The Complete Useful Bible Study Course
www.usefulbible.com

3rd Edition – October 2012
Copyright:
© Keith Simons 2012
You may print this course (or any full section of it), or give away copies of the PDF file containing
the whole course. However, you MUST NOT change any of the wording or make any charge for it.
Please include our copyright notice.
New editions:
This course will be updated as new material becomes available. You can obtain the latest version
from www.usefulbible.com. We would be grateful to any website which would like to provide a link
to our website. Please tell people about our work, and send them a copy of this PDF file.
EasyEnglish:
EasyEnglish is a system of simple English designed by Wycliffe Associates UK (MissionAssist).
We are grateful to them for their help with our work.
Other books by Keith Simons:
This course book contains books written especially for the www.usefulbible.com website since
2010.
Several earlier books written by Keith Simons are available for free download from the EasyEnglish
website – go to www.easyenglish.info and click on “Bible Commentaries”.
Contact us:

You can write to us at the following postal address: Keith Simons, c/o Stockport Elim
Church, Mottram Street, Stockport, Cheshire, England. SK1 3PA.

1

Contents
www.usefulbible.com
Click on the links below to go directly to any chapter.

The Complete Useful Bible Study Course
Hebrews: Bible Study and Commentary
Hebrews chapter 1
Hebrews chapter 2
Hebrews chapter 3
Hebrews chapter 4
Hebrews chapter 5
Hebrews chapter 6
Hebrews chapter 7
Hebrews chapter 8
Hebrews chapter 9
Hebrews chapter 10
Hebrews chapter 11
Hebrews chapter 12
Hebrews chapter 13
Hebrews: a study guide
Ecclesiastes: Bible Study and Commentary
Ecclesiastes chapter 1
Ecclesiastes chapter 2
Ecclesiastes chapter 3
Ecclesiastes chapter 4
2

Ecclesiastes chapter 5
Ecclesiastes chapter 6
Ecclesiastes chapter 7
Ecclesiastes chapter 8
Ecclesiastes chapter 9
Ecclesiastes chapter 10
Ecclesiastes chapter 11
Ecclesiastes chapter 12
Ecclesiastes: A study guide
Ecclesiastes - a 12 week study guide.
1 Corinthians: Bible Study and Commentary
1 Corinthians chapter 1
1 Corinthians chapter 2
1 Corinthians chapter 3
1 Corinthians chapter 4
1 Corinthians chapter 5
1 Corinthians chapter 6
1 Corinthians chapter 7 NEW!
1 Corinthians chapter 8 NEW!
1 Corinthians chapter 9 NEW!
1 Corinthians chapter 10 NEW!
1 Corinthians chapter 11 NEW!
Christians have a duty to declare the gospel
Why do so many evil things happen in our world?
How much should a church leader say about sin?
3

How a church leader can explain about Christ’s death
How much should a church leader say about Christ’s death?
Advice about how to begin a relationship with God
Galatians: Bible Study and Commentary
About the Book of Galatians
Galatians chapter 1
Galatians chapter 2
Galatians chapter 3
Galatians chapter 4
Galatians chapter 5
Galatians chapter 6
Word List
Psalms 120 to 134: Bible Study and Commentary
About the Songs of Ascent
Psalm 120
Psalm 121
Psalm 122
Psalm 123
Psalm 124
Psalm 125
Psalm 126
Psalm 127
Psalm 128
Psalm 129
Psalm 130
4

Psalm 131
Psalm 132
Psalm 133
Psalm 134
Psalms 135 and 136; and the Songs of Ascent
Word List
40 days with the Gospel of Mark
Mark
Celebrity – Day 1 - Mark 1:1-13
Authority – Day 2 – Mark 1:14-28
Mercy – Day 3 – Mark 1:29-45
Empathy – Day 4 – Mark 2:1-17
Liberty – Day 5 – Mark 2:18-28
Crowds – Day 6 – Mark 3:1-19
Enemies – Day 7 – Mark 3:20-35
Parables – Day 8 – Mark 4:1-20
Results – Day 9 – Mark 4:21-34
Storms – Day 10 – Mark 4:35-41
Demons – Day 11 – Mark 5:1-20
Miracles – Day 12 – Mark 5:21-43
Rejection – Day 13 – Mark 6:1-29
Provision – Day 14 – Mark 6:30-56
Tradition – Day 15 – Mark 7:1-23
Liberation – Day 16 – Mark 7:24-37
Adulteration – Day 17 – Mark 8:1-21
Confession – Day 18 – Mark 8:22-38

5

Transformation – Day 19 – Mark 9:1-13
Liberate – Day 20 – Mark 9:14-32
Dominate – Day 21 – Mark 9:33-50
Separate – Day 22 – Mark 10:1-31
Imitate – Day 23 – Mark 10:32-52
Celebrate – Day 24 – Mark 11:1-11
Authenticate – Day 25 – Mark 11:12-33
Debate – Day 26 – Mark 12:1-27
Honour – Day 27 – Mark 12:28-44
Rumour – Day 28 – Mark 13:1-23
Hour – Day 29 – Mark 13:24-37
Fervour – Day 30 – Mark 14:1-11
Saviour – Day 31 – Mark 14:12-31
Capture – Day 32 – Mark 14:32-52
Candour – Day 33 – Mark 14:53-65
Denying – Day 34 – Mark 14:66-72
Judging – Day 35 – Mark 15:1-20
Mocking – Day 36 – Mark 15:21-32
Dying – Day 37 – Mark 15:33-41
Burying – Day 38 – Mark 15:42-47
Waiting – Day 39 – Mark 16:1-8
Rising – Day 40 – Mark 16:9-20
A prayer

Appendix: Worship Songs

6

Hebrews: Bible Study and Commentary

Jesus, our chief priest
A Bible Study in EasyEnglish (2800 word vocabulary) on the Book of Hebrews

Keith Simons
EasyEnglish is a system of simple English designed by Wycliffe Associates (UK).

Hebrews chapter 1
The Old Testament is about Jesus
(Hebrews 1:1)
For Jesus and the first Christians, their Bible contained only the books that we now call the Old
Testament. Like us, they taught that the Bible is the word of God. Many different people were its
human authors. But they did not merely write down their own thoughts, like any other book.
Instead, they wrote words that came from God himself (2 Peter 1:20-21).
That is why the first Christians described the authors of the Old Testament as ‘prophets’. A
prophet is someone who speaks (or writes) God’s word. He declares God’s messages.
The first Christians even described people like David as prophets. We do not usually call David a
prophet today. But Peter did (Acts 2:29-30). And Peter added that David had described future
events (Acts 2:31). God showed David what would happen to Christ.
The author of the Book of Hebrews teaches that this is true about each Old Testament book. A
book may seem to be about history, for example 2 Samuel. Or it may seem only to contain songs
and prayers, like Psalms. It may seem to be about law, like Deuteronomy. Or it may seem to be
about rules for ceremonies, like Leviticus. But the author of Hebrews shows how passages from
these books are really about Jesus.
The Old Testament authors did not always know that they were writing about Jesus. But God’s
Holy Spirit showed them what they should write. And that was how they could write these things.

God the Father and the Son
(Hebrews 1:2)
The author’s purpose is to teach us that Jesus is God. In order to do that, he explains the
relationship between God the Father and the Son.
It is the Father’s plan that the Son should receive all things. This is like a great king who appoints
his son to rule. The son may not rule immediately. But it is certain that, at the proper time, the
father’s desire for his son will happen. The father has declared that he will not divide the country
between many rulers. Everything will belong to his son.
But we must also realise that God’s Son has always existed. God – the Father, Son and Spirit –
has always been there. He is one God, now and always. The Father did not create the Son. But
the Father did send the Son into the world.
God did that in the beginning, when he created the world. We read about it in Genesis chapter 1.
He spoke his word. So he created each thing by his word. John 1:14 says that the ‘word’ means
God’s Son.
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It does not astonish Christians that God created the world. Nor does it astonish them that he will
return to rule it. We expect God to create and to rule. He would not be God if he did not do these
things.
But it does astonish Christians very much that God’s Son came to save people. These people
were God’s enemies. They had neglected his laws; they refused his rule in their lives. But God
loved the world so much that he sent his Son, Jesus (John 3:16). He sent Jesus to save people
who did not deserve his help.

The reality that we cannot see
(Hebrews 1:3)
There is a good reason why people find it hard to understand many things about God. We can see
and understand some things. But there is a reality that we cannot yet see. There are much
greater things that we cannot yet understand.
The author wants to teach us that God the Father is like the Son in every way. People saw
Jesus, but they could not see the Father. So the author chose two word pictures to describe the
reality that people could not see.
(1) We may say that we see the sun. And what we see is too bright for us to look at, even for a
moment. But really, we have only seen light that came from the sun. So Jesus came from the
Father. For a short time, people saw God’s greatness in Jesus (John 14:9). And it seemed greater
and more wonderful than anything that they could ever imagine (John 1:14).
(2) We may look at a picture on a coin. But again, there is a reality that we do not see. That coin
came from a machine that contains the original picture. It pressed hard against the coin, so that the
coin has a perfect picture. So Jesus came from the Father. And Jesus had a perfect character,
like the Father’s own character. There is no difference between their thoughts, their words, or their
decisions. They are perfectly alike, because there is only one God.
Then the author adds two astonishing facts about Jesus. There was a reality about Jesus himself
that people could not see on this earth:
(1) It is by Jesus’ powerful word that all things continue to exist. They could not exist without him.
(2) Jesus has completed his work so that God can forgive people’s evil deeds. So God has again
given him the most important place in heaven (Philippians 2:8-9). And there he sits in the place
of honour, on the right side of God the Father (Luke 22:69; Acts 7:55).

The angels and God’s Son
(Hebrews 1:4)
One of the Bible’s names for God is the ‘LORD of hosts’. The word ‘LORD’ translates God’s most
holy name. The word ‘hosts’ means armies. And that includes in particular God’s vast army of
angels.
The angels are God’s special servants who work for him in heaven. They guard sacred things
(Genesis 3:24). They fight battles (Daniel 10:13). They bring messages from God (Luke 1:26).
They help God’s people (Acts 12:7).
There are more angels that anyone can count (Hebrews 12:22). Like other armies, there are
different ranks in God’s army of angels. The Bible mentions cherubim (Psalm 99:1) and seraphim
(Isaiah 6:2) in particular.
Some angels are called archangels, which means ‘chief angels’ (Jude 9). Those angels have
especially great honour and importance. But none of them is as great as God’s Son. None of them
has a name like the name of ‘Jesus’.
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God the Father has declared that all must give honour to the name of Jesus. That includes every
person, every angel, and every spirit. It does not matter whether they are in heaven, on the earth,
or even in hell. Everyone must declare that Jesus is God. And when they do that, it gives honour
to God the Father (Philippians 2:9-11).

How to understand the Old Testament
(Hebrews 1:5)
With this verse, the author of Hebrews begins his great work. His task is to show us Jesus in the
Old Testament. The Old Testament means the 39 Bible books that already existed before Jesus’
life on this earth. The New Testament means the 27 Bible books that the first Christians wrote.
For some Old Testament passages, the author of Hebrews shows us meanings that we do not
expect. Christians believe that both the Old and New Testaments are God’s word (2 Peter 3:1516). So, God’s Holy Spirit showed the authors of the New Testament what they should write. And
when the author of Hebrews explains these Old Testament passages, he is not writing from his
own imagination. Instead, the Holy Spirit is explaining the real meaning of Old Testament
passages that originally came from him (the Holy Spirit). God, who wrote the Bible, is able to
explain it.
So we use the Book of Hebrews when we want to understand the Old Testament. We use the
Bible to explain the Bible. We do not use our own imagination. And we do not consider other
people’s ideas to be better than they really are. When we use the Bible properly, God himself is
our teacher (Psalm 119:99-100; Psalm 119:33-34).
For these reasons, it will not surprise us if these first two passages seem not to be about Jesus. In
fact, the author of Hebrews does not says that they are about Jesus. Instead, he asks us to think
about a problem. These two passages are certainly not about angels (God’s servants). And we
should think about the person whom the passages describe.
We will find those passages in Psalm 2:7 and 2 Samuel 7:14. And they seem to be about kings of
Israel, from David’s family. God had promised that he would have a special relationship with those
kings. He would be like a father to them. He would defend their nation. He would defeat their
enemies.
But there is more in these passages, because they describe something greater than the rule of
David’s family. In fact, 40 years after David’s death, his family only ruled a small part of Israel. 400
years later, his family’s rule ended completely. But Psalm 2:8 says that God’s Son would rule the
whole world. And 2 Samuel 7:16 says that his rule would never end. So these passages were
not just about David’s family. They are about Jesus, God’s Son, and his future rule.
That happens when we allow God to teach us his own word. We understand it better than we could
ever imagine.

The angels worship God’s Son
(Hebrews 1:6)
This is a difficult verse. We do not understand its meaning completely, and some things are not
clear. But let us understand what we can.
Our first problem is to find these words in the Old Testament (the first 39 books in the Bible).
Probably, they come from Deuteronomy 32:43. But if you look at that verse in your Bible, you may
not find these words. They are not present in most old copies of Deuteronomy in its original
language (called Hebrew). But they do appear, with other extra words, in an ancient translation
called the Septuagint. The Septuagint is in a language called Greek.
The Septuagint is not always a very good translation. Many people used to think that it included
these words by mistake. But we now know that this is not correct. That is because people have
discovered a much more ancient Hebrew copy of Deuteronomy. It was in a cave near the Dead
Sea in Israel. And it includes these words.
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The words come from a song that Moses wrote just before his death (Deuteronomy chapter 32).
He described how God chose the nation called Israel. But its people refused to obey him. God said
that he should act against them, to destroy their nation completely. But that would bring no honour
to him. So, instead, God would be very kind to his people. When their enemies were too strong for
them, God would save them. And that is when these words appear: ‘Let all God’s angels (his
special servants) worship (give honour to) him.’
The author of Hebrews says that, by these words, God tells the angels to give honour to his Son.
That may surprise us, because Moses seems to say nothing about God’s Son. But in fact, we can
see that Moses is describing the work of God’s Son. God sent his Son into the world to save
people (John 3:17). And that did not just mean people from Israel. It includes people from all the
nations, as Paul says in Romans 15:10. That is another surprise, because that verse in Romans
refers again to Deuteronomy 32:43! And, of course, Deuteronomy 32:43 is the same verse that
Hebrews 1:6 refers to.
So it is clear that Deuteronomy 32:43 really is about God’s Son. Hebrews 1:6 calls him ‘the
firstborn’, which means the first and most important son in a family. Jesus is the first and most
important Son in God’s family, as Hebrews 2:11 explains.

