mother com-
forts her child, so I will comfort you; you shall be 
comforted in Jerusalem” (Isaiah 66:13). It takes 
a variety of metaphors and images to convey the 
fullness of God within the limits of our language. 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem…
Scholars call this passage the “lament over Jerusa-
lem,” because Jesus is grieving over a sad reality. The 
city, beloved by God, rejects those whom God sends, 
including God’s son. 

In biblical imagery Jerusalem frequently stands as 
a metaphor for the people of God, so that the victories 
and tragedies of the people are reflected in the city. For 
example, when the Israelites are sent into exile during 
the Babylonian captivity (586 B.C.), Jerusalem is rep-
resented as a grieving woman (Lamentations 1:7). As 
the exile comes to an end, “she” ( Jerusalem) receives 
comfort from God (Isaiah 40:1–2). 

When Jesus calls Jerusalem “the city that kills the 
prophets and stones those who are sent to it” he is recall-



 

ing the grand sweep of history of the people of God and 
how they have responded to God’s messengers. Nobody 
likes to be reminded how they are failing to live up to 
their relationship with God, and the biblical Jerusalem 
was no exception ( Jeremiah 26:20–23; Acts 7:52). 

In his lament over the city, Jesus says something 
about all the people to whom he has been sent: Gentiles 
and Jews, women and men, poor and wealthy, power-
less and powerful. Many will refuse his message or turn 
away from his salvation, and even those who follow him 
will betray his love. Jesus comes as savior to protect and 
preserve the “children” of Jerusalem (that is, the people 
of God), but they do not always receive him.

6.  To the extent that the Old and New Testaments speak to  

the reality of our lives, in what ways do you think people  

today (including the church) are and are not like the  

biblical “children” of Jerusalem?

Like baby chicks
When Luke quotes Jesus, “long have I desired to 
gather you… but you were not willing,” he uses the 
same Greek verb for desired and willing. The verb is 
thelo (rhymes with mellow), and it may be translated 
“will, wish, want, or desire.” Translators could have 
rendered the verse this way — “long have I desired to 
gather you… but you were not desiring,” or “long have 
I willed to gather you… but you were not willing.” 
God’s will and God’s desire are the same thing.

Jesus longs to gather and protect the children of God 
as a mother hen gathers her chicks. Can you picture this 
image in your mind’s eye? The world is a threatening 
place for baby chicks. Falling rocks, inadequate food or 
water, parasites, and even the aggressive pecking from 
other chickens can injure or kill. Foxes prowl the yard, 
seeking a way in—and not only foxes, but dogs, rac-
coons, owls, and rats—ready to devour the young.

The good news for baby chicks is that they are not 
alone. There is nothing that they face that the mother 

hen does not face with them, not even death by the 
fangs of all the foxes in the world. When the chicks 
are lost, the mother hen walks beside them with a wing 
outstretched, ready to take them in. When they can-
not see more than two steps ahead (it is crowded and 
sometimes dark beneath those wings!) the mother hen 
sees for them. When they wander away, she calls them 
back; when they return she opens her wings a little 
wider, making room for one more. And when the fox 
prowls, as he always does, the chicks are not left to fight 
for themselves. The hen fights on their behalf, giving 
up her life if necessary, in order to save her children. 
(See “Mothering God,” p. 26.)

7.  What keeps people from desiring to be gathered beneath 

Christ’s wings; that is, what gets in the way of our own  

acceptance of God’s shelter? 

Chickens are not the most powerful animals in the 
barnyard, yet Jesus chose a hen to illustrate the salva-
tion that he offers. It seems to be the way of God to 
bring life and salvation through vulnerable and unlikely 
people and circumstances. There is a baby, placed in a 
manger at his birth, because there is no room at the inn 
. . . a Jewish man from a backwater village in Galilee, 
who gathers around him a motley crew of fisherfolk 
and outcasts, teaching in parables and performing cures 
. . . a cross on a hill at the edge of the city of Jerusalem 
. . . an empty tomb first proclaimed by women whose 
words were heard as “an idle tale.” These are the ways 
of God for the gathered people of God.

8.  What are some ways that you have experienced the “shelter  

of his wings?” How might your group (or church), as a  

gathered community of faith, offer shelter in Jesus’ name?  

(See “Sheltering and Serving,” p. 12.)

9.  How might the Holy Spirit be empowering you to change  

or grow in your faith as a result of your study of this passage? 
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Looking ahead
Next month our study revisits the book of Acts, where 
Paul and Barnabas have returned to Antioch after 
traveling many miles to share the good news of Jesus 
Christ. There, in the city where they began their minis-
try together, they gather the church in order to tell the 
story of all that God has done. As we gather to learn 
from them, what stories of faith will we tell?
 
Closing prayer 
Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our 
Father, who loved us and through grace gave us eter-
nal comfort and good hope, comfort our hearts and 

strengthen them in every good work and word. Amen. 
(2 Thessalonians 2:16) 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from Yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at Yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. 

program in biblical preaching. She is the author of the 2004–05 

award-winning Bible study, “Everyday Surprises: The Parables of 

Jesus,” published in Lutheran Woman Today (now Gather).

Journeys to Jerusalem
In each of the gospels Jesus’ minis-

try of preaching and healing takes 

place primarily among the villages 

and towns in Galilee, with occasional 

forays into the Gentile territories sur-

rounding that region. Whenever Jesus 

goes to “the other side” of the Sea of 

Galilee, for example, he is crossing 

over into Gentile territory.