The greatness of angels
(Hebrews 1:7)
We might imagine Hebrews 1:7 to mean that angels (God’s special servants) are not important.
They are only like wind or flame. However, our imagination is not a good way to understand the
Bible. A much better way is to read and to study what the Bible really says.
We will find that the author of Hebrews is referring to Psalm 104:4. The subject of Psalm 104 is the
greatness of God. And in Psalm 104:1-10, there is a word-picture that describes a storm. It is as
if God is riding on the wind (Psalm 104:3). His voice is like the noise of the storm (Psalm 104:7).
He reaches across the skies (Psalm 104:2).
And in the middle of that passage is the verse that the author uses. God makes his angels as
powerful as the wind on which he rides. He makes them like fire. Perhaps that means lightning,
which flashes between heaven (the sky) and the earth.
People in Israel knew about terrible storms. The Bible mentions storms that cause boats to sink
(Mark 4:37). And there are storms that destroy whole houses (Matthew 7:27). The Bible speaks
about winds that break rocks apart (1 Kings 19:11).
But the wind that carries God must be greater and more terrible than any of these (Job chapter
37). Isaiah saw angels that appeared as flames in front of God’s throne (royal seat) – Isaiah 6:1-7.
(The ‘seraphim’ means the angels ‘of fire’.) Isaiah was so afraid that he felt completely hopeless.
So, God’s angels are great and powerful. They are greater and more powerful than anything that
we can imagine.
But they are not as great as God’s Son. They are only like the winds that carry his royal carriage.
Or, they are like the burning lamps in front of his throne.

The rule of God’s Son
(Hebrews 1:8-9)
Here, the author of Hebrews chooses Psalm 45:6-7. That Psalm is about a royal wedding. The
Bible often uses marriage as a word-picture for the relationship between God (or Christ) and his
people. Whole books of the Bible are about this subject – see the Book of Ruth and the Song of
Solomon. And Jesus often spoke about it, for example Matthew 22:1-14; Matthew 25:1-13; Mark
2:19. So it should not surprise us to know that Psalm 45 contains God the Father’s words to his
royal Son.
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And there is something else in those words that makes this even clearer. In Hebrews 1:9, we see
the word ‘anointed’, which means ‘put oil on’. Everyone knows that word in the Greek language,
although most people do not realise its real meaning. It is the word from which ‘Christ’ comes.
This action (to put oil on someone) was a special ceremony to separate that person for God’s
work. The Jews (God’s people) carried out this ceremony whenever they appointed a king or a
chief priest.
Jesus’ title, Christ, shows that God separated him to be both king and priest. We read about him
as a king in Hebrews chapter 1. But most of the rest of Hebrews is about his work as priest.
Now it is clear to us why Psalm 45 calls the king, ‘God’. It is because the king in that Psalm is
God’s Son, in other words, Christ. Christ is God, even as God the Father and the Holy Spirit are
God. They are not separate gods, because there is one God.
The passage from Psalm 45 mentions two objects that show authority to rule. They are the
sceptre and the throne. Since the ancient world, kings had sat on thrones and they have held
sceptres.
The sceptre is a stick that a king carries. It shows that he has power over people. He shows
kindness to the people that please him (Esther 5:2). And he punishes people who oppose his rule
(Psalm 2:9).
A cruel king uses his power in an evil manner. But the Christ, the king whom God has appointed,
does not do that. His judgements and his laws are always right and good. He loves what is right.
He hates what is wicked.
The throne is the king’s royal seat. There is a description of a great throne in 1 Kings 10:18-20.
The greatness of the throne helped people to know the greatness of the king and his
government. Ancient kings liked to imagine that they would always rule (Daniel 2:4). But of course,
only God’s rule really lasts always (Daniel 2:20-21).

God declares the greatness of his Son
(Hebrews 1:10-12)
This passage is Psalm 102:25-27. It is another passage that may surprise us. But in Hebrews 1:1012, the Holy Spirit shows its real meaning.
Psalm 102 is the prayer of a man whose troubles are great. He describes his desperate state. It
seems that he must die soon. But in this situation, the man gives honour to God. The man’s life
is short, but God rules always. The man knows that God will help his people. And they will record
how he acted to rescue them.
After these confident statements, the man in Psalm 102 returns to his own situation. He says that
God has made his life short. But he asks God to allow him to live. And then the words appear that
we find in Hebrews 1:10-12. And this is a surprise for us. When we read only Psalm 102, these
words seem to be the man’s words to God. But in the Book of Hebrews, the author associates
these words with God’s words to his Son.
That gives a whole new meaning to Psalm 102. The man with the troubles clearly means
Jesus. And the words in Psalm 102:25-27 are God’s reply to his Son. Christ was there in the
beginning, when he created heaven and earth (John 1:1). And Christ will be there at the end of
time, when heaven and earth disappear (2 Peter 3:10). God will change everything, and Christ will
always rule in the New Jerusalem on the new earth (Revelation 22:3).
God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit (Mark 1:10-11; Matthew 28:19). This does not mean that there
are three gods. The Bible declares clearly that there is only one God (Deuteronomy 6:4; John
10:30). Hebrews chapter 1 declares strongly that Christ is God. That is why Hebrews 1:10 calls
him ‘Lord’. That is the word that people used to translate God’s most holy name into the language
called Greek. That name of God is YHWH in the language called Hebrew. It means ‘He is always
God.’ It has the same meaning as Hebrews 13:8, which says: ‘Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday,
today and always.’
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There are other Bible passages that are very much like Psalm 102. Two of the most important
ones are Psalm 22 and Isaiah chapter 53.

Christ at God’s right side
(Hebrews 1:13)
This verse is from Psalm 110:1. Psalm 110 is one of the most important Bible passages about
Christ in the Old Testament. The Old Testament contains the 39 Bible books from before Jesus’
birth.
Jesus himself spoke about Psalm 110. In Mark 12:35-37, he used it to prove that the Christ was
not merely someone from David’s family. And Peter used it again in Acts 2:34-36 to show that
Jesus was the Christ.
Again, here in Hebrews 1:13, the author uses it to show that Christ is God’s Son. He is not
merely an angel (a special servant of God).
At a meal, the host invited his most important guest to sit next to him, on the right side. And that
is the place that God the Father gave to Jesus. The Father wants everyone and everything to
know that he approves of his Son. Christ obeyed the Father completely and he completed his work
(Hebrews 10:12-13). And now he waits for God to defeat his enemies completely (1 Corinthians
15:25-26).
And when that happens, God will change everything completely. Evil force will not still control this
world. Instead, Christ will rule (1 Corinthians 15:51-57).
We shall study much more about Psalm 110 in the Book of Hebrews. Hebrews chapters 5 and 7
are about other verses in that Psalm.

The work of angels
(Hebrews 1:14)
The author’s purpose is to tell us about the greatness of God’s Son. But as he has done that, he
has often mentioned the angels (God’s special servants). And here he adds a short but interesting
verse to tell us about the angels and their work.
The angels are spirits. They are not people; and they have never lived in this world. They do come
here, however, as Jacob saw (Genesis 28:12). They come here when God sends them. And they
carry out his work on this earth.
The word ‘angel’ means ‘a servant who carries a message’. The angels bring messages from
God. And they serve the people who are God’s people. These people are the people whom God
will save.
God saves these people by means of Jesus’ death. At that moment, evil forces do not control
them. Instead, God rules their lives. But they are still in this world. And they still suffer the troubles
that are in this world. In the future, it is God’s plan to free them from all their troubles (Romans
8:22-23). That will happen when Christ returns.
The author was writing at a time when Christians had suffered greatly (Hebrews 10:32-34).
They had many cruel enemies. So the author wrote many words to give them comfort. Jesus
suffered like them, and he would help them (Hebrews 2:18). He sympathises with them (Hebrews
4:15). He prays for them (Hebrews 7:25). And he sends his angels to help them (Hebrews 1:14).
God will show his kindness (Hebrews 4:16). He will not disappoint (Hebrews 10:35-36). In the end,
Christ will return (Hebrews 9:28). Therefore, even during terrible troubles, Christians can be
confident (Hebrews 4:14; Hebrews 10:35; Hebrews 11:1; Hebrews 12:1-3). Their hope is sure and
certain (Hebrews 6:19), because of what Jesus has done.
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Hebrews chapter 2
We must give attention to Christ
(Hebrews 2:1-3)
When we read the Book of Hebrews, it is hard to know where to pause. Each verse leads to the
next verse. Each passage leads to the next passage. But certainly, the end of chapter 1 is not a
good place to pause. In many Bibles, Hebrews 2:1 begins with the word ‘therefore’. In the original
language, ‘therefore’ translates words that mean ‘because of this’. So we must use the things that
we learned in chapter 1 to understand the start of chapter 2.
Hebrews 1:14 is about angels, God’s servants whom he sends from heaven. They come to help
the people whom he will save. In Hebrews 2:2, the author declares how important their message
was. Anyone who did not obey that message suffered the proper punishment.
A good example is what happened to Lot and his family (Genesis chapter 19). Lot was a good
man who lived in a very wicked city, Sodom. Because Sodom had become so evil, God decided
to destroy the whole city. But before he destroyed it, he sent two angels to save Lot, his wife, and
his daughters.
The angels told Lot to leave Sodom at once. When he hesitated, the angels took him, his wife, and
his daughters by the hand. The angels led them out of the city. Then the angels told them that they
must run away. They must not stop, and they must not even look back.
So the angels saved Lot and his daughters when fire from heaven destroyed Sodom. But they
could not save Lot’s wife, because she did not obey. She looked back at the city. Probably, she
did that because she wanted to return there. And because she did that, she died with the
inhabitants of Sodom. The Bible records that she became a column of salt (Genesis 19:26).
Perhaps it means that salt from the explosion at Sodom covered her. There is much salt in that
region, by the Dead Sea.
Clearly, the messages that angels brought were important. But now God’s Son himself has
spoken to us. Servants may bring an important message. But when their master and king speaks,
that is much more important!
So we certainly must not neglect the work that God’s Son did to save us. There is no other
way to avoid the punishment for our evil deeds. We could never save ourselves.
Jesus himself warned about this. People who refused to accept his words would suffer an even
worse fate than Sodom (Matthew 10:15). And he explained the reason in Matthew 11:23. God had
done great and wonderful things by his Son. If the people in Sodom had seen such things, they
would have decided to obey God.
The work of God’s Son is so wonderful that he can even save people as wicked as Sodom’s
inhabitants!

The wonderful things that God does
(Hebrews 2:4)
People have told us how God’s Son came to save us. But of course, we cannot believe everything
that people say. However, they are not the only witnesses. God himself has given us evidence.
He has done extraordinary things. He has done many astonishing things that only he, God, could
do. Jesus himself said that God the Father would do this (John 8:18; John 10:38).
It is clear that the author of Hebrews does not just mean events during Jesus’ life. The author
describes how God gave his Holy Spirit to Christians. God divided his Spirit among them (Acts
2:3-4). Each Christian received the Holy Spirit. And then these wonderful events continued in
their own lives. So, the work of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life is also evidence.
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Hebrews 2:4 is very similar to Mark 16:20. People today are not sure whether that verse was
originally part of Mark’s book. But Hebrews 2:4 says the same thing. In fact, it emphasises it even
more.
Mark 16:20 mentions only ‘signs’. That is, special events that show people about Jesus. But
Hebrews 2:4 mentions ‘wonders’ (wonderful events), ‘miracles’ (powerful events) and the work of
the Holy Spirit. All these words describe things that people cannot do. They are God’s work. And
their purpose is to tell people about God’s Son, and the fact that he will save them.
God does these things because he wants people to know about his Son. And he wants them to
know about his Son because he wants to save them. In other words, he wants to rescue them
from the evil forces that control their lives. But that is only possible because of Jesus’ death on the
cross.
There is no other way to have a right relationship with God. Jesus, God’s Son, is the only way
(John 14:6). We must not neglect this message. We should give it our complete attention. We
must invite Jesus into our lives. It is dangerous to delay or to hesitate. God himself has
shown us how important Jesus is.

The wine-press
(Hebrews 2:5-8)
In Hebrews chapter 1, the author has shown us that Jesus is God. Here in chapter 2, the author
explains that Jesus became a man. He has always been God, but he became a man. This was
necessary in order to save men, women and children from the power of the devil (Hebrews 2:14).
In order to prove this, the writer uses Psalm 8:4-6.
Psalm 8 has an unusual word in its ancient title. That word is GITTITH. Many Bibles do not
translate that word. People are not sure whether they have the correct meaning. But we do know
one meaning of the word. It means a wine-press.
One of the last tasks in Israel’s agricultural year was to make juice from the fruit called grapes.
People put the grapes into a large container called a wine-press. And then they marched on the
grapes with their bare feet, so that the juice flowed!
It was hard work; but at the same time, it was also a very happy occasion. And something
extraordinary happened to poor people as they carried out this work. It was as if they became
kings and queens for a day.
Poor people could not often pause from their hard work. But after this task, they would all go to
Jerusalem for a sacred holiday that lasted for 8 days! Sweet drinks were expensive before people
began to manufacture sugar. But fresh grape juice was the sweetest drink that was available. And
on this day, there was plenty, even for the poorest people! Beautiful smells filled the air in palaces.
But on this day, the beautiful smell from the fruit was everywhere! Purple was the favourite colour
of kings. Poor people could not afford purple clothes. But on this day, the grapes made their legs
purple!
Psalm 8 says that God has appointed man (in other words, men and women) to rule the world. It
refers to Genesis 1:26 – God has given authority to man over the birds, fishes, and animals. And
Psalm 8 expresses the opinion that this is extraordinary. Man had a less important rank than the
angels (God’s special servants). God has created things like the moon and the stars, which seem
much more wonderful than man. But God cares so much about man that he has given authority
to man.
The author of Hebrews says that this cannot mean the present world. Men and women are more
like slaves than rulers now (Hebrews 2:15)! But God will create a new earth (Revelation 21:1). And
then the hopes of the people who worked in the wine-press will become reality.
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As they worked there, perhaps they would remember God’s promise to bring an end of their
troubles (Genesis 3:15). God would defeat their enemies. He would even defeat the last enemy,
death (Hebrews 2:15; 1 Corinthians 15:25-27). The Bible uses this word-picture in Isaiah 63:1-6
and Revelation 14:19-20.
In the end, as we shall see, the ‘man’ in Psalm 8 really means Jesus. But God has promised that
his people will share his authority (2 Timothy 2:12; Revelation 3:21). So even the poorest and most
humble men and women will receive the new earth as their permanent possession (Matthew 5:5;
Luke 6:20).