 In the Gospel of John, Jesus 

makes several trips to Jerusalem 

(which is located outside Galilee, in 

Judea) in order to celebrate the major 

Jewish festivals, including the Feasts 

of Tabernacles and Dedication as well 

as three distinct Passover celebra-

tions. This is where we get the idea 

that Jesus’ ministry spanned three 

years; however, the Synoptic Gospels 

(Matthew, Mark, and Luke) recount 

only a single trip to Jerusalem to cel-

ebrate the Passover.

The Pharisees
Josephus (pronounced Joe-SEE-

fuss), a Jewish historian writing in 

the first century A.D., describes four 

small sects within Palestinian Juda-

ism: Pharisees, Sadducees (a priestly 

group, associated with the Temple), 

Essenes (a sectarian group that lived 

apart from others) and a “fourth phi-

losophy,” perhaps the Sicarii or Zeal-

ots. Most Jews did not belong to any 

of these sects. The Pharisees were 

laypersons, that is, not associated 

with the Temple, who interpreted the 

Law for daily life. 

Josephus’ account suggests that 

the Pharisees were not nearly as 

influential or prevalent as they appear 

to be in the gospels, being a small 

minority of Jews in Palestine during 

the time of Jesus’ ministry (number-

ing approximately 6,000). After the 

Jerusalem Temple was destroyed by 

the Romans in 70 A.D., priestly groups 

(such as the Sadducees, who were 

associated with the Temple lost their 

reason for existence, and the Essenes 

were destroyed or disbanded. By the 

time Luke wrote his gospel (around 

80-90 A.D.), Pharisaic Judaism had 

attained a prominence within Juda-

ism that was not the case during 

Jesus’ own life. 

For further information, see E. P. 

Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus 

(London: Allen Lane, Penguin, 1993).

follow Gather on facebook.
www.facebook.com/gathermagazine
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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

Theme Verse
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

main TexT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVerView
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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Overview
This month we revisit the book of 
Acts where Paul and Barnabas have 
returned to Antioch after traveling 
many miles to share the good news 
of Jesus Christ. There, among the 
Christians who had commissioned 
them for the journey, they share the 
story of all that God has done. As 
we gather to learn from them, what 
stories of faith will we tell?

Storytelling
If you have ever traveled to a foreign 
country (or even a distant state) and 
spent a good deal of time there, per-
haps you know how it feels to come 
home again. Familiar surroundings, 
people who talk like you, food that 

seems normal, your own bed: These 
things can be comforting after an 
extended time away in a place that 
follows a different lifestyle or unfa-
miliar customs. Those differences 
can make a homecoming that much 
sweeter, but they also make the 
travel stories all the more compel-
ling. Whether one is on the telling 
end or the hearing end, stories are a 
great way to share experiences with 
others, introducing them to people 
and events they may not have expe-
rienced for themselves.

Some stories have a way of draw-
ing people together, especially if there 
is already a connection, such as a 
common family history or shared 
commitments. Whenever Apostle 

Paul reminds his Jewish and Gentile 
listeners about the old, old story of 
the Exodus, for example (Acts 13:17), 
he invites them to share his claim 
about the kind of God this is. As 
readers, we join the generations who 
hear in the story both example and 
confession of what it means to trust 
God. We also remember how difficult 
it may be to trust in the midst of crisis, 
and how God remains faithful despite 
our unfaithfulness.

This month’s study passage is 
about the story of what God has 
done in and through Paul and Barn-
abas. As they travel through cities 
of the Roman Empire, these two 
missionaries become part of the old, 
old story of God’s covenant with 
the Jews, even as they proclaim that 
God is doing a new thing in Christ 
by welcoming the Gentiles into the 
covenant as well. 

The stories of Paul and Barna-
bus become part of the larger story 
of the Christians at Antioch and, 
thanks to the author of Acts, part 
of our story as well. They remind 
us that God works through us to 

 gATHERED By goD    SESSIOn 8

STORYTELLInG
by Audrey West

bIbLE  STUDY

Theme verse
“When they arrived, they called [NIV translates this “gathered”] the church 

together and related all that God had done with them, and how he had opened 

a door of faith for the Gentiles. And they stayed there with the disciples for  

some time.” (Acts 14:27–28)

Hymn 
“I Love to Tell the Story” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 661)
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convey the good news of Jesus Christ to the world. (See 
“Telling the New Story,” p. 16.)

1.  name a favorite biblical story that for you is a meaningful  

part of the “old, old story” that helps you to know something  

of god and god’s relationship to the world. Tell how that  

story is meaningful to you. 

Setting up the story
In this month’s study passage, Barnabas and Paul are 
just now completing their first missionary journey to 
share the good news of Jesus. We meet Paul (named 
Saul at that point) in Acts 8:1, where we learn that he 
approved of the stoning of Stephen and persecuted 
members of the fledgling Jesus movement. After a 
remarkable encounter with the risen Christ on the road 
to Damascus, during which his name is changed to 
Paul, he begins to preach and teach about Jesus (Acts 
9:1–19). This results in more than one plot against his 
life, but he is rescued by fellow believers.