The perfect sacrifice
(Hebrews 2:9)
In Hebrews chapter 1, the author showed that the ruler of the future world must be God. But in
Hebrews 2:6-8, the author showed that the ruler must be human.
Of course, a man cannot ever become God. But God can do anything (Luke 1:37). God’s Son,
Jesus, has always been God. But he became a man, because that was necessary in order to save
us. In the rest of chapter 2, the author will show why that was necessary. But first, he tells us how
wonderful that is.
Some translations do not translate Hebrews 2:9 well. They say that God ‘made Jesus’. But the
author’s original word is clear. It does not mean ‘made’ or ‘created’. It means that God ‘caused
Jesus to become less important’ than the angels (God’s special servants). The Bible teaches
that Jesus, God’s Son, has always existed. God did not create him at any time (Hebrews 1:10;
Hebrews 13:8; John 1:1).
So the author of Hebrews repeats the words in Psalm 8:5. And he shows carefully how they
describe Jesus.
It was Jesus who accepted a less important rank than the angels. And that is wonderful. The
angels are his servants. No king ever accepts a less important rank than his servants! But Jesus
did. And as a servant, he became even more humble. He suffered and he died (Philippians 2:6-8).
It that was merely a man’s death, it would not be wonderful. It would just be another sad incident in
this world where there are so many troubles. But the purpose of the Book of Hebrews is to show us
that this was not just another sad incident. In fact, it was the most important event that has ever
happened.
What actually happened was this. God’s Son was acting as his own chief priest. He did it in order
to offer the perfect sacrifice to God, that is, his own death. And the result is that many people can
now have a right relationship with God.
A ‘sacrifice’ means a gift that God considers valuable. In the past, priests offered animals that
people gave to God. People could not worship (give honour to God) properly without sacrifices
because of the wrong and evil things that control people’s lives. So God accepted sacrifices from
those people who sincerely loved him. Those sacrifices made it possible for people to have a
relationship with God. But only Jesus’ death is the perfect sacrifice. Only Jesus’ death frees
people from the devil, who has the power of death (Hebrews 2:14).
But it was not possible for Jesus to remain dead (Acts 2:24). Jesus had made himself humble; and
God considers that to be wonderful. Jesus gave up more than anyone else could, in order to obey
God his Father. It is God’s pleasure to make important those who are humble (Luke 1:52). Jesus
made himself the servant, even the slave, of all (Mark 10:43-45; John 13:1-5). So God the Father
made him the Lord (master) of all (Revelation 19:16). And we all must give him honour (Philippians
2:9-11).
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Brothers in God’s family
(Hebrews 2:10-11)
There is a relationship between Jesus, and the people who belong to God. It is a family
relationship. He calls us ‘brothers’ (Mark 3:35; Matthew 28:10).
And that astonishes us. He is God; we are only people. But he calls us his brothers. We are not
even as important as angels (God’s servants) – Hebrews 2:7. We are not even as splendid as the
moon or the stars – Psalm 8:3. Yet God’s Son calls us his brothers. He created all things.
Everything belongs to him. He has always existed. We created nothing, and we deserve nothing.
Yet we are his brothers!
But it was God’s plan to save us. God did that by means of Jesus’ death. The writer of Hebrews
calls Jesus the ‘author’ or the ‘captain’ of salvation (our relationship with God when he saves us).
We are not sure which of these, ‘author’ or ‘captain’, is the better translation. Both are true. Our
relationship comes from Jesus. So Jesus is like the ‘author’ of God’s act to save us. And Jesus is
the leader (or ‘captain’) of all who have this relationship with God.
We are Jesus’ brothers because he has separated us to belong to him. In other words, he has
‘sanctified’ us, or he has made us ‘holy’. And so we join his family. And we all have the same
Father. Jesus’ Father, God, has become ‘our Father’ too.
That is how we pray (Matthew 6:9). And that is our relationship with God. It hardly seems possible
that people should receive such an honour. But it was always God’s plan that people should
receive honour (Hebrews 2:7). He is God the Father, and it is his desire to have many sons
(Hebrews 2:10). And he gives them ‘glory’. That means splendid and wonderful light and beauty.
Only God has such glory. But he gives it to his children too (1 Peter 2:9; 1 John 3:1-2; Revelation
22:3-5).

A lesson from Psalm 22
(Hebrews 2:12)
The author of Hebrews often astonishes us by the things that he says. But he is very careful to
show us that the rest of the Bible also teaches these things. This particular passage is from Psalm
22:22.
Psalm 22 is a passage that everyone should know. It begins with words that Jesus spoke on the
cross (Psalms 22:1; Mark 15:34). It includes words that people used to laugh at him there
(Psalm 22:7-8; Matthew 27:43).
It describes well how he suffered there. It is a prophecy (message) from God about Jesus’ death.
David wrote Psalm 22 about 1000 years before Jesus died. But it seems to describe that event
perfectly.
With the words in Hebrews 2:12 (that is, Psalm 22:22), the subject of Psalm 22 suddenly changes.
God has answered the prayer of his servant who suffered. And so he gives honour to God. He
does that in two ways. He tells his ‘brothers’ how wonderful God is. And he praises God in
public. The fact that God has rescued his servant is not just good news for that one man. People
everywhere will know God as a result (Psalm 22:27). Even people in future centuries will declare
how good God is (Psalm 22:30-31).
The author of Hebrews reminds us about the word that the Psalm uses for God’s people. They are
Jesus’ ‘brothers’. That is their relationship with him. He suffered; and now they are his brothers.
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The family of God
(Hebrews 2:13)
These two sentences come from Isaiah 8:17-18. Again, it is a passage that we may not expect.
The author of Hebrews says that Jesus speaks these things. But the words were originally
Isaiah’s words about his own family. We must study further to discover the connection.
The prophets were the holy men (and a few women) who spoke messages from God. Many
prophets had to work alone. But God gave two sons to Isaiah. So Isaiah and his sons stood on
behalf of the people in Israel who trusted God. And God gave a special word to Isaiah, as a
promise to all those people. It is the word: ‘Immanuel’. It appears in Isaiah 7:14; Isaiah 8:8 and
Isaiah 8:10. It means ‘God is with us’.
The word ‘Immanuel’ is a special word for Christians too. It appears in Matthew 1:23. Because
Jesus was born, God is with us. So ‘Immanuel’ is a title of Jesus.
Isaiah’s sons had a special part in Isaiah’s work as a prophet. Like their father, they too had to
declare God’s messages. On one occasion, Isaiah had to take the older boy with him to declare
God’s message to the king (Isaiah 7:3). But whenever the boys told people their names, they
were speaking God’s messages. That was because the boys had strange names with unusual
meanings. And those meanings were messages that God had given to Isaiah (Isaiah 7:3 and
Isaiah 8:3).
We too have a special part in Jesus’ work. Like him, we must go to declare God’s message
(Matthew 28:18-20). When we call ourselves ‘Christians’, even that name declares the
importance of Christ.
But there is another connection between Isaiah’s words about his children and Jesus’ words about
the family of God. It is in the manner of their birth. Isaiah 7:14 seems to speak about a child who
is born without a human father. Other verses in that passage are clearly about Isaiah’s younger
son (Isaiah 7:15-17 and Isaiah 8:3-4). That boy was born in the usual manner; Isaiah was his
father (Isaiah 8:3). But that boy was not important because of his human father. He was important
because his birth declared God’s message: ‘God is with us!’ (Isaiah 7:14; Isaiah 8:8 and Isaiah
8:10).
That birth was a prophecy (a message from God about future events). Christ would be born
without a human father (Matthew 1:18-23; Luke 1:34-37). And people must be born into God’s
family without a human father (John 1:12-13; John 3:3-6).
So God has become their father. They are brothers and sisters in God’s family. And Christ is the
first and most important member of that family.

Christ became a man
(Hebrews 2:14-15)
So, Christ became human, like the people whom he wanted to save. He is God’s Son. But he
accepted a human body, although it is weak. He even accepted death so that he could free people
from death.
His purpose was that people would become the children of God. And to achieve it, he became
the same as them in every way. He wanted them to become his brothers and sisters. So he had a
body like theirs. He had blood like theirs. He had a life like theirs. He joined in their battle against
the devil. But the devil could not overcome him.
The devil tested Jesus in every way. He urged Jesus not to obey God the Father. He offered
Jesus an easier way to rule the world. But Jesus refused (Matthew 4:1-11). So the devil fought
against Jesus. He put Jesus in danger often.
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In the end, the devil took advantage of Jesus’ human weakness. He caused the soldiers to put
Jesus on a cross to die. And Jesus died there. But that was not defeat for Jesus. That was
success. That was God’s perfect plan to destroy the devil’s power. By Jesus’ death, God has
freed his people from the power of death. The devil controlled them like slaves, but God made
them free!
That happened because Jesus had obeyed his Father perfectly. Jesus never did anything that was
bad or evil. So God the Father accepted Jesus’ death as the perfect sacrifice on behalf of
people.
A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. People used to give animals as their sacrifices.
And that allowed them to have a relationship with God. But the death of Jesus was the perfect
sacrifice. It frees people from the power of the devil. It makes them the sons and daughters of
God.
No sacrifice could ever be more valuable to God than the blood of his own precious Son, Jesus
Christ.

Christ is Abraham’s descendant
(Hebrews 2:16)
If God’s Son had become an angel (special servant of God), then he would still be more important
than any person. But he would have been unable to achieve God’s purpose. An angel could not
save God’s people.
God’s plan was to save men, women and children. So Jesus had to become a man, too. But he
could not be born into any family or nation whatever. He had to become a Jew, that is, a
descendant of Abraham. A descendant is a later member of someone’s family.
There are three reasons why Christ had to be Abraham’s descendant:
(1) God had made important promises to Abraham and his descendant. He promised to save his
people and to establish a close relationship with them (Luke 1:71-75; Genesis 12:2-3; Genesis
13:15-16; Genesis 15:4-5). God did not carry out completely his promise to Abraham during his life
(Hebrews 11:13). So the promises were for Abraham’s descendant, who had to belong to
Abraham’s family.
(2) Abraham became God’s friend because Abraham trusted God (Isaiah 41:8; Galatians 3:6). So
all who trust God have a relationship with Abraham. Because they trust God, they become
Abraham’s descendants (Galatians 3:29). Christ did not come to save everyone. He only saves
those people who trust God (Hebrews 11:6). Because he came to save Abraham’s descendants,
Christ too had to belong to Abraham’s family.
(3) Because Christ became a descendant of Abraham, people from every family and every
nation can benefit from Christ’s work. That is what God promised to Abraham (Genesis 12:2-3).
And, together, the people whom Christ has saved are a new nation: the people of God (Galatians
3:28; 1 Peter 2:9).

Priests and brothers
(Hebrews 2:17)
In previous verses, we have seen that Jesus calls Christians his ‘brothers’.
The Old Testament is the 39 Bible books from before the birth of Jesus. It too describes God’s
people as ‘brothers’. There is a good reason why it does that. God’s people in the Old Testament
were the Israelites (also called Jews). And all the Israelites originally came from 12 men who
really were brothers. They were the 12 sons of Jacob, who is also called Israel.
So, for example, God referred to all the Israelites as ‘brothers’ in Deuteronomy 15:7 and
Deuteronomy 22:1-4. He considered them all as if they were the sons of Israel. In fact, the Old
Testament uses the words ‘sons of Israel’ (in the original language) to mean ‘Israelites’.
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Among the Israelites, God chose Aaron and his sons to be priests. After them, the future male
members of their families would be priests. One of them was the chief priest. But they were all
called ‘brothers’ (Leviticus 21:10). Even when they had different parents, the priests’ relationship
with each other was like that of brothers.
People who were not priests could not enter the temple (God’s house). So the priests looked after
God’s holy things there.
Also, people could not offer their own sacrifices (gifts – usually animals – that they gave to God).
The priests offered the sacrifices to God on behalf of the people. So, by sacrifice, the priests dealt
with the people’s sin. (Sin is whatever God considers wrong. Each person’s life is in a wrong state
in front of God, until God forgives that person’s sin.)
As Hebrews 10:1-4 explains, these priests could not deal with sin completely. But their work was
important for the Israelites. It made it possible for the people to have a relationship with God.
Jesus was an Israelite, but he was not one of those priests. He was a different kind of priest
(Hebrews 7:15-17). But his work was similar to their work. He too was responsible for God’s holy
things. And he too dealt with sin. By his sacrifice of himself, Jesus made it possible for God to
forgive all our sin.

Christ, our helper
(Hebrews 2:18)
Some people think that the author of Hebrews wrote his book to help the Christians in Judea. We
know a few facts about this history of the first churches there.
Originally there was only one Christian church, in Jerusalem. It became a large church very
quickly. The believers met in a public square by the temple (God’s house). There were about 5000
members. They included some priests (Acts 6:7).
Many members were poor. But the first Christians were generous. They shared their money and
their possessions.
The government and the people’s leaders were against the first Christians. There was some
trouble, but the meetings continued for several years.
Then the trouble became more serious. People killed an important Christian called Stephen. On
the same day, they started to force other Christians to leave their homes. Most Christians had to
leave Jerusalem – they went into towns across Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1). It became hard for
them to get jobs. And they became very poor.
These troubles tested their trust in God. But they continued to obey God. And so they proved
that their trust in God was genuine. The Christians were suffering greatly at this time – but they
were not without a helper. Christ was their helper. And he was able!
Christians can be confident because Christ will help them. He hears their prayers. He acts
powerfully in their lives, by the work of his Holy Spirit.
Christ knew such troubles too. For example, he spent the night before his death in the garden
called Gethsemane. He knew what would happen to him. He felt deeply sad in his spirit. He felt
such strain that blood dropped from his face onto the ground. It was hard and painful for him, too,
to obey God.
But during that terrible test, Christ continued to trust God. He showed that his trust in God was
genuine. He always obeyed God completely.
Such experiences in Jesus’ life gave confidence to the first Christians. Those Christians knew that
Christ was aware of their troubles. He had sympathy for them, because he had suffered similar
troubles. And because he is God’s Son, he was able to help them.
He is able to help us today, too. He knows about our troubles. And he cares about us.
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Hebrews chapter 3
Jesus, God’s faithful Son
(Hebrews 3:1-2)
The words ‘Moses was faithful in all (God’s) house’ come from Numbers 12:7. We shall study the
importance of that passage when we reach Hebrews 3:5. But first, let us do what the author of
Hebrews asks us to do. Let us think about Jesus.
In particular, we should think about how Jesus is similar to Moses. In English translations, the
first 2 verses of chapter 3 usually appear as separate sentences. But in the original language,
there is just one sentence here.
But Moses and Jesus were ‘faithful’ to God. In other words, they were loyal and responsible in
their work for God. Moses remained loyal even when nearly all the people in his nation decided not
to obey God. This happened on several occasions. Each time, Moses prayed for them. He urged
God not to destroy the nation. And God did what Moses had requested.
‘God’s house’ means God’s people in this passage (see Hebrews 3:6). Moses was faithful among
all God’s people. He was faithful even when they were not.
And Jesus was faithful, too. He obeyed his Father, God, completely. He did the work that God
gave him to do. The devil urged Jesus not to obey God. Jesus suffered greatly because he had
chosen to obey God. But still, he obeyed.
And that is why Jesus has become our apostle and chief priest. Usually, we only use the word
‘apostle’ to mean the first Christian leaders. But clearly, the meaning is different here.
The word ‘apostle’ actually means someone whom a person sends to carry out a special task. We
call the first Christian leaders ‘apostles’ because God sent them to declare his good news. Jesus
is called our apostle because God sent him into the world. He sent Jesus here so that, by his
death, Jesus would save us (John 3:16).
And that is why we have a confession (Hebrews 3:1). A confession means something that we must
declare. In the original language, the word means something that we agree about. The same
word also appears in Hebrews 4:14 and Hebrews 10:23. Those verses tell us to hold (to remain
loyal to) our confession.
The things that we agree as Christians are not just a list of beliefs or ideas. We declare what God
has done in our lives (1 Timothy 6:12). We declare our relationship with Christ. Only the
people whom Christ has saved are really Christians.
God has an invitation for everyone whom Christ has saved. Christ has prepared a place for each
one in heaven (John 14:2). They are ‘holy’ people because they belong to God. And they are
‘brothers’ because God has made them one family: the family of God.
And that is what the word ‘house’ means in Hebrews 3:1-6. God’s family are here called his
‘house’.

A great house
(Hebrews 3:3-4)
These verses are not about the kind of houses where families usually live. They are about
something that is much more impressive.
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Think about a palace. The king lives there with his family, of course. But the palace includes rooms
and buildings where many other people live, also. So, the king’s brothers and his other relatives
may have their homes there. Important officials may have to live, with their families, in the palace.
And many of the king’s servants also have to live there. The most important servants serve the
king himself. But there are guards, and there are people who cook. There are servants who clean
the palace. And there are servants who carry things. There have to be servants in order to carry
out every kind of task.
A king establishes a house like that because he wants his family to rule for a long time. If they
do, people in future centuries will say, ‘This is the house of David’ (Isaiah 7:13). They might mean
the building, but they probably mean the family. The building becomes merely the evidence of
the family’s greatness. And the family’s greatness gives honour to the person who originally
established their ‘house’. In the example above, people were still giving honour to David centuries
after his death.
It was not enough for King David just to establish his own royal house. He also wanted to
establish a house for God (2 Samuel 7:2). In fact, it was David’s son, Solomon, who actually built
it. It was called the temple. Its purpose was to give God honour, so that in future centuries,
people would continue to respect God in Israel.
The temple was like a palace. (In fact, ‘palace’ and ‘temple’ are the same word in the language
called Hebrew.) The most sacred building was in the centre. Many other buildings for the priests
surrounded it. People lived in those buildings (2 Kings 11:3) – but especially, the priests. A large
area of land was inside the temple’s outer walls.
But Solomon did not really establish the house of God, because it already existed. Centuries
before, Moses had established a tent for the same purpose. It was called the tabernacle (Hebrews
9:2). So really, Solomon just made a new building for God’s house. And he moved the sacred
objects that already existed into it.
However, even Moses did not really establish God’s house. In the end, it is God himself who
establishes all things. What Moses and Solomon made were copies of the reality. The real house
of God is in heaven (Hebrews 9:22-23). And so the honour goes to God alone.
That does not mean that the tabernacle or the temple were without purpose. We cannot yet see
heaven. But by means of the tabernacle and the temple, God shows us what his house is like. He
provided copies so that we can understand the reality.

Moses, God’s servant
(Hebrews 3:5)
Moses was a loyal ‘servant’ of God. A ‘servant’ may not seem important, but the original language
has different words for different types of servants. Here, the word describes someone who has
freely chosen to serve the master. Perhaps this servant does this work because of his love for the
master. Such servants received great honour. Their masters considered them to be almost part of
the family.
One such servant was Eliezer, who was Abraham’s chief servant (Genesis 15:2-3). We know that
Abraham had more than 300 male servants (Genesis 14:14). But Eliezer was responsible for
everything that Abraham owned (Genesis 24:2). Clearly, Abraham trusted him completely.
Abraham did not yet have a son. So Abraham had arranged for Eliezer to become the head of the
house after his (Abraham’s) death. On Abraham’s death, Eliezer would have become the owner of
everything.
Moses was a servant like that – but Moses’ master was God. The words in Hebrews 3:5 come
from Numbers 12:7. They are words that God himself spoke to Moses’ brother and sister, Aaron
and Miriam.
In Numbers chapter 12, we read that Aaron and Miriam became jealous of Moses. They began to
speak against him. They too had spoken messages from God, they said. This was true – but they
were not respecting Moses’ importance as God’s principal servant.
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Moses was a very humble man. He did not try to defend himself. But the things that they were
saying offended God. God became angry with them. And so, God himself, as Moses’ master,
spoke to defend his servant Moses.
God explained that his relationship with Moses was not like his relationship with other prophets
(holy men and women). God may speak to his prophets in dreams. He may show them something
by means of a puzzle. But God did not speak to Moses like that. He spoke direct to Moses. He
spoke to Moses in a manner that was clear. God even allowed Moses to see him (Exodus 33:18
to Exodus 34:7).
God had made Moses responsible for all his house – that is, for all the Israelites (God’s people).
He gave them his law by means of Moses. He led them through the desert by means of Moses. He
taught them how they should live by means of Moses. He showed them how to worship (to give
honour to God) by means of Moses.
But Moses did these things as evidence of the things that God would do in the future. Moses did
them so that the people could learn about Christ.
For example, Moses taught the people about the Passover (the sacred holiday when people killed
a young sheep) – Exodus 12:1-11. But the real meaning is Christ – John 1:29. Moses taught the
people how to build God’s house – Deuteronomy 12:5-14. But the real meaning is Christ – John
2:19-21. God cured the people when Moses lifted a metal model of a snake among them –
Numbers 21:6-9. But the real meaning is Christ – John 3:14.

Christ, God’s Son
(Hebrews 3:6)
Moses was God’s servant, but Christ is God’s Son. A servant may receive great honour. But the
master’s son deserves much greater honour than any servant does. Abraham’s servant Eliezer
would have become head of the house if Abraham had died without a son (Genesis 15:2-3). But
that all changed when Abraham’s son was born. The master has decided that the son will receive
everything (Hebrews 1:2)!
It is hard for Christians today to realise how important Moses is for the Jews. The Jews are the
people who come from the families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Moses led them for 40 years
when they were a nation without any land of their own. Moses showed them how to serve God.
Moses taught them God’s law. Moses prayed on their behalf; Moses spoke God’s word to them.
Moses wrote the first 5 books in the Bible. Together, those books are almost as long as the entire
New Testament (the books that the first Christians wrote).
Through all those difficult tasks, Moses remained completely loyal to God. He carried out all his
responsibilities as God’s servant. We only read about one occasion when he did not obey God
perfectly (Numbers 20:1-12). Moses was a great servant of God. But he was not God’s Son, the
Christ.
Christ is the Son who was completely loyal to God. The author of Hebrews says that Christ
never sinned (Hebrews 4:15). That is, he never did anything wrong against God.
Peter and John knew Christ on this earth as well as anyone else did. Peter declared that Christ
was perfect (1 Peter 1:19). And John declared that Christ is God’s Son (1 John 1:1-3).
Christ is the Son whom God has appointed to rule over God’s house (Hebrews 1:2). The author of
Hebrews explains who has a place in that house.
The members of that house are the people who trust God’s promise. They have hope, and they
are confident about it.
Of course, many people hope for things that will never happen. Such people trust something or
someone that will disappoint them. But God never disappoints anyone who trusts his promises
(Hebrews 6:19). God always does the things that he promises to do (Hebrews 11:13-16).
When we trust God, we are confident. We boldly speak about things that we have not seen yet. We
are sure about things that have not happened yet (Hebrews 11:1-3). That is what ‘faith’ means.

22

But faith is only worthwhile when we trust God. He has spoken his word, and his word is certain
(Hebrews 4:12). We can always trust him. But we must not trust our imagination, our desires or our
feelings. Faith in such things is certain to fail.
We must trust God. We must have a proper relationship with him. And that is only possible
because of Christ. He died so that God could forgive our sins (evil deeds) – Hebrews 9:28. We
must confess our sins to God; and we must invite him into our lives (Hebrews 6:1). In other words,
we must listen to what God has said (Hebrews 3:7-8). And we must believe and obey him
(Hebrews 3:12-14).

As the Holy Spirit says
(Hebrews 3:7)
In Hebrews 3:7-11 the author of Hebrews repeats 5 verses from Psalm 95. Then he will explain
the passage; it is the main subject for Hebrews chapters 3 and 4.
He introduces the passage with these words: ‘as the Holy Spirit says’. That could have two
meanings:
(1) Although David wrote that Psalm (Hebrews 4:7), the Holy Spirit showed him what to write.
The Bible’s origin is not human, and its authors did not just write from their own intelligence. So the
Bible is the word of God.
(2) The Holy Spirit is saying these things now. These are not just some words that God spoke
long ago. God’s word is active and alive (Hebrews 4:12). And its message is for us, today.
It is clear that the author of Hebrews believes both of these. They are both true. And so he uses
the message of the Psalm to warn people. God is still speaking to people. And they must obey
his message.
•God spoke to his people by means of Moses. He did that at the time when the events in the
Psalm happened.
•God spoke to his people by means of David. He did that at the time when David wrote the Psalm.
•God spoke to his people when Christ came. He came to tell them God’s message. And he came
to save them.
•And now God speaks again, by his Holy Spirit. He warns his people by means of these words in
the Book of Hebrews. They have heard Christ’s message and God has changed their lives. But
they must not neglect what God has told them. They must not lose their faith (their active belief
and trust in God’s promises).
They must continue to trust God.

Lack of faith
(Hebrews 3:8)
In Hebrews chapter 11, the author will show us some extraordinary examples of faith. But here,
with words from Psalm 95:7-11, the author is showing us an example of lack of faith.
In fact, there is more than one example here. Psalm 95 mentions two places (Meribah and
Massah) where this happened. Those place names do not appear in the Book of Hebrews
because the author translates the meanings of those names.
And Psalm 95 mentions those two places merely as examples of what happened continuously
for 40 years (Hebrews 3:9). That period was the 40 years when Moses led God’s people. And for
that whole period, there was constant lack of faith. God was leading his people – but the people
refused to believe God.
Faith means active belief and trust in God. But the people did not have faith in God. Instead, they
trusted their own feelings. And they did not want to obey God’s word.
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The Bible says that they made their hearts hard. God wanted them to love him with all their hearts
(Deuteronomy 6:5). But instead, they had attitudes that they would not change. That is what it
means to have a ‘hard heart’.
God’s word changes people’s lives. But people can refuse to accept his message. They may
refuse to trust him; or they may refuse to obey him.
Such lack of faith ruins a person’s relationship with God. That is what happened in the desert,
in Psalm 95. And so the author of Hebrews warns Christians. They must not let that happen to
them, too.

Lessons from history
(Hebrews 3:9)
The Bible often tells us the history of the 40 years that God’s people spent in the desert. It is a sad
history.
Moses was their leader there. He was God’s servant, and he trusted God completely. But, on
several occasions, the people refused to trust God. They preferred to complain about Moses
and about God. That often happens when people are not loyal to God. They doubt when they
should believe God. They complain when they should trust him. And they refuse to obey him.
But the people should have learnt that they could trust God completely. It was God who saved
them from their sad lives as slaves in Egypt. It was God who overcame Egypt’s great army. It
was God who provided their supplies of food and water. It was God who showed them the
route to follow. God provided their light by night and God provided protection from the hot sun by
day. God defended them when enemies attacked.
They had no reason not to trust God. And they had nobody else to trust. But whenever there were
problems, their fears seemed too strong for them. And so, fear replaced faith (active belief and
trust in God). They even tested God. In other words, they tried to force him to help them. It is
wrong to test God. God wants us to trust him.
The passage calls those people ‘your fathers’. People used to speak in that manner about
members of their family from previous centuries. They were proud of their family history and of
their nation’s history. They were proud that Moses had been their leader. But they should not be so
proud. It was their own families who refused to obey him. It was their own families who would
not trust God in the desert.
So people should learn lessons from history. They should learn that they must always trust God.

The anger of God
(Hebrews 3:10)
The speaker here is God. And he declares that he is angry.
We prefer to speak about God’s love and mercy (kindness). But people who refuse God’s mercy
will not escape his anger.
The Bible often speaks about God’s anger. And it is not just the Old Testament (the books that
existed before Jesus’ birth). The New Testament (the books that the first Christians wrote) also
speaks about God’s anger. See John 3:36; Romans 1:18 and Ephesians 5:6.
God became so angry with the people in this passage because they refused to obey him.
Although he had been very kind to them, they would not trust him. They continued to have this
attitude for their whole lives. And so God’s anger against them lasted until they were all dead.
These were the people whom God had rescued from their lives as slaves in Egypt. But God
would not allow any of them to enter the new country that he gave to their children.
God uses a word-picture to describe their wrong attitudes. Before people had cars, they travelled
on animals like donkeys. A donkey is like a small horse.
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A good donkey soon learns the regular journeys that its master takes. It knows where to go. Its
master hardly needs to direct it.
But donkeys are well-known for their bad behaviour. Sometimes a donkey stops in the middle of
the road. Sometimes it wanders off the road. And it seems to do these things for no reason. Its
master may urge it. He may beat it. But it still refuses to obey. It is not just the donkey’s behaviour
that is wrong. It is its attitude. It does not want to obey. It acts as if it does not belong to its
master.
People behave like that when the desires of their hearts are wrong. They act as if God is not their
master. They refuse to obey him. And they even refuse when there is no reason for such
behaviour. They are like donkeys that constantly leave the proper road. They are always doing
what is wrong.
And such attitudes cause God to become angry with them.

God’s oath
(Hebrews 3:11)
When God speaks, that is a serious matter (Hebrews 3:7). People should give him their attention;
and they should obey him. But when God makes an oath, that is even more serious. God’s oath
gives comfort to people who trust him (Hebrews 6:13-18). But it should cause terror to people
who refuse to obey him. His oath is his judgement against them; and God will not change his
mind.
An oath means a very serious promise. A person makes an oath in order to emphasise that
something is definite. By his oath, he shows that he will never change his mind about that matter.
He will carry out his promise, even if he must use all his energy and all his wealth to do it. If the
man is angry with other people, then the oath will make them very afraid.
God made such an oath against the people whom Moses led through the desert (Deuteronomy
1:34-35). God had done wonderful things for those people. He had rescued them from their lives
as slaves in Egypt. He looked after them as they went through the desert. He showed constant
love to them. He helped them whenever they had problems. But still they refused to trust him.
They would not obey his command. They complained. They used their fears as an excuse.
God was angry with such attitudes. So he made his oath. None of the adults who left Egypt
would enter Canaan, except Joshua and Caleb. Canaan was the country that God had promised
to his people. But the people who had left Egypt would die in the desert. They would not know rest
in the country that God had provided for them. Instead, their children would receive that land.
What happened to them is a lesson for all of us. We must continue to trust God. We must not allow
doubts and fears to rule our lives. We must obey God constantly.