Barnabas, who had befriended Paul on his return 
to Jerusalem, later brings Paul to Antioch, where the 
two of them “met with the church and taught a great 
many people” (Acts 11:26). We should note in passing 
that the phrase “met with the church” is literally “gath-
ered with the church.”

Paul and Barnabas again appear together in Acts 13, 
where we learn that they are “prophets and teachers” 
among the church at Antioch, set aside by the Holy Spir-
it for “the work to which I have called them” (13:1–2). 
Acts chapters 13–14 tell of their travels and of the results 
of their preaching and teaching, during which “a great 
number of both Jews and Greeks (Gentiles) became 
believers” (Acts 14:1). However, their experiences were 
not entirely positive, as other Jews and Greeks were 
opposed to their message and attempted to kill them 
with stones (14:5–7). Our study passage picks up just 
after that, with Paul and Barnabas continuing their jour-
ney to share the good news of Jesus. 

READ AcTS 14:21–28.

2.  When you have finished reading the passage, close your  

Bible and re-tell the episode from the perspective of Paul  

or Barnabas (that is, as a first-person account). It is not  

necessary to recall every detail from memory; simply focus  

on the events that stand out for you or are most noteworthy. 

3.  [optional] Create a list of questions you would like to ask  

about the passage. At the end of the study, return to your  

questions and see which of them were answered, and which 

were not. Any questions that remain unanswered may serve  

as topics for your own further study sometime in the future.

Talking to strangers
Paul and Barnabas are on the second half of a whirlwind 
tour, road-tripping their way around the eastern part 
of the Mediterranean to cities in what are now Syria, 
Cyprus, and Turkey. As Acts tells it, they do not stay 
very long in any one place. Indeed, reading through 
our study passage, one gets the feeling that they were 
constantly on the move—Lystra, Iconium, Antioch, 
the regions of Pisidia and Pamphylia, then Perga and 
Attalia—in terms of distance this is about a third of their 
journey, so we can imagine how much they are getting 
around. Anyone who has ever traveled over an extensive 
distance to many locales knows just how energizing and 
exhausting such a journey would be.

Thanks to the magnificent system of roads estab-
lished during the rule of the Roman Empire, travel 
among all these cities was considerably easier than it 
would have been elsewhere or at another time. Except 
at the beginning and end of the trip, which required 
travel by ship (departing from and returning to Antioch 
in Syria), Paul and Barnabas would have traveled most 
of the way by foot. It is likely, too, that they had to 
depend on local hospitality whenever they arrived in 
a new city as Acts does not indicate that they already 
knew people there. Most of the time they would have 
been sharing the story of what God had done in Jesus 
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with people they had never seen before. Their standard 
procedure upon arrival in a city was to go to the Jew-
ish synagogue and share their message with the Jews 
(“they proclaimed the word of God in the synagogues 
of the Jews,” Acts 13:5). This makes sense, since they 
are themselves Jews, albeit Jews who believe that Jesus 
is God’s Messiah. Remember that Messiah (Hebrew) 
and Christ (Greek) mean the same thing, which is 
anointed one. Also present at the synagogues are “God-
fearers,” that is, Gentiles who worship the God of Israel 
and take on some of the practices of Judaism, but who 
are not converts. These are among the first Gentiles 
to become followers of Christ, proof that God has 
“opened the door of faith” for them (Acts 14:27). (See 
“With Fresh Eyes,” p. 12.)

4.  Paul and Barnabas preached, but that is not the only  

method for telling others about Jesus. What are some  

of the ways you share your own faith?

5.  Which do you think is easier: sharing Jesus with people  

you know or with people you do not know? Why?

commendation at Antioch
When Barnabas and Paul were set apart by the Holy 
Spirit for this journey, the church at Antioch had “laid 
their hands on them and sent them off” (Acts 13:3). 
Our study passage recalls that commissioning when 
the two men return to Antioch at the end of their trip, 
by reminding readers that the church had “commended 
[them] to the grace of God for the work” (Acts 14:26). 

The Greek word for commend is paradidomi (par-
ah-DID-oh-me), which means to hand over. The same 
word means to arrest, and it is sometimes used with 
that sense in Acts, but here it carries the connotation of 
entrusting the two men to God, as it does later when 
Paul and Silas depart for Paul’s second missionary jour-
ney: “Paul chose Silas and set out, the believers com-
mending him to the grace of the Lord” (Acts 15:40).

This language of commendation, or “handing 
over” to the grace of God, suggests a few things:

The mission of the church parallels the mission of 
Jesus’ first disciples. Just as Jesus sent out his disciples 
two-by-two to the Jewish towns and villages of Galilee 
(Mark 6:7; Matthew 10:5–6, Luke 9:1–2) so the Holy 
Spirit sends Barnabas and Paul to share the good news 
around the Greco-Roman cities of the Mediterranean. 

Carrying the good news beyond the borders is a 
ministry shared by the whole church and not only by 
those who are sent. Paul and Barnabas were significant 
teachers and leaders in Antioch, which suggests that 
their departure would have been a loss for that commu-
nity. Others would have had to step into the void left by 
their departure and, although we do not hear the stories 
of those others, we can be certain that their contributions 
were important for the mission of the church. 

Not everyone’s calling involves significant travel. 
Most people serve God closer to home. Barnabas and 
Paul were an extension of their community, represent-
ing the church in its witness to the wider world, while 
presumably most of the Antioch Christians stayed 
behind at Antioch.