The sin of unbelief
(Hebrews 3:12)
In Hebrews 3:7-11, the author repeated Psalm 95:7-11 for us. And now he begins his explanation
of that passage. His explanation will continue until Hebrews 4:11.
Most people understand ‘sin’ to mean wrong things that they do against God. But our sins are
not just our wrong actions. Sin also includes wrong and evil attitudes in our hearts (or minds).
Jesus taught that wrong attitudes in people’s hearts cause all kinds of wicked behaviour (Mark
7:21-23).
When Moses led God’s people through the desert, their worst sin was the wrong attitude of
their hearts (Hebrews 3:8). They did not want to trust God, so they would not obey him. Their
other sins were the result of this wrong attitude.
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This particular sin is called unbelief. But by ‘unbelief’ here, I do not mean the doubts of a sincere
person who really wants to know God. I mean the opposite. The people whom Moses led were not
sincere. They did not want to have a relationship with God. And their problem was not really
doubt. They knew about God. Their problem was the decisions that they chose to make about
him. They refused to accept his authority over their lives.
Another name for unbelief is lack of faith. Faith means active belief and trust in God’s word. It is
impossible to have faith unless we first hear God’s word (Hebrews 3:7). But if we then refuse to
trust and to obey, that is unbelief.
The results of unbelief are very serious. The people whom Moses led could not enter Canaan
because of this sin. Canaan was the country that God had promised to their nation. And the result
of unbelief is still very serious for people today. Unbelief will ruin a person’s relationship with
God. And because God is the living God, nothing is more important than to have a right
relationship with him.

The danger of unbelief
(Hebrews 3:13)
Sin means those thoughts, words and deeds that are bad and evil. Clearly, such things are never
right or good. But sin deceives us. In other words, it causes us to think things that are not
true.
This passage is about one particular sin called unbelief. This happens when people refuse to
trust God. God is our maker, and he loves us. So it is clearly wrong not to trust him. But it is easy
to believe things that are not true. We can see our problems; we cannot see God. We pretend that
we control our own lives. So we imagine that we do not need God’s help. Or we think that he is
not really powerful.
When we think such thoughts, sin deceives us. Or, we could say that we have deceived
ourselves. The problem is in our own hearts and minds. We have a wrong attitude that we do
not want to change. That is what the Bible calls ‘a hard heart’.
This was not just a problem for people in the Old Testament (that is, before Jesus came). The
author of Hebrews emphasises the word ‘today’ in Psalm 95:7. It is a danger for people who want
to serve God now. And it is a danger each and every day.
So we must tell each other about this danger. One Bible translation says that we must ‘encourage’
each other. But the original meaning is to use words that will have an effect on people. So we
should ‘warn’ people. We should ‘urge’ them. We cannot ‘stop’ people, because we cannot
control another person’s mind. But we should use our words to try to save people from the danger
of unbelief.
But it is not only other people who need to hear this advice. We also need to warn ourselves. The
whole nation that Moses led accepted these wrong attitudes. But it is very sad when even one
person refuses to obey God.

Sharers
(Hebrews 3:14)
This verse calls Christians ‘sharers’. That is, people who share Christ. The author of Hebrews
first used that word in Hebrews 1:9. That word did not seem important then. But he has used the
same word a few times since then, and its importance has grown each time. So let us look
carefully now at that word.
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The word first appears in Hebrews 1:9, where many translations translate it ‘companions’. That
verse comes from a wedding song, in Psalm 45:7. It was the ancient custom for a bridegroom to
collect the bride from her parents’ home. But he did not go alone. His companions were with him
(Mark 2:19-20). They were his friends, and especially, his brothers. The fact that Jesus calls
Christians ‘brothers’ is important to the author of Hebrews (Hebrews 2:11). It helps to explain why
Jesus, God’s Son, became a man. And it helps to show that all Christians belong to the same
family: the family of God.
A form of this word, ‘share’, appears in Hebrews 2:14. Jesus shared our human nature. He
became as human as we are.
The word ‘sharers’ appears again in Hebrews 3:1. We share as brothers in the invitation that we
have received from heaven (or, to heaven).
And now in Hebrews 3:14, we have the same word again. We share in Christ. All that we have
received comes from our relationship with him. And all that we must do is to continue our trust in
him. God helped us to trust him when we first believed. That is how we obtained our relationship
with Christ. So we must continue in the same way. We are his ‘sharers’, his ‘companions’, his
brothers.
He gave up everything so that he could share our human nature. But we gain everything
because of the things that he shares with us. We gain membership of God’s family. We gain an
invitation to heaven. We gain our invitation from God himself.

Why the Bible repeats itself
(Hebrews 3:15)
We have read these words already, in Hebrews 3:7-8. The author repeats them here.
Of course, people often repeat things in vain, without any proper reason or purpose (Matthew 6:7).
But God’s word is never in vain. It always achieves its purpose (Isaiah 55:11). And the Bible is
God’s word.
In fact, the Bible often repeats itself. The usual reason is to emphasise something. We need to
recognise what is really important.
And here the author, like any good teacher, repeats his lesson. Actually, it is not his own lesson.
These words originally come from Psalm 95:7-8. They are from the Bible, and it is good to think
about the Bible constantly (Psalm 1:2; Psalm 119:97-99). We should repeat its words so that they
fill our minds and our lives (Deuteronomy 6:4-9). God’s word will bring so many good things into
our lives (Psalm 19:7-11).
So do not complain when a church leader repeats the same passage from the Bible. Instead, learn
the lesson that it will teach you. God wrote his word for your benefit.
And it will benefit you, if you allow it to teach you.
Actually, the author of Hebrews has not yet finished his lesson about these words. They are such
important words that he will repeat them again in Hebrews 4:7. In the meantime, we must think
about the people whom these words describe. And we must think about what those people lost
because of their unbelief. It is not just a lesson about history. These are words to warn us,
‘today’, as the author repeats in Hebrews 3:7, 3:13, 3:15 and twice in 4:7.

Who makes God angry?
(Hebrews 3:16)
The author of Hebrews has just repeated a line from Psalm 95:8 for us. That passage refers to
some people who caused God to become angry. The author has a question for his readers. He
asks who these people were. Who would actually do such a terrible thing?
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The author’s question is actually just the first in a series of questions. The answer to all the
questions is the same. And they are not hard questions to answer. Everyone in Israel already knew
their nation’s history. They would all know which people the passage refers to.
But the author writes in this style because he has to overcome a problem. Bible teachers often
have this problem. People often think that they already know the answers. And so they are not
ready to learn. But the Bible teacher is not merely trying to teach the answers to questions. He
wants people to understand and to believe what the Bible says. If they really did that, the Bible’s
message would change their lives.
The author of Hebrews needs to show how terrible the attitude of unbelief is. His readers
already know the facts. But perhaps they do not yet realise the lesson that they must learn from
those facts. So he expresses shock. It is as if he cannot believe it. And, with one question after
another, the shock only seems to become worse.
So let us answer his first question. Who caused God to become angry? The answer is the
people that Moses led out of Egypt. If that question and answer do not seem terrible to you, you
have not yet understood the author’s lesson. But let me explain, and then you too will feel the
sense of shock.
It is terrible that anyone should ever cause God to become angry. God is good and he is kind.
He is patient, and he does not become angry easily. People must do something terrible in order
to make God angry.
But who was it who caused God to become angry? That is the most terrible fact. It was the people
whom God saved. God himself had sent his servant Moses to rescue them from Egypt. God had
done wonderful things to make them free. But they were not grateful. They did not obey him with
glad hearts. They refused to obey him. They did not want him to have any part of their lives. They
even wanted to return to Egypt.
And the shock is this. Today, Christians are the people whom God has saved. And we too can
make God angry if we have those same wrong attitudes. That is the author’s clear message.
Many Christians do not believe that real Christians can ever lose their relationship with God. Other
Christians do not agree. But they should all read again the story that Jesus told in Mark 4:1-20. He
spoke about 4 groups of people who heard God’s message.
The first group lost what they had heard immediately. It had no effect in their lives. The last group
remained loyal to God. They achieved the results that God wanted in their lives. The author of
Hebrews always urges us to be like that group.
But the second and third groups both seemed to accept God’s message. They believed it and
they followed it for some time. But in the end, they failed. They did not remain loyal to God. And
so they did not achieve the results that God wanted from their lives.
We must not be like them.

Is there anyone whom God cannot forgive?
(Hebrews 3:17)
The author asks whom God was so angry against. Really, the answer is the same people as in
verse 16. It was the people whom Moses led out of Egypt. But here the author uses different words
for his answer. In the previous verse, he told us how God had saved these people. But in this
verse, he tells us how God punished them.
Really, these people caused their own punishment. They did not want any part of God’s promises.
So they did not even enter the country that God had promised. They did not want to live by means
of his word, that is, his promise. So they died by his word, that is, his judgement. They did not
want to know his love. So instead, they knew his anger.
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And God’s anger against them was severe. Elsewhere, the Bible tells us that God’s anger lasts for
a moment (Psalm 30:5). But God’s anger against them lasted for 40 years. It lasted for the rest
of their lives. It continued until they had all died in the desert. So, they all died outside the country
that God had promised to their nation. It was their children who, afterwards, received the benefit of
God’s promises.
God is not a God who wants to be angry with people. He forgives every kind of wrong thing that his
people do (Exodus 34:6-7). But he cannot forgive people who do not want him to forgive
them. He cannot forgive people who are proud of their evil deeds. He cannot forgive people who
constantly refuse to accept his love.
Against such people, God is a strict judge. He always does what is right. They are guilty, so they
will certainly know his punishment.

Why people must obey God
(Hebrews 3:18-19)
This time the author answers his question even before he has finished it. God made this serious
promise against the people who refused to obey him. Of course that is so. We can see clearly
that their wrong attitudes were the reason for their punishment.
The answer is the same as in verses 16 and 17. These were the same people whom God saved
from Egypt. But nearly all the adults who left Egypt had the same wrong attitudes. They would not
trust God, and they did not want to obey him. So God declared that they would all die in the
desert. They would not enter the country that God had promised to their nation.
Only two men, Joshua and Caleb, had remained loyal to God. So only they would enter that
country, with the children of the people who died in the desert (Deuteronomy 1:26-39).
So the lesson is a simple one. It is wrong not to obey God. It is wrong not to trust him. We
should have faith. Faith means active belief and trust in God’s promises. We act our faith when
we obey God. It is not enough to have the kind of belief that is just an idea in our minds (James
2:17). It is not enough to believe that God exists (James 2:19). The result of our faith must be that
we obey God.
If we do not obey God, we will not receive his gifts to us. That happened to the people that Moses
led. God wanted to give a country to them. That is the initial meaning of God’s ‘rest’ in verses 11
and 18. As we shall see in chapter 4, there is another meaning too. That other meaning is for us
today. But we shall not receive that ‘rest’ if we do not trust God. Unbelief, which ruined their
relationship with God then, can ruin ours now.
So we must always be careful to have the right attitude towards God.

Hebrews chapter 4
God’s rest
(Hebrews 4:1)
The author of Hebrews has been writing about the people whom Moses led. They could not enter
God’s ‘rest’ because of their unbelief. Initially, that seems to mean that they could not enter
Canaan (Deuteronomy 1:34-35). Canaan was the country that God had promised for their nation.
But now the author will show us that Canaan is not the only meaning of God’s ‘rest’. In fact, it
cannot even be the main meaning. In Psalm 95:11, the Holy Spirit spoke by means of David. He
warned the people that they could lose their opportunity to enter God’s ‘rest’. But David wrote when
God’s people were already living in Canaan. So the meaning must be something different.
And now the author of Hebrews warns us too. We too have a promise that we may enter God’s
‘rest’. And we must be careful that we do not lose it.
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The author does not tell us where we will find that promise. But we can find such a promise in
Matthew 11:28-29. Jesus promises rest to the people who come to him. Their work has been so
hard, and other masters have been very cruel to them. But they should accept Jesus as their new
master, and they should obey him. He promises to be gentle, and to give them rest.
God also promised rest to Moses in Exodus 33:14. God declared that he would be present with
Moses. God would not give Moses responsibilities that were too difficult for him. But because God
was present with him, God would give Moses rest.
From those passages, we can see what God’s ‘rest’ means. God wants to be present with his
people. He wants them to obey him. But he does not want them to struggle like people whose
work is too hard. He is not a cruel master. He has given many promises to his people. And he will
provide for them, if only they will continue to trust him (Matthew 6:25-34). Other masters may be
cruel. But God gives rest to his people (Psalm 23).

The same gospel
(Hebrews 4:2)
Many Christians will not consider this verse easy to understand. But if you learn its message, the
whole Book of Hebrews will become clearer.
This is the problem that those Christians have to deal with. Some Christians say that Moses’ laws
are the opposite of Christ’s good news. They teach that the books of Moses are strict and severe.
And that Jesus came to free people from the laws that Moses wrote.
But this verse does not agree. It speaks both about us, and about the people that Moses led. And
it says that both we and they received the same good news. Moses declared God’s good news to
the people, even as Jesus did!
God has not changed (Hebrews 1:10-12). His law does not change (Matthew 5:17-18). The
gospel (God’s good news) is the same (Galatians 1:6-9). Jesus Christ is the same yesterday,
today and always (Hebrews 13:8).
This is an important principle for the author of Hebrews. He will soon use the laws of Moses to
teach about Jesus. When Moses wrote those laws, he was declaring God’s good news about
Jesus. It is not different good news – it is the same good news! And it remains the same in every
age.
But there is a difference between us, and the people who first heard Moses’ laws. The difference
is not the good news or its message (its meaning). The difference is – or should be – our reaction.
We know from history about their reaction. Their attitudes were completely wrong. They did not
have faith (active belief and trust in God). They showed complete unbelief.
But our reaction can be different. We can choose to trust God and to obey him. And it is important
that we do. We did not just receive God’s message from his servant, like them. We received it
from Jesus, God’s Son. So our responsibility is greater.