Paul’s missionary journeys
It is traditional to speak of three missionary 
journeys undertaken by Paul: (1) Acts 13–14; 
(2) Acts 15:39–18:22; and (3) Acts 18:23–21:16. 
Assigning precise dates to the journeys is dif-
ficult—in part because Paul’s own account differs 
from Acts in some important ways—and there is 
only one date that can be confirmed. Acts 18:12–
17 indicates that Paul is brought to trial before 
the Proconsul Gallio, whom we know from other 
sources was in Achaia only in 51–52 A.D. All 
other dates of Paul’s life, before and after, are cal-
culated from that starting point. The first journey 
probably took place between 45–49 A.D. 
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The results of the gospel are in the hands of God, 
not of humans. Paul and Barnabas are set apart by 
the Holy Spirit and commended by the community 
to the grace of God; that is, God is in charge here! By 
all accounts their missionary work was successful in 
that it resulted in the expansion of the gospel to many 
Gentiles. At the same time, however, they occasionally 
received a hostile reception or were attacked and had 
to get out of town in a hurry: hardly a mark of success.

6.  Paul and Barnabas were set apart by the Holy Spirit to  

go on this missionary journey. Imagine that your “monday  

through Saturday life” is the place where you have been  

sent by the Holy Spirit. How would you describe your  

“mission field” and what are some ways that you could  

be a witness there to god’s good news in Jesus Christ?

What God has done
“When they arrived, they called the church together 
and related all that God had done with them…” (Acts 
14:27). The NRSV translates part of this verse, “they 
called the church together,” but the New International 
Version is closer to the Greek: “they gathered the 
church together.” The word in question is synago (soon-
AH-go), which is the word most commonly used for 
gather in the New Testament and also in the sessions 
of this Bible study. Paul and Barnabas gathered their 
community and told the story of all that God had done.

Imagine returning from a long trip, eager to share 
with family and friends what you have experienced: 
the people you met, the foods you ate, the transporta-
tion glitches you endured. These stories after the trip 
can be as lively as the trip itself, and there can be great 
joy and excitement (or relief, if your experiences were 
especially trying!) in sharing the details with those you 
love. Even more significant, perhaps, are the stories 
of how you have been affected by the trip: what you 
learned, how you see things differently, the impact of 
events on your life and the lives of others, even what 

you suffered. (See “Cloud of Witnesses,” p. 26.)
If we were to read the entire story of that first 

missionary journey as it is recounted in Acts 13–14, 
we would learn about a remarkable healing, listen to 
several synagogue speeches and sermons, and hear 
of more than one threat against Paul’s life, including 
an incident in which he was beaten nearly to death. 
Even without those details, however, we may discern a 
good deal of what Paul and Barnabas have been up to. 
Their testimony to the church at Antioch is that God 
has been at work through their very human activities. 

7.  RE-READ Acts 14:21–28. note the things that Paul  

and Barnabas did (not the things that others did).  

List them on a piece of paper. (you may omit the  

references to travel.) 

8.  Look over the list that you have created, and identify  

one or more items on the list that has happened to you 

 at some time. In a few sentences, tell someone what  

happened, beginning your account with the words,  

“This is something that god has done in my life…”

Opening the door of faith
The most significant aspect of Barnabas and Paul’s 
work, and the central part of the story they shared 
when they returned to Antioch, was that God had 
“opened a door of faith for the Gentiles” (Acts 14:27). 
The events of their missionary journey suggest that this 
open door had at least two elements: 

God opened the hearts of Gentiles to the message 
of God’s salvation in Christ Jesus, and they heard 
the good news and believed; 

God opened the hearts of the Jewish Christians, 
enabling them to welcome a group of people who 
were traditionally excluded from their number. 



 

We should not underestimate what a big deal it was for 
the Jewish followers of Jesus to welcome Gentiles into 
the church. The conflict over the Gentiles is arguably 
the most significant issue facing the Jesus movement in 
the first decades after Jesus’ death. 

Those who opposed full inclusion of the Gentiles 
seemed to have Scripture on their side. God’s covenant 
with Abraham included circumcision of all male off-
spring (Genesis 17:9–10), and that law was reaffirmed 
through Moses (Leviticus 12:1–3). Indeed, when the 
Jerusalem council met to discuss the matter, Luke tells 
us that “… some believers who belonged to the sect 
of the Pharisees stood up and said, ‘It is necessary for 
them to be circumcised and ordered to keep the law of 
Moses’” (Acts 15:5).

 The followers of Jesus had to discern what was 
important to keep in order to remain faithful to the 
God of their ancestors—and what they could let go 
(even if it violated what they thought they knew from 

their scriptures). They had to discern: Is God calling 
them to re-tell the old, old story? Or is God involving 
them in a new story? Or is it a combination of the two, 
retelling the old, old story but with a new chapter? (See 
“A Moveable Faith,” p. 36.)

9.  Think back over your life as a Christian. What is something 

related to the church or your faith that you understand  

differently now than you did at a time in the past?  

What contributed to your change of understanding?

Stories of faith
While reading the Book of Acts it is tempting to think 
that the earliest Christians went through life having 
one remarkable, miraculous experience after another. 
We hear of healings, conversions, escapes from prison, 
rescues from shipwreck, and a host of other adventures 
befitting the lives of ancient heroes. And we hear, as 
well, of suffering and injustice and persecution. There 
is little that is ordinary about their lives as they move 
from one amazing event to another. Think of it: How 
often do we read in the Bible about managing the laun-
dry, running a board meeting, taking aging parents to 
the doctor, or finding a babysitter? (See “Jonah, Justin 
Bieber, and Me,” p. 22.)

One may wonder about the Christians at Antioch. 
Those people who stayed behind while Paul and Barn-
abas were traveling all over the place: Did they ever ask 
themselves, “What has God done with me?” We will 
never know for sure. However, as listeners to the story 
of God at work in Christ, they (and we) became con-
nected to that story and even a part of that story. Their 
own lives of faith were caught up in what God was doing 
every bit as much as were the lives of Paul and Barnabas.

10.  Write one sentence that tells the story (or one of the stories)  

of how god is at work in you or in your community, either in 

spectacular ways or through ordinary, everyday events or activi-

ties. The sentence will be used as part of the closing prayer.
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Antioch: Where it begins and ends
Antioch, the capital of Roman Syria, figures promi-
nently in Paul and Barnabas’ missionary journey as 
it is the place that commissions their trip and wel-
comes them back at the end (Acts 13:2 —3; 14:26). 
Syrian Antioch is not to be confused with Antioch 
of Pisidia in Asia Minor, also in our study passage 
(Acts 14:21). Syrian Antioch was located about 300 
miles north of Jerusalem. Based on its size and pros-
perity, it was considered to be the third largest. city 
of the Roman Empire, exceeded only by Rome and 
Alexandria ( Josephus, Jewish War). Furthermore, 
there was a very large Jewish population in Antioch, 
making it a logical place for the early expansion of 
the message about Jesus, both to Jewish and Gentile 
inhabitants of the city. It is in Antioch, Luke says in 
Acts, that the disciples were first called “Christians” 
(Acts 11:26).



 

April 2013 35

HYDERAbAD

Looking ahead
In the final session of this Bible study, we join the 
disciples after the resurrection of Jesus as they receive 
the promise that the Holy Spirit will empower them 
to be Christ’s witnesses in their own community and 
beyond. As much as they might like to stay and bask in 
Jesus’ glory, it is time to go. They have been gathered 
in order to be sent, so that they might live out their 
faith in the world beyond their comfort zone. 

closing prayer
Gracious God, we give you thanks for all that you 
have done among your people and the whole world, 
especially through your Son, Jesus Christ. Help us 
to see your hand in our lives and in the lives of our 
churches and communities. Give us courage to tell the 
story about the ways you are at work in our gathered 
communities including the following [participants read 
their answers from question 10 here]. In the name of 
Jesus, we pray. Amen. 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in new Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. min. 

program in biblical preaching. 

Barnabas
We first meet Barnabas in Acts 4:36–37: “There 
was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph, to whom 
the apostles gave the name Barnabas (which means 
“son of encouragement”). He sold a field that 
belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid 
it at the apostles’ feet.” 

After Paul’s call on the road to Damascus, 
Barnabas was instrumental in facilitating the rela-
tionship between Paul and the Jerusalem apostles 
(Acts 9:25). He was an early visitor to the Antioch 
church after news came of the conversion of many 
Greeks (Gentiles) who were there, after which he 
sought out Paul and brought him to Antioch as well 
(Acts 11:19–26). He was “a good man, full of the 
Holy Spirit and of faith” (Acts 11:24). Paul men-
tions him in several of his letters.

Prior to Paul’s second missionary journey, 
Barnabas and Paul had a disagreement over wheth-
er to bring  John Mark, and they parted ways (Acts 
15:36–40).

today!

have you seen Café lately?

Visit boldcafe.org
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Can two walk together, except they be agreed? 
Amos 3:3 

THEME VERSE
“For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the 

encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 
Romans 15:4

MAIN TEXT 
Romans 15:1–4

Prayer 
Almighty God, your Word has transforming powers. 
As we gather to seek understanding of your Word, 
we pray that you would allow us to experience your 
transformation among us and within us. We thank 
you for these sojourners whom you have sent to 
accompany us on this journey. Help us to see your 
Word come alive in them and through them. In the 
end, make us even more grateful for your Word. We 
pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Song (Select one)

“Lord, Let my Heart Be Good Soil”   
Evangelical Lutheran Worship 512
“Listen, God is Calling”  ELW 513

OVERVIEW
The Christian Bible is a complex book or better yet 
a library of complex books. Its 66 books of various 
genres make it a fascinating collection of materials. 
These books were written in ancient languages for 
ancient audiences of ancient cultures for the purpose 
of communicating to those people a love relationship 
between them and their God. How do we as a people 
in the 21st century, who also claim these books as 
ours, take them, read them, and make sense of 
them for our times? Scholars have suggested a few 
interesting ways. For this Bible study series we use 
the four methods proposed by the ELCA Book of 
Faith initiative: devotional, historical, literary, and 
Lutheran theological methods.

Guidelines and Discussion Method for our Time 
Together
Our topic for this session is The People of God: 
Reading the Bible. To facilitate the discussion, we 
are going to adapt the rules for engagement and the 
invitation method of discussion, both of which you 
see in the sidebar.