How to enter God’s rest
(Hebrews 4:3-5)
God’s rest is not something new. It has existed since the beginning of the world. Hebrews 4:4
refers to Genesis 2:2. Immediately after God created the first people, he rested. It was his desire
that they should enter his rest at once.
God made a garden (called Eden) for them. He planted every kind of tree there. He provided fruit
for their food. He was present with them in that garden, and they would have rest there. He did not
intend them to struggle all their lives because of hard work. He intended them to trust him, and if
so, he would provide for them.
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In the garden, God gave them just one simple law (Genesis 2:16-17). As they obeyed that law,
they would show their trust in him.
But the first people, Adam and Eve, did not obey God. Really, they were showing the same wrong
attitudes as the people whom David described in Psalm 95:11. Like them, Adam and Eve were not
trusting God. The desires of their hearts were wrong. They were doing what they themselves
wanted to do. They were acting as if God was not their master.
And the result was the same, too. God declared that Adam and Eve could not again enter his rest.
For them, that was the garden where he had lived among them. Special angels (servants of God)
called cherubim guarded that place. Men and women had lost their right to know God’s rest.
The result was that they would have to work hard for their whole lives. And this judgement was not
just against Adam and Eve. It affects every person born since then. You can read about these
events in Genesis chapters 2 and 3.
When Moses came, he taught people how to have a relationship with God. But it could not be like
the garden called Eden. God would be near them; but he had to live separately from them.
Moses built a special tent for God, called the tabernacle. But only one person, the chief priest,
could ever enter its most holy room. Cherubim guarded that place, too (Exodus 37:7-9). But these
were not real cherubim. They were only models, because that place was only a copy of God’s real
house in heaven (Hebrews 9:23). But the copy was still important, because by it, people could
know about the reality.
Moses was God’s servant; he was not God’s Son. Moses taught the people how to have a
relationship with God – but Moses could not give them that relationship. Only God’s Son could do
that. So Moses was constantly teaching people about Christ. Moses taught the people by means
of God’s law. And Moses taught the people by his own actions, too.
God continued to live separately from his people until the death of Christ. Then Christ, as chief
priest, took his own blood into the most holy place in heaven (Hebrews 9:12; Hebrews 9:23-26).
God accepted what his Son had done. And because of this, people can again enter the holy
place (Hebrews 10:19-20).
They can again enter God’s rest, as Jesus promised in Matthew 11:28-30. They do not achieve
this by their own works. They can only believe and trust Christ, God’s Son. By his death, he has
made this possible.

Why today is important
(Hebrews 4:6-7)
It is not good enough if people intend to trust God only at some future time. God has chosen a
particular time when people must trust him. The author of Hebrews refers to Psalm 95:7-8, which
calls that time ‘today’. We need to understand what those authors mean by ‘today’. On that day,
God insists that we must have the right attitudes towards him. And only if we do can we enter
God’s ‘rest’. That is, the relationship with God where he is present in our lives.
Hebrews 4:7 explains that ‘today’ does not just mean one particular date in the past. David wrote
Psalm 95 several centuries after Moses led the people. But David said that the situation was the
same as during Moses’ life. David wrote that ‘today’, as then, people could hear God’s words. And
it was still important that they had the proper attitudes.
Also, Hebrews 3:13 tells us that each day is still called ‘today’ for this purpose. But clearly, the
writer believes that, at some future time, the promise of God’s rest will no longer be available.
Therefore, the meaning of ‘today’ in these passages means the present age.
By the ‘present age’, we mean the time while people on this earth continue not to obey God.
During this time, some people have the opportunity to hear God’s voice and to change their
attitudes. But this time, the present age, will not last always. When Jesus returns to rule, this
present age will end.
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But in fact, people’s opportunity to trust God is much shorter than that. God demands that we
trust him during our lives on this earth. It is only here, on this earth, that we may receive his
good news. Only while we are alive do we have the choice to accept or refuse it.
Of course, nobody knows how long they will live. Nobody knows whether they will have another
opportunity to hear God’s message. So, in the end, ‘today’ means what it says. It is this day,
now, the day when you are reading this page. This is your opportunity to invite God into your life.
This is your opportunity when you can ask him to forgive you. This is your opportunity to trust him.
Do not hesitate or delay! Tomorrow may be too late. God is speaking by his word, the Bible,
today.

Joshua wins peace for Israel
(Hebrews 4:8)
This verse is about Joshua. The King James version (an older Bible translation) actually has the
name ‘Jesus’ here. That is because the spelling of ‘Joshua’ and ‘Jesus’ is the same in the
language called Greek. But really, this is about Joshua.
In the end, even Moses was not completely loyal to God on one important occasion (Numbers
20:1-13). That happened at Meribah, which Psalm 95 mentions. Because of that incident, God
decided that Moses should not lead the people into Canaan.
Instead, Joshua would be their leader there. So Joshua led Israel’s army when they fought to
take control of Canaan. In fact, Joshua did not start many battles. Usually, Israel’s enemies
attacked first. But God gave Israel success.
Joshua led them until, at last, there was peace in their country. And that was a kind of rest
(Joshua 11:23, Joshua 14:15). So God’s people were, at last, living in the country that God had
promised to them. And that was a kind of relationship with God.
However, it was not the kind of ‘rest’, or relationship with God, that David mentioned in Psalm
95. It was similar in some ways. But the real relationship – and the real rest – are only for people
who trust God.
Joshua knew that as well as anyone. That was why, near the end of his life, he gathered Israel’s
people together (Joshua chapter 24). He told them that he, and his family, had decided to be loyal
to God (Joshua 24:15). And he urged all the people to do the same.
Several centuries afterwards, in Psalm 95, God was still urging people to do that. And Hebrews
3:13 says that this is so in our present age too.
This relationship with God is the ‘rest’ that he promises. And it is for all who trust Christ
(Matthew 11:28-30).

The Sabbath day’s rest
(Hebrews 4:9)
God has commanded that one day in each week is a special day for rest and prayer (Deuteronomy
5:12-15). This day is called the Sabbath. It is holy; it belongs to God.
The Sabbath began when God rested after his work to create the heavens and the earth
(Hebrews 4:4). And God intended that people should rest too, in their relationship with him. The
garden called Eden was a place of rest.
But people refused to have a right relationship with God, so they lost their opportunity to rest. God
declared that they would have to work hard for their whole lives (Genesis 3:17-19). However, God
had made the Sabbath day holy (Genesis 2:3). And what he declares holy, remains holy.
So God reminded Moses that the Sabbath day is holy (Exodus 20:8-11). God’s people should
work only for 6 days each week. They give one day in each week to God. And by it, they show
that the whole week belongs to him.
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God often does that. He chooses part of something to be his special possession. And by that
part, he shows that, really, he owns everything. So God chose one nation to show that the whole
earth belongs to him (Exodus 19:5-6). He chose one tribe (group of families in Israel) to show that
all Israel was his (Numbers 17:1-11). He told his people to give 10% (per cent) of all that their land
produced to him (Leviticus 27:30). And by it, people showed that they owed everything to him.
In the present age, the part acts as evidence that God owns all. But it will be different in the
future age, that is, after Christ’s return. Then God will make right those things that are not right
now. He will complete the things that are not complete now. He will demand all that is due to him.
Christ will rule the whole earth, not just one nation (Psalm 24:1). And God will make perfect his
people’s relationship with him (1 Corinthians 13:9-12).
As Christians, we already know rest in our relationship with him. Christ satisfies all that we need
(John 7:37-38). We can be calm and content in any circumstances (Philippians 4:11-12). But there
is something that we lack. Our relationship with God is not yet perfect. And we eagerly desire the
day when that is so (Romans 8:22-25).
When that happens, we will know the real meaning of the Sabbath. God will live among his people.
And every day, not just one day, will be for God’s honour. (See Revelation chapter 21).
Our work on this earth will have ended. But our rest in the future world will never end (Revelation
22:1-5).

Rest and work
(Hebrews 4:10-11)
Nobody can rest while he is still working. In order to rest, a person must stop his own activities.
Even God did that after he created the world (Genesis 2:2). So it is clear that people must do it too.
The people whom Moses led did not obey God. That was why they could not enter God’s rest.
They did not do what God wanted. They constantly did whatever they themselves wanted to do.
They were acting as their own masters. So they would not trust God. And they could not rest in
their relationship with him. They always had their own work to do.
Sometimes people try to please God by the works that they do. But nobody can earn a right
relationship with God by their own works. God wants to give us that right relationship as a free
gift.
However, it is for the person who trusts God. It is not for the person that works (Romans 3:27-28).
The people whom Moses led were not trying to please God by their works. They were trying to
control God. Their desire was to please themselves. They tried to force God to do what they
wanted. We can see that their attitude was evil.
Some Bible translations say in Hebrews 4:11 that we should ‘strive’ to receive God’s rest. To
‘strive’ means to struggle, or to work hard. And some translations tell us to ‘make every effort’.
These translations seem wrong. They do not agree with Hebrews 4:10, which tells us to stop our
own works.
The original word here means ‘to go quickly’. It is what Paul asks Timothy to do in 2 Timothy 4:21.
It also means ‘to be eager’ or ‘to be careful’. We should want to receive God’s rest (a relationship
with God) without delay. We should be eager to receive it. We should be careful to have the right
attitudes so that we shall receive it. These meanings agree better with the rest of the passage.
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God’s word tests us
(Hebrews 4:12)
We read about Joseph that ‘the word of God tested him’ (Psalm 105:19). That seems to mean that
God’s promise to Joseph was a test for him. God had promised great and wonderful things about
Joseph’s future life. (Genesis 37:5-10). But the things that God promises do not usually happen
immediately. Joseph had to wait, and during that period he suffered much (Psalm 105:17-18). The
test was whether he showed unbelief or faith (active belief and trust in God). Only a person
who has faith receives the benefit of God’s promises.
The word of God tests us, too. God has given a promise that people may enter his rest (Hebrews
4:1). God is present in our lives as soon as we invite him there. But we must wait to receive
everything that God has for us. During our lives here on earth, we will have many troubles. So we
need faith, not unbelief. That is how God’s word (his promise) tests us today. And that is why we
need to combine our faith with patience (Hebrews 6:12).
A human judge can only test the things that people can see. He cannot test the inner person: a
person’s intentions, thoughts, attitudes and desires. But the word of God does test these
things. It discovers even what is in a person’s spirit. It can reward even the smallest amount of faith
(Matthew 17:20). God’s word is powerful: it always achieves its purpose (Isaiah 55:11).
But there is no reward for unbelief. The people whom Moses led failed their test. They had no
faith; they showed complete unbelief. We must not imitate them.
The Bible gives us many examples of people like Joseph, who passed the test. These are the
people who have faith (Hebrews chapter 11). We should have thoughts and attitudes that are like
theirs.

God knows everything
(Hebrews 4:13)
This verse teaches that God knows everything. He sees the things that we do. And he also sees
the reason why we do these things. He knows our thoughts, intentions and desires as well as our
behaviour. No plan is ever secret from him. That is why God is the judge of all. And that is why all
his judgements are right and proper (Genesis 18:25, Revelation 16:7).
For example, a person may seem to do the right things. And he may seem to live a good life. But
that person’s attitudes may still be wrong. Jesus spoke about people who carried out holy acts
merely to impress other people (Matthew 6:1-6). He too emphasised that God the Father sees
our private actions. He rewards us for good deeds that other people do not see. But he will
punish those people who are merely trying to impress other people (Mark 12:38-40).
The Bible’s authors often used parts of the body as word pictures. For example, a man’s arms
mean his strength. In the same way, they used inner parts of the body to describe where thoughts
came from. So we often read that thoughts, plans, and emotions come from a person’s heart. This
does not mean that the heart ‘thinks’ these things. It is a word picture to help us to understand that
they are from inside a person.
Sometimes the Bible’s authors wanted to show that a thought was very private. So they described
it as from a part of the body that we do not see, for example, the liver, kidneys or bowels.
But there is no thought, idea, or attitude that we can hide from God. We cannot even hide it in
the most secret part of our bodies. Every part is open and bare in front of God. Psalm 139 is also
about this subject. And Psalm 139:15-16 says that God even sees the unborn child inside the
mother.
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Jesus, our great chief priest
(Hebrews 4:14)
Christians have a good reason to declare the things that, together, they believe. They have a
good reason to consider those beliefs precious. They have a good reason to stay loyal to those
beliefs.
And this is the reason. Christians have a chief priest who really is great. He is Jesus, God’s Son.
We must not think that the word ‘priest’ merely means a church leader. The priests in the Bible had
different duties from the ones that church leaders do today. In the Bible, a priest’s main
responsibility was to serve God on behalf of the people. God had separated the priests’ families
from the rest of the nation so that they could do that.
One of the priests had special responsibilities. He was the chief priest. There was a special
ceremony to appoint him. And after that, he continued to be chief priest for the rest of his life.
The chief priest’s most important duty was to carry out the ceremony in Leviticus chapter 16. This
ceremony happened only on one day each year. That day is called Yom Kippur or the Day of
Atonement. Its purpose was to deal with the people’s sin (wrong deeds). That annual ceremony
made it possible for the nation to have a right relationship with God. (See Hebrews 9:7).
In order to do that, the chief priest passed through the temple (God’s house). And on that day
only, God allowed him to enter its most holy place. On other days, nobody could enter that sacred
room.
So we read in Hebrews 4:14 that Jesus passed through the heavens. He took his own blood into
the most holy place in heaven. He did that so that God can forgive our sins. (See Hebrews
9:24-28).
And the good news is that God accepted Jesus’ sacrifice. A sacrifice means a gift that God
considers valuable. And there is nothing that God considers more valuable than the death of his
Son. So when Jesus entered the most holy place in heaven, God accepted his gift. And then God
the Father gave his Son the most important place in heaven. Jesus sat down at the Father’s
right side (Hebrews 1:3).

Jesus’ sympathy
(Hebrews 4:15)
Jesus understands our weakness. Although he is always God, he became completely man. And
daily, he knew the same kind of problems and difficulties that we suffer. He felt these things in his
own mind and body.
Jesus was not someone who talked much about his own feelings. But the Gospels (the books
about Jesus’ life) tell us about some of the things that he suffered. He had the same troubles that
are part of everyone’s experience in this world. He knows what it means to be tired (Mark 4:38)
and hungry (Matthew 4:2). He lived in a hot, dry country and sometimes he was desperate for
water to drink (John 4:6-7). He felt extreme strain (Luke 22:44). Often, people were trying to kill
him (Luke 4:29; Mark 3:6). He had many enemies.
But the Gospels do not tell us how extreme were the effects of these troubles on Jesus himself.
To find out that, you must read some passages from the Books of Isaiah and Psalms in the Old
Testament. The Old Testament means the 39 Bible books that already existed before Jesus’ birth.
God showed some of the prophets (holy men) who wrote those books about Jesus’ troubles.
Passages like Isaiah chapter 53, Psalm 22, Psalm 69 and Psalm 102 are clearly about Jesus.
And the descriptions of his troubles there are truly terrible.
Jesus suffered all these troubles. And by them, he qualifies to be our chief priest. Only a man can
act on behalf of other men and women as their chief priest (Hebrews 5:1). Only a man can know
how difficult it can seem to obey God. Only a man can truly sympathise with our weaknesses.
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But there was one difference between Jesus and us. We all sin (Romans 3:23). In other words,
we all do bad and wrong things that are against God’s law. Sometimes we all fail the test of
whether we are loyal to God. But Jesus never did. He never sinned. His closest friends, Peter and
John, were witnesses of that fact. Peter declared that Jesus was perfect (1 Peter 1:19). John
declared that Jesus is God. And he added that God is perfect (1 John 1:1-5).
And because Jesus obeyed God completely, his work as our chief priest was completely
successful. He dealt with all our sin.