We will use these methods throughout this 
study. The rules of engagement and the invitation 
method of Bible study are referenced at the start 
of each session. Let’s take time now to become 
acquainted with them. 
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Overview
We return to the book of Acts for 
the final session of our study. The 
disciples gather with Jesus after 
the resurrection and receive the 
promise that the Holy Spirit will 
empower them to be Christ’s wit-
nesses in their own community and 
beyond. As much as they might 
like to stay and rest in Jesus’ pres-
ence, it is time to go: time to be sent 
out to live their faith in the world 
beyond their comfort zone. All of 
their gatherings have prepared them 
for this moment. Will we join their 
gathering?

Setting the stage
After the resurrection, according to 
Luke–Acts, Jesus appeared several 

times. First he appeared to the two 
followers en route to Emmaus, for 
whom he interpreted the scriptures 
about himself (Luke 24:13). Then 
he appeared to the “eleven and their 
companions” who were gathered 
together in Jerusalem and who, 
when they saw him, thought he 
was a ghost (Luke 24:33–37). For 
them, also, he interpreted the scrip-
tures about himself and promised 
that they were witnesses to “these 
things” (Luke 24:48).

As Acts begins, the author tells 
his readers that Jesus “presented 
himself alive to them by many con-
vincing proofs, appearing to them 
during 40 days and speaking about 
the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). 
During that time Jesus promised 

that they would soon be baptized 
with the Holy Spirit, but until then 
they were to remain in Jerusalem. 
This is where we enter the story.

READ ACTS 1:6–11 ALOUD.

1.  Imagine that you were among the 

disciples present that day. What would 

you have wanted to ask Jesus? What 

would your feelings have been as you 

listened to his words? What about your 

feelings after he went away?

 GATHERED BY GOD    SESSION 9

TIME TO GO
by Audrey West

BIBLE  STUDY

Theme verse
“So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, is this the time  

when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?’” (Acts 1:6)

Hymn 
“Gather Us In” (Evangelical Lutheran Worship 532, verses 1, 2, and 4)

The Gospel of Luke and book 

of Acts were written by the 

same author. The gospel tells of 

Jesus and his earthly ministry, 

while Acts conveys the story 

of the apostles and the expan-

sion of the early church after 

the death and resurrection of 

Jesus.  Together they comprise a 

two-volume series that scholars 

commonly call Luke-Acts.
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Is it time yet?
If you have ever traveled with children, you know the 
drill. Even if there is plenty to do during the trip, and 
no matter whether it is a long journey or a short one, 
the question inevitably comes from the back seat: “Are 
we there yet?” It is a question that arises out of longing, 
hopefulness, impatience, and perhaps a little anxiety. No 
matter how interesting parents try to make the trip, the 
child’s focus is on its end: reaching the destination so 
that whatever is supposed to happen next will happen.

Perhaps that is what the apostles are anticipating as 
they gather with Jesus on the Mount of Olives before 
he ascends into heaven. They have been through the 
wringer. First it was front-row seats to magnificent 
displays of power during Jesus’ earthly ministry, only 
to be followed by the despair and agony of watching 
their Lord die an excruciating death on the cross (Luke 
23:49). Then…then! There was the astounding news 
of the empty tomb followed by the experience of seeing 
him with their own eyes. He was indeed raised from 
the dead, just as he had promised.

It is no wonder that they ask whether the time has 
come when the Messiah would upset Roman imperial 
power and rule over the land. If ever it were the right 
time, surely this is it. They see the return of their king, 
and they would like nothing better than for him to be 
seated on the throne, ruling over the whole land (Acts 
1:6). This is what they have been waiting for, the end 
they have been seeking. “Are we there yet? Is it time?” 
(See “The Time is at Hand,” p. 22.)

2.  Think of a time when you have looked forward to the “end 

result” of something (such as, fulfillment of a long-standing 

dream, completion of a project, turning the page on a difficult 

situation) and recall your expectations concerning what it would 

be like. (a) In what ways did the reality turn out to be like and 

unlike your expectations? (b) What parallels, if any, do you find 

between that experience and the situation faced by the disciples 

in our study passage?

The time of un-knowing 
We live in a culture that is ruled by the clock. Work 
and school are scheduled to begin at a certain time, 
as are business meetings, train trips, and television 
shows. We take medication on a schedule. Doctors use 
a patient’s awareness of the day and date as a test for 
cognitive function. Calendars, day planners, computer 
tablets, cell phones: All of these help us to keep track 
of the time. Physicists say that time is merely a human 
construct to keep everything from happening at once, 
but for many of us, time is a touchstone that orders our 
days and nights, our months, our years. Time is one 
way we measure progress or lack of it. (See “Fullness 
of Time,” p. 18.)

When the apostles ask Jesus whether it is time to 
restore the kingdom to Israel, they are asking a calen-
dar-type question: “Is this the day when the true King 
will reign?” At the same time, however, their question 
has implications beyond the day. They wonder if this 
is the end time, that is, the goal toward which all of 
creation is moving, that end-of-the-age period when, as 
the Apostle’s Creed puts it, Christ will come again to 
judge the living and the dead.

Jesus’ response—“It is not for you to know the times 
or periods that the Father has set by his own authority” 
(Acts 1:7)—addresses both kinds of time: calendar time 
and end times. It is a reminder of our human finitude, 
the limitation of our earthly vision. As much as we 
might like to see into the future, to know precisely 
when all things will finally be set right, we simply do 
not have the capacity nor, suggests Jesus, should we be 
worrying about it. (“It is not for you to know…”) 

This is an especially pertinent reminder in our cur-
rent era, when predictions of the end times routinely 
appear in news reports, movies, and the occasional 
sidewalk placard, causing a great deal of anxiety for 
some people. Christ’s message is clear: You can trust 
that God has these things under control. For the follow-
ers of Jesus, time is better spent living out the gospel 
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rather than worrying about the end. (See “That Day 
and Hour,” p. 26.)

3.  How might Jesus’ promise affect or change the way you think 

about using or managing your time, especially when it comes  

to daily life? 

Promises for a lifetime
Although the apostles do not get the answer they were 
hoping for, Jesus does not depart without leaving them 
with several promises:

God is in charge. The “times and periods” are 
established by God’s own authority, which means that 
Jesus’ followers are freed from the need to figure out 
when these things will happen. Instead, they can serve 
God in whatever hours, days, and years they have 
been given. 

Jesus will return again. The two men who appear 
to the apostles after Jesus’ ascension reiterate a promise 
that Jesus has not departed forever: “This Jesus…will 
come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” 
(Acts 1:11). The assertion that Christ will come again 
has been part of the historic confession of the church 
for more than 2,000 years, and it stands as a promise 
that—despite our limited vision—God is at work during 
this time between the times. 

The Holy Spirit empowers Jesus’ followers to 
live as Christ’s witnesses in the world. We are not 
alone, and we are given what we need in order to tes-
tify to Christ in our daily lives.

The story is still being written. Jesus ascends into 
heaven in the middle of Luke-Acts, with 28 chapters 
still to go. Although he is no longer present with his 
followers in earthly form, there is yet much to be said 
about the church and its impact on the world. That 
was true within the narrative of the book of Acts, and 
it remains true today.

4.  Pick one of the four promises listed above and reflect on what 

it means in your own life. Share some of the ways that you have 

seen the promise fulfilled or how it has been reflected in your 

experience. Or, if you prefer, imagine how the promise might 

affect you now and into the future (for example, to make a 

change or see things differently, etc.). 

Empowered by the Spirit
Instead of “Acts of the Apostles,” perhaps the book of 
Acts should be titled, “Acts of the Holy Spirit,” for the 
Spirit is the prime mover and shaker behind nearly 
everything that happens. In addition to several dra-
matic events (such as the first Pentecost), Acts narrates 
many different ways that the Holy Spirit empowers and 
enlivens the church. 

In our study passage, Jesus promises that his follow-
ers will receive the Holy Spirit after he goes away. That 
promise holds not only for the first disciples, but also 
for the generations of believers who come after them. 
Sometimes, however, people may become so fixated on 
one dramatic aspect of the Spirit’s manifestation (such 
as speaking in tongues) that they forget the many other 
ways that the Spirit is poured out into believers and 
into the church. The following list of passages from 
Acts suggests some of these additional things that the 
Spirit does in, with, and through the followers of Jesus, 
then and now. (See “Winds of Change,” p. 12.)

5.  Match each of the “Actions of the Holy Spirit” (a–l) to the    

passages from “Examples from Acts” (1–10).

Actions of the Holy Spirit:

a. Nudges people into action.  

b. Grows the church.

c. Teaches Jesus’ followers.   

d. Works through human decision-making. 

e. Prompts people to encourage others in the faith.

f. Empowers people to be witnesses to Jesus.  

g. Speaks through Scripture.  
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h. Calls people to do God’s work.  

i. Gives comfort.

j. Guides discernment about when to change long-held  

  practices.

k. Prompts people to cross social barriers (status, race,  

  ethnicity, etc.).  

l. Empowers believers to speak boldly.

6.  Based on the list “Actions of the Holy Spirit,” which of these 

examples of the Spirit’s work have you experienced in your own 

life or the life of your congregation? If you wish, share one or 

two examples.

7.  [Optional] As one way to remain attentive to the Spirit’s work, 

choose one of the examples, from the “Actions of the Holy 

Spirit” and make a point of watching for how it is manifested 

in your life or in the life of your congregation over the next few 

weeks. 

You will be my witnesses
Jesus’ final words to his disciples represent both a 
promise and a command: “You will be my witnesses 
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 
The Greek noun translated witness (martus or martys), 
shares the same root as testimony, along with the verb 
meaning “to testify or to bear witness.” 

The same Greek word is sometimes rendered into 
English as martyr, but we need not suppose that being 
a witness to Jesus necessarily means to be burned at the 
stake. (However, it is important to recall that there are 
many places in the world where being a Christian does, 
indeed, place one’s life at risk.) The book of Acts offers 
numerous accounts of people witnessing to Jesus, and 
most of the time they are not killed for their testimony. 
The stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:58–60) is, of course, a 
noteworthy exception. At the same time, living a life 
that testifies to Jesus may well place believers into con-
flict with the prevailing culture.

EXAMPLES FROM ACTS ACTIONS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

1. Acts 1:1–2

2. Acts 1:8

3. Acts 4:31

4. Acts 8:29

5. Acts 9:31

6. Acts 11:23–24

7. Acts 13:2

8. Acts 15:28

9. Acts 19:21

10. Acts 28:25–26



 

Despite that challenge, Jesus promises his follow-
ers that they will testify “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” This is a lot like 
saying that they will bear witness in their neighbor-
hood or city, their state, in the nearby region, and far 
beyond their own borders. (In the first century context, 
the “ends of the earth” would have referred to the dis-
tant city of Rome.)