Pray with confidence
(Hebrews 4:16)
When Christians pray, they can be confident. That is, they can pray with faith (active belief and
trust in God).
They must not imagine that their chief priest is not important. He is Jesus, the king who sits on
the throne (royal seat) in heaven, next to God the Father. He has the place of greatest honour in
heaven or earth. Nobody is greater than he is.
But the description of his throne is not a place of terror. It has been that in the past (Hebrews
12:18-21). And it will be in the future, for people who do not obey God (Hebrews 12:25-27). But it is
not so for God’s people, because Christ receives us with grace. Grace means kindness. Christ’s
throne, which we approach by prayer, is a place of kindness. It is there that he shows his kindness
to us.
And it is from that place that Christ acts to help us. He sends his angels (special servants) to
work on our behalf (Hebrews 1:14).
That help comes at the proper time. It may not come immediately when we request it. That is why
we need faith (active belief and trust in God). We would not need any faith if God always answered
our prayers immediately. But God wants us to continue to trust him. The author of Hebrews
emphasises that fact often (Hebrews 3:6; Hebrews 6:12; Hebrews 10:35-39). We may have to
wait. And sometimes, we have to wait for a very long time (Hebrews 11:13-16). But God does not
disappoint anyone. In the end, he will do everything that he has promised.
So we must not lose our confidence, because God really will reward it (Hebrews 10:35).

Hebrews chapter 5
Israel’s chief priests
(Hebrews 5:1)
In order to understand Jesus’ work as a priest, we need to know about Israel’s priests.
The first of Israel’s chief priests was Aaron, who was Moses’ brother. All Israel’s priests came from
Aaron’s family. The chief priest was the most important priest. He was the son of the previous
chief priest. He became chief priest after his father’s death. And he continued to be chief priest
until his own death.
Israel’s chief priests continued their work through the whole period of the Bible. But the
arrangement to appoint them changed in later years. At the time of Jesus and the first Christians,
the government appointed the chief priests. And they did not continue to be chief priests for life.
So the chief priests continued to look after God’s house for about 1500 years. That is, from Aaron
until about 40 years after Jesus’ death. Most of their names are not well-known. Some carried out
brave deeds, like Phinehas (Numbers chapter 25), who afterwards was chief priest, and Azariah
(2 Chronicles 26:16-20). Some were weak men who did not deal with their responsibilities properly,
like Eli (1 Samuel 2:27-29) and Eliashib (Nehemiah 13:4-11).

36

The priests’ work was to serve God on behalf of the people. And the chief priests had
responsibility for all the priests’ work. It was the priests who offered Israel’s gifts to God. This
included all their sacrifices (the animals that they gave to God).
Sacrifices were necessary because of sin. Sin means the bad and wrong things that people do
against God. Sin has been part of every one’s life since Adam. It separates people from God.
Because of sin, our lives do not please God.
Most of Israel’s sacrifices were not sacrifices for sins. But it was sin that made sacrifices
necessary. People could not worship (give honour to God) properly without sacrifice.
There was one especially important sacrifice for sin each year. That sacrifice was the responsibility
of the chief priest only. No other priest could do it. It happened on the day called Yom Kippur or
the Day of Atonement. On that day, the chief priest made atonement for (dealt with) the
people’s sin. (See Leviticus chapter 16)
It was that type of sacrifice that Jesus made by his own death.
The death of animals did not really end the power of sin (Hebrews 10:4). If that were so, there
would be no need to repeat those sacrifices. But those sacrifices made it possible for people to
have a relationship with God. They helped the people to have faith (active belief and trust in God).
So they trusted that, in the future, God really would end the power of sin.
And now we know that this has happened, by the death of Christ.

How chief priests deal with sin
(Hebrews 5:2)
We have been studying the work of Israel’s chief priests. Their most important duty was to deal
with sin (the bad and wrong things that we do against God).
Of course, there are other people who deal with sin too. Rulers try to stop some sins by means of
laws. Judges deal with some sins by means of punishment. Such people must be strict in order to
deal with sin properly. A weak judge is not a good judge.
But a chief priest does not deal with sin by means of punishment. He deals with it by means of
atonement. In other words, he makes it possible for God to forgive the sin.
And because of that, the chief priest needed different attitudes from the attitudes of a ruler or
judge.
So a chief priest needed to understand about people’s weaknesses. Sometimes people do not
even know that they have done something wrong. Sometimes people did not want to do
anything wrong, but other people urged them. But there are some people who decide on
purpose to oppose God and to fight against his laws.
The chief priest needed to know the difference. He had to recognise people’s true attitudes. He
had to work out when it was possible to teach someone. And he had to know if a person had
completely refused to have any kind of relationship with God.
This was possible for Israel’s chief priests, because they knew about their own sins and
weaknesses. They saw in their own lives the same problems that they were dealing with in other
people’s lives.
And it is possible for Jesus, our chief priest, too. He was never guilty of sin. But his experience
included the same kinds of troubles that we suffer. He felt in his own mind and body the
same kinds of strains that we feel (Hebrews 4:15).
Jesus is God’s Son. But he became a man and, now in heaven, he is still a man. He has real
sympathy for us when we suffer. He knows our true attitudes when we sin. And it is his desire to
teach us so that our lives will please God (Hebrews 12:5-11).
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Why did priests make sacrifices?
(Hebrews 5:3)
This was, at the same time, the best and the worst thing about Israel’s priests.
Like everyone else, the people were sinners. That is, they had done many bad and wrong things
against God’s law.
They had no right as sinners to stand in front of God. And they had no right even to offer their
own gifts to God.
So God appointed priests to do these things for them. But the priests were themselves
sinners! They were unfit for the purpose!
God had a simple solution for this problem. Before the chief priest offered his special sacrifice for
the people, he must do the same for himself. (Compare Leviticus 16:11 and Leviticus 16:15).
These sacrifices were gifts of animals to God. Sinners deserve to die (Romans 6:23). But God
accepted the death of the animal, instead of the person who gave it. It showed how Jesus would
die on behalf of sinners. He died so that we can live.
Israel’s sacrifices were both important and necessary. When people gave them with proper
attitudes, they showed various things:
(1) They confessed that they were sinners. They had done many wrong and evil things.
(2) They declared that God was right. He knew about their wrong deeds. They deserved his
punishment. But God was very kind. He accepted the sacrifice and he forgave.
(3) They declared that they could not save themselves. Only God could save them. So they
depended completely on him.
(4) They showed faith. That is, they showed active belief and trust in God’s promises. They
trusted that, one day, God would act to save them. He would free them from the evil forces that
had made them sinners. He would rescue them from every evil thing. God did this by the perfect
sacrifice – the death of Christ.

The greatest honour
(Hebrews 5:4)
The chief priests were sinners, as all people are. That is, they have done many wrong and evil
things against God’s law.
Only the chief priests ever entered God’s most holy place. The author of Hebrews calls this an
‘honour’. But it is a terrible thing for a sinner to enter such a holy place. It is a terrible thing to be
in the place where God is present.
Aaron realised this soon after he became Israel’s first chief priest. Two of his sons died because
they carried out an unholy act in front of God (Leviticus chapter 10). And the two sons of Eli, a
later chief priest, also died because of their wicked deeds (1 Samuel 2:12-36). God is holy, so his
priests must be holy, too.
But it is still an honour to serve God. It is an honour to stand in front of God. In fact, it is the
greatest honour that anyone could ever receive. People have known this since the beginning.
They have always been jealous of people who have a special relationship with God. And they have
tried to get this honour for themselves.
This was the reason why Korah opposed Moses and Aaron. Korah tried to force God to accept
him as a priest. It was a terrible and foolish thing to do. He, and the men with him, died in a strange
and unnatural manner (See Numbers chapter 16).
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King Saul, too, tried to act as a priest. He offered animals to God by fire, because he was afraid of
his enemies. His actions were foolish, and they were against God’s law. For that reason, God
decided that the rule of Saul’s family would not last. And God would give the country to a new king
who genuinely loved him (1 Samuel chapter 13).
But there was even a good king, called Uzziah, who tried to act as a priest. He entered God’s
house in order to carry out one of the priests’ tasks. Proud attitudes were the cause of his actions.
The result was that he became ill immediately. He suffered a skin disease for the rest of his life (2
Chronicles 26:16-21).
So only God could appoint someone to be the chief priest. It was God who chose Aaron’s
family to be Israel’s priests. And God appointed Christ to be our priest too, as we shall see in the
next verse.

How Jesus became our chief priest
(Hebrews 5:5-6)
The main subject of the Book of Hebrews is Jesus’ work as our chief priest. And here, the author
explains how Jesus became our chief priest. Jesus was humble. He did not appoint himself to do
this great work. It was God the Father who appointed him.
The passage that the author refers to in Hebrews 5:5 is Psalm 2:7. The author has already used
that verse, in Hebrews 1:5. It is a first in his list of passages that show the importance of God’s Son
(Hebrews 1:5-13). In each of those passages, God the Father speaks about the importance of his
Son.
Here, the author is emphasising that God the Father spoke the words in Psalm 2:7. Only God the
Father could appoint some one to be his priest. And that is what he actually did in the second
passage, Psalm 110:4.
The author of Hebrews considered Psalm 110 to be a particularly important passage, as did Jesus
and the first Christians (Mark 12:36; Acts 2:34-35). It shows how Christ would be both king and
priest. Israel’s kings were never priests; and its priests were never kings. But it was necessary for
Christ to be both priest and king.
Psalm 110 was already a particularly important passage, even before Jesus and the first Christians
explained it. We know that because God swore (made an oath) in Psalm 110:4. An ‘oath’ shows
that someone has made a very serious promise or declaration.
God’s words are always true and his promises are always certain, even without an oath. So God
does not often make oaths. But when he does, it is because of the great importance of the
matter.
The author of Hebrews has already mentioned one occasion when God made an oath (Hebrews
3:11). And he will mention another occasion in Hebrews 6:13-14. We can see from Hebrews 6:1618 that the author was very aware of the importance of God’s oaths.
The author of Hebrews does not actually mention the oath here in Hebrews 5:6. However, he will
mention it in Hebrews 7:20-22. And the author shows the importance of Psalm 110:4 by his
careful explanation of it. That one verse is his main subject through Hebrews chapters 5 to 7.
He emphasises the subject because we need to understand the importance of Jesus. Jesus was
not merely someone who established a great religion. He was not merely someone whose words
and deeds were wonderful. He was not merely an innocent person who died for other people. He
was the chief priest whom God the Father appointed. And by his work as chief priest, he saves
his people from their sins (the bad and wrong things in everyone’s lives).
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This is not just words. And it is not just a clever way to explain about Jesus. This is something
that really happened. It happened in heaven – but heaven is a real place (Hebrews 9:24). And it
was there that Jesus offered his own blood to God the Father (Hebrews 9:11-12). If God had
refused, then nothing could ever free us from our sins. But God the Father would certainly not
refuse the sacrifice (precious gift) that Jesus, his Son, offered to him. God considered that Jesus’
humble acts were wonderful. When Jesus died, he had obeyed God completely. And he had done
all that is necessary to save us. So God accepted him, and he gave Jesus the most important
place in heaven (Hebrews 1:3).
By that fact, we can be sure that God forgives our sins. We must confess our sins to God. We
must invite him into our lives. We must trust him. But only Christ can save us; and he has already
done that work. He did it when he acted as chief priest on our behalf.
We shall discuss who Melchizedek was at the start of chapter 7.

The prayers of Jesus
(Hebrews 5:7)
We know that the first Christians liked to talk often about Jesus’ life on this earth. That is why we
have 4 Gospels (books about Jesus’ life). But the Book of Hebrews is about Jesus’ work in heaven.
So it hardly mentions his life on earth.
However, this verse is different. And the information that it gives may astonish us. It is about the
way that Jesus prayed. We already know from the Gospels that, in Gethsemane, Jesus prayed in
a desperate manner (Mark 14:32-34). But Hebrews 5:7 mentions ‘loud cries’ and ‘tears’. And we
may not expect that.
These were not the cries and tears of someone who was angry with God. And they were not the
cries and tears of someone who felt hopeless. Jesus prayed like this because he had become
completely human. He suffered as we suffer. He felt the pain, strain and weakness that we feel.
But Jesus also prayed like that because he trusted God, his Father. He respected the Father. His
prayer showed attitudes that were holy and right. He knew that the Father was able to save him,
even from death.
God heard that prayer which Jesus made. Although Jesus died, God did rescue his Son from
death. He became alive again on the third day. And he lives always with God his Father, never to
die again.

The Son who became the servant
(Hebrews 5:8)
There is a difference between a son and a servant. Both must learn to obey, but in a different
manner and for different reasons.
A son has to obey so that he can learn. But a servant has to learn so that he will obey. It is the
purpose of a servant’s life and work that he should obey his master. But the purpose of the son’s
life and work is to become the master.
Jesus is God’s Son. The author of Hebrews tells us that fact often. But during his whole life on
earth, Jesus behaved more like a servant than a son. He did not try to become important. He
learnt to be humble and to obey (Luke 2:51). He chose to describe himself as a servant (Mark
10:45).
So Christ obeyed. We see that same word in Romans 5:19. There, Paul contrasts Adam and
Christ. Adam did not obey God. Because of his wrong act, death has power over everyone. But
Christ obeyed God completely. Because of his right act, people can receive life that never ends.
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In the Bible, there is often a link between Christ’s death and the idea of a servant. For example,
see Isaiah 53:11 and Philippians 2:5-8. His duty to obey as a servant mattered more to Christ than
his own life did. He gave his whole life to obey God. And he accepted death to obey God. He did
not use his authority as God’s Son to save himself. People told him to do that (Matthew 27:40). But
he refused.
So even in Christ’s death, he was still obeying God the Father completely.

The meaning of ‘perfect’
(Hebrews 5:9-10)
Hebrews 5:9 contains the same ideas as Hebrews 2:10. Because Jesus suffered, he became
perfect. And so he leads all the people whom God is saving.
But the idea that Jesus ‘became perfect’ may seem strange. Jesus is God; so he has always been
perfect. However, the word ‘perfect’ has more than one meaning.
We see one meaning in Matthew 5:48. Our Father, God in heaven, is perfect. That means ‘without
anything evil in him’. We see another meaning in Hebrews 5:14. There, it means someone who
has become mature. That person is not still a little child; he eats solid food, not just milk.
That second meaning is closer to the meaning in Hebrews 5:9. Christ had become mature – he
had developed in his relationship with God. He had passed the test – he had proved himself
completely loyal to God.
Jesus has always been God’s Son. But something new happened when he died on the cross. He
became the leader or captain of the people who have faith (active belief and trust in God) –
Hebrews 2:10. And he became the person who completed our faith. That word ‘completed’ is
another meaning of ‘mature’ or ‘perfect’. We see both these ideas together in Hebrews 12:2. In
fact, we can read that verse to say that ‘Jesus is the beginning and end of our faith’.
Jesus used the same word on the cross, in his declaration that his work was complete (John
19:30). It was perfect.
But that work was only perfect because God had appointed Jesus to be our chief priest. It was only
perfect when Jesus completed his work as our chief priest.
But Jesus was not a chief priest by the laws that God gave to Israel. His work as chief priest had a
much more ancient origin. Psalm 110:4 explains that origin. But we shall not discuss Melchizedek
until we reach Hebrews chapter 7. There are other important matters which we must think about
first.