Being sent by Jesus does not necessarily mean that 
everybody must leave town or move away from their 
current home. According to Acts, most of the apostles 
who are gathered with Jesus on the hillside at his ascen-
sion do not actually leave Jerusalem as Jesus’ witnesses; 
that task falls primarily to Paul and his associates. 
Whatever else that detail might mean, it suggests that 
one need not be sent far away in order to be sent as 
one of Jesus’ witnesses. There is plenty of testifying to 
do in whatever location God has called us to be. (See 
“What’s Your Story” p. 6.)

8.  Brainstorm a list of ways that a person may be a witness to 

Jesus Christ without speaking or using words. That is, what 

are some ways that one’s life (actions, lifestyle choices, creative 

activities, service, job, relationships, etc.) can testify that  

one has been “sent” by Jesus? 

9.  [Optional] Choose one or two items from this brainstormed  

list that you would like to incorporate more regularly into your 

own life and write these as goals or action steps. How might 

you get started on the items you have selected?

Getting our heads out of the clouds
When Jesus had finished speaking, “he was lifted up, 
and a cloud took him out of their sight” (Acts 1:9). 
With this sentence, Luke suggests at least a couple of 
things to his readers. First, it could suggest that that 
there were witnesses (the disciples) to the ascension 
of Jesus. Jesus was there, then he was not there, and 
the disciples were keenly aware of both the presence 

and the absence. Greco-Roman readers would have 
expected this sort of confirmation of the event. More 
important theologically, however, is that the ascension 
of Jesus—that moment when he is taken away into 
heaven, hidden from view by a cloud—is the moment 
when the church begins its mission. 

The disciples are too busy gazing after Jesus to 
realize that they are now the earthly bearers of God’s 
good news for the world. It takes a couple of angel-
messengers from God—two men in white robes—to 
draw their heads out of the clouds and set their feet 
on the ground again, to bring them down from their 
mountaintop experience of the risen Christ and into 
the nitty-gritty stuff of life.

The disciples can be confident that Jesus will return 
just as suddenly as he was taken away. In the mean-
time, however, somebody needs to testify to all that 
they have seen and heard and learned and experienced 
in their journey with Jesus Christ.  

If not them, who?
Will we join them?
Think back through our nine-session study. 

Through these episodes from the New Testament, we 
have heard and experienced the promise that God is 
present through Christ in the gathered community. At 
times we have been comforted, at times challenged, 
but always the promise remains sure. Wherever two 
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Eschatology: last things
When the disciples ask Jesus if he will now 
restore the kingdom to Israel, their question is 
an eschatological one. Eschatology, from the 
Greek word eschatos, meaning last, is the theo-
logical study related to the consummation of 
human history, usually in terms of the return 
of Jesus, the judgment of the nations, and the 
resurrection of the dead.
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or three are gathered together in Jesus’ name, God in 
Christ is with us always, even to the end of the age.

We have been gathered by God 
…to know the presence of Christ, even in messy,  

difficult, or conflicted times (Matthew 18:15–20);
…to learn and be challenged by Jesus’ teaching  

(Mark 4:1–20);
…to be fed with the bread of life, so that none may 

be lost ( John 6:1–15; 23–40);
…to speak the word of God with boldness 

(Acts 4:23–31);

…to get away for a time of rest (Mark 6:30–34);
…to be called into koinonia (1 Corinthians 1:1–9);
…to receive shelter (Luke 13:31–35);
…to tell the story of all the God has done  

(Acts 14:21–28);
…to be sent into the world as Christ’s witnesses  

(Acts 1:6–11).

10.  Which of these gatherings is especially meaningful for you, and 

why? Is there one study passage (or session or theme) that has 

invited you to see God in a new way, or has challenged you to 

think about your faith in a new way? 

Closing
Sing or read together, “Go, my Children, with my Bless-
ing” (ELW 543) 
Audrey West holds a Ph.D. in New Testament from Duke University 

as well as degrees from Yale Divinity School. She has served on the 

faculty of the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, as a visiting 

professor at Yale Divinity School, and in the Luther Seminary D. Min. 

program in biblical preaching. 

It’s Greek to Me: Come Together
The Greek word translated as “come together” 
in the NRSV (Acts 1:6) is sunerchomai (soon-
AIR-coh-my). It is a compound word that 
means, literally, to come together. However, it is 
often translated assemble or gather as it is, for 
example, in Acts 2:6: “And at this sound the 
crowd gathered and was bewildered, because 
each one heard them speaking in the native 
language of each.” 

Coming this summer
A three-session Bible study written by Audrey 
Novak Riley, “All Who Hunger, Gather Gladly” 
will explore issues around food and hunger. We 
all know the story: A crowd follows Jesus to the 
countryside, and by the time evening rolls around, 
they’re all hungry. The disciples tell Jesus to send 
the people away so they can go get supper in town, 
and he answers, “You give them something to eat.” 
All four gospels give us this story. Is Jesus talking 
to us? 

Audrey Novak Riley is associate program direc-
tor for ELCA World Hunger.