Develop and grow in faith
(Hebrews 5:11)
Here, the author seems to hesitate. He does not return to the subject of Jesus as chief priest until
the end of chapter 6.
The author pauses from his main subjects because he is worried about the original readers of his
letter. He is not sure that they are ready to read this letter. They are Christians. But they have not
developed as Christians should.
They liked many of the things that Christians do. They worked hard to help other Christians.
They showed real love to each other (Hebrews 6:10).
But they seemed to have neglected their faith (active belief and trust) in God. And their hope in
God was not as strong as it should be (Hebrews 6:11). They seemed to be less eager about these
things.
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The author’s solution to these problems was to remind the Christians about Jesus. Especially, the
author wanted them to think about how God had saved them, by Jesus’ death on the cross. The
author showed them the importance of the Bible. Their faith must be in God’s word, not in their
own feelings and desires. And the author urged them to trust God more. Only if they did these
things would they be strong enough to deal with future troubles. Their relationship with God
needed to be strong always.
The author would probably say similar things about many Christians today. So many people do
not want to listen to God’s word. And they act as if they have nothing to learn. They say that
nobody can teach them anything. Certainly, nobody can teach anything to someone who refuses
to listen!
But Christians should not have attitudes like that. A Christian should always be ready to learn
new things from the Bible, God’s Word. And each Christian should constantly be developing and
growing in faith.

Time to grow up
(Hebrews 5:12)
‘You have been Christians for a long time now. So you should be teaching God’s word to other
people. But in fact, you are not ready to do this. In fact, you have not yet learned even the first
lessons that Christians should learn.’
That is what the author seems to say in Hebrews 5:12. But it cannot be his real meaning. If they
really needed to learn those first lessons, he would teach them those lessons. A good teacher
does not teach any lesson until his students are ready to learn it. But the author will soon return to
his explanation of Jesus’ work as chief priest.
Really, the author is encouraging his readers to study God’s word in a more careful manner. At
the present time, they become tired quickly when the author tries to teach them (Hebrews 5:11).
They say that his lessons are too hard. And they ask for someone to teach them some easy
lessons again. They like to hear about love and kindness (Hebrews 6:10). Lessons about those
things make them happy. But the purpose of the Christian life is not to be happy. It is to become
mature as sons and daughters of the living God.
That is why the author speaks about milk and solid food. At that time, a child continued to receive
its mother’s milk until the child was about 4 years old. And when the mother refused to give milk,
the child became angry and afraid. The child still wanted milk. But it was time to grow up and to
become more mature.
A similar thing was happening to those Christians. They needed to become more mature. But it
felt difficult to them. They preferred only to think happy thoughts about love and kindness.
There is nothing wrong with lessons about love and kindness. They are among the things that
Christians consider important. But, as the author will explain (Hebrews 6:1-2), the real first lessons
for Christians are actually more difficult than those ones.

Why Christians need to become mature
(Hebrews 5:13-14)
The author explains why Christians need to become mature. Christians must not believe
everything that people try to teach them. Many ideas that people teach are wrong and dangerous
(Hebrews 13:9). So a Christian needs to know whether something is good or bad. And he cannot
decide that merely by his own thoughts and opinions. Instead, he must use his knowledge of
God’s word, that is, the Bible.
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Hebrews 5:13 calls the Bible ‘the word of righteousness’. ‘Righteousness’ means the right way to
live. It is the Bible that teaches us the right way to live (Psalm 1:1-2). But a Christian who does not
know the Bible is like a baby. And the first things that he learns are like milk. They give him the
strength that he needs to begin his Christian life. They show him how to start to serve God. And
they help to prepare him for the time when he will become more mature as a Christian.
But those first lessons are not enough for a person’s whole life as a Christian. A mother’s milk is
only suitable for a little child. As the child becomes older, he must start to eat proper food. And as a
Christian develops, he must study the Bible more carefully. He needs to gain experience to
know whether people’s ideas about God are good or bad.
That knowledge comes from the Bible. And it also comes by the work of the Holy Spirit in a
person’s life.

Hebrews chapter 6
Repentance and faith
(Hebrews 6:1)
The author will soon explain more about Jesus’ work as our chief priest. That knowledge will help
us to become more mature as Christians.
But before the author does that, he provides the short but interesting list in Hebrews 6:1-2. It is a
list of important lessons that the first Christian leaders taught to new Christians. The author did
not intend to explain any of these lessons in his book. He expected his readers already to know
these things. You may wish to compare this list with the things that Church leaders teach to new
Christians today.
The first 2 lessons in the list, repentance and faith, are about the beginning of the Christian life.
A person becomes a Christian by means of repentance and faith. There is no other way to begin a
right relationship with God.
‘Repentance’ means a change of mind. Really, this is describing a complete change in a
person’s attitudes. Before repentance, a person lives to serve the evil forces that are operating in
his life. Or, he lives in order to please himself. He might know something about God. But he does
not have a right relationship with God. He has neglected God’s laws, he has refused to allow God’s
rule in his life.
At the moment of repentance that all changes. The person becomes aware of the many wrong and
evil things that he has done. But that person wants to serve God for the rest of his life. And he
desires very much that God will change his heart (his mind and his attitudes).
True repentance is a gift from God (Acts 5:31). And when a person receives it, it changes his life
completely. Afterwards, that person loves God, and he desires to please God. He does not want to
do anything that is evil. Sometimes he still does those wrong things; but now they cause him to be
sad. So he confesses them to God, so that God will forgive him (1 John 1:9). And he desires not to
do such things again.
By ‘faith’ here, the author means the beginning of faith. The Christian life begins with faith (active
belief and trust in God), when we ask God to save us. When we invite God into our lives, we are
putting our trust in him. We depend completely on him, because only Christ’s work on the cross
can save us.
Like repentance, faith must come from God. These things cannot come from a person’s mind.
Faith, in particular, comes from the promises in God’s word, the Bible (Romans 10:17). God has
promised to save the person who shows true repentance (Acts 2:38).
So a person who wants God to save him must do two things. He must confess his evil deeds
to God, and he must invite God into his life. When someone does those things, God will give
repentance and faith to that person. And God will do what that person cannot do. He will change
that person’s mind, attitudes and behaviour completely.
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All this is only possible because of the death of Christ. Because he died, God can forgive our
wrong deeds. And because he died, we can put our trust (faith) in him.

Lessons for new Christians
(Hebrews 6:2)
In Hebrews 6:1-2, we have a list of 6 lessons that the first Christian leaders taught to new
Christians.
Today, Christians usually agree about most of the contents of the first 2 lessons. We read about
those lessons when we studied Hebrews 6:1.
However, the 4 lessons in Hebrews 6:2 cause real difficulty for many Christians today. People in
different churches have different opinions about these things. Sometimes people in the same
church have different opinions. Sometimes a church leader feels unable to teach what he himself
believes because of his church’s official statement of beliefs.
That is a sad situation. Our desire should always be to know what the Bible teaches. So let us
study what the first Christians taught in those 4 lessons.
(1) Baptisms. The word is plural. The first Christians believed both in baptism in water (Acts
10:47) and baptism in the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8; Acts 1:5).
Baptism means a ceremony that uses water. The first Christians actually went into the water for
baptism (Acts 8:38). This ceremony happened as soon as possible after a person became a
Christian (Acts 2:41; Acts 16:33).
The meaning of baptism is important. John used baptism to show that people wanted God to wash
away (remove) their sin (evil deeds) – Mark 1:4. But Paul taught that Christian baptism was
different. It must also show that the person is trusting Christ (Acts 19:4-5). So baptism shows a
person’s relationship with Christ (Romans 6:3-4).
Baptism in the Holy Spirit is different from water baptism (Mark 1:8). When the Holy Spirit fills
someone for the first time, that is the same as baptism with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5 and Acts 2:4).
Another way to describe this is that the Holy Spirit comes on a person (Acts 1:8). Baptism in the
Holy Spirit also happened soon after a person became a Christian (Acts 8:14-15). People knew it
because the Holy Spirit was working through them. So, in Acts 2:4 and Acts 10:44-46, the Holy
Spirit gave Christians the power to speak in languages that they had not learned.
(2) The ceremony to lay hands on someone. The first Christians had the simplest ceremonies.
They washed a person in water, and that was baptism. They shared bread and wine, and that was
their special meal to remember Christ’s death (1 Corinthians 11:23-32). They placed their hands on
someone. And that showed that God was placing his hand on that person, too. In other words, God
would be active in a special way in that person’s life.
There were two reasons why Christians laid hands on a person. Sometimes they did it to separate
someone who would carry out special work for God (Acts 13:2-3; 2 Timothy 1:6). That was how
they appointed a church leader.
But they also did it when they prayed for someone (Acts 9:17; Acts 19:6). Especially, people did
that when they asked God to cure someone (Mark 7:32). God cured many people when the first
Christians prayed (Hebrews 2:4).
Sometimes the first Christians used a little oil when they prayed for someone (James 5:14-15). Oil
is a word-picture for the Holy Spirit in the Bible. So they used oil to show that the Holy Spirit was
working in that person’s life.
(3) The resurrection of dead people. The first Christian leaders believed that every Christian
should know about life after death. So they taught people about resurrection. In other words, God
will cause dead people to live again (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14; Mark 13:18-27). This is God’s
promise for every true Christian.
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The first Christians did not believe that this was merely a word picture. And they had a good
reason for that. God had caused Christ to live again; and they were witnesses (1 Corinthians 15:36). So he would certainly cause Christians to live again, too (1 Corinthians 15:12-26). And when
that happens, God will change them completely. They will never die again (1 Corinthians 15:3544). So this is not like the belief called reincarnation. The Bible does not teach reincarnation (see
Hebrews 9:27).
Christians believe that, at death, their spirits are immediately with God in heaven (Luke 23:43). But
the first Christians believed in the resurrection of the body, too (Romans 8:23; 1 Corinthians
15:42). And they believed that God will rule earth, as well as heaven (Matthew 6:10; Acts 1:6). In
the end, there will be a new heaven and a new earth (2 Peter 3:13).
(4) Eternal judgement. Judgement means a judge’s decision. And ‘eternal’ means that the
decision will never change. Here the judge is God. Only his decisions really are permanent. The
Bible has always taught that God is the greatest judge (Genesis 18:25; Job 23:1-7). And he always
does what is right and proper. He will end the rule of wicked people over this world (Revelation
chapter 18). And he will punish evil people (Luke 16:19-26), with a punishment that never ends (2
Peter 3:7; Revelation 20:13-15; Isaiah 66:22-24).
I am sure that many of you, my readers, will not agree with everything in this article. So, I have
given a Bible reference for each statement that I have made. I do not ask you to believe everything
that I say. But the Bible is God’s word (2 Peter 1:20-21). So I would encourage you to study what
the Bible says about these things.

If God permits
(Hebrews 6:3)
This is a short verse, and it does not say much. But it does show us something important about the
author’s method. And there is a lesson that we can learn from it.
In Hebrews 6:1-2, the author gave a list of 6 subjects that he did not intend to explain further. He
knew what he wanted to write about. He would teach his readers how to be more mature as
Christians.
And that was his intention, if God permitted it. The author did not desire to do anything that God
did not permit. His readers could only become mature as God permitted it. The work of God in a
person’s life really is God’s work. In other words, it is something that God does. It is not something
that we can achieve by powerful words or clever arguments.
That was how all the Bible’s authors wrote. They did not write what they themselves wanted to
write. Perhaps they had their own ideas about the things that they needed to say. But they let the
Holy Spirit guide them (Jude 3; 2 Peter 1:21). That was essential, because the Bible is God’s
word.
The Bible is now complete. We can add nothing to it (Revelation 22:18). But the work of God in our
lives is not yet complete. So we should follow the same method. We may have plans for our lives.
But we should only do those things if God permits (James 4:13-15).
A mature Christian is someone whom the Holy Spirit guides. Other people allow their plans,
desires or imagination to guide them. But, like Paul, we should be ready to change our plans if God
wants us to do that (Acts 16:6-7). Paul told us that we should not allow our desires to rule our lives
(Galatians 5:24). And we must learn not to confuse our imagination with our master’s voice (John
10:27).

Is there anyone whom God cannot forgive?
(Hebrews 6:4-6)
In a few places, the author of Hebrews warns his readers in a very severe manner. It is not
pleasant to read such things. But it is necessary for us to be aware of them. The same God who
offers us heaven also warns us about hell. The Bible tells us about God’s anger as well as his love.
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The author does not give any names here. But elsewhere, the Bible does give the names of people
who have done this terrible thing. There was Judas Iscariot (Acts 1:16-20. Judas chose to oppose
Christ for his own benefit. There were Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). They chose to lie to
the Holy Spirit. And Jude wrote about certain men who were behaving like Cain, Balaam and
Korah (Jude 11-13).
Many Christians would say that such a person never really had a relationship with God. But the
author of Hebrews is very clear. He is not describing people who never knew God. God’s light (that
is, the knowledge of God) was in their lives. These people received the gift that God gives. They
shared in God’s Holy Spirit. These words are very similar to the words that the author used in
Hebrews 3:1. We looked at the importance of the word ‘sharer’ when we studied Hebrews 3:14.
So these people had an experience of God’s word. And they had an experience of God’s
power in their lives. That is what Hebrews 6:6 says.
But they ‘fell’. The author uses the same word that the Greek (language) translation of Ezekiel
18:24 uses. It means that they turned away from God completely. They did not want to serve
God any longer. They had seen what God had to offer. But they preferred to serve the devil. This
was not an accident – they did it on purpose.
The author says that such people cannot ever return to God. They are certain to go to hell.
Their actions are as terrible as if they had put Christ on the cross again.
It is not simply that these people have done wicked acts. God can forgive the most wicked acts that
people do (Exodus 34:7). David stole another man’s wife and then he murdered that man. But God
forgave him (2 Samuel 12:13).
So God forgives our wicked deeds if we humbly confess them to him (1 John 1:9). He does it
because Jesus speaks on our behalf to the Father (1 John 2:1). His death was enough for God to
forgive all the evil things that people do (1 John 2:2).
But we have been studying about people who will never do that. They have become so wicked that
they do not even want God to forgive them. They chose to serve the devil instead of God. They
chose to go to hell instead of heaven. They chose death instead of life.
It is right for us to feel fear when we read about such terrible things. But we ought not to feel
hopeless. Sometimes people have thought that God cannot forgive them. But God has promised
to forgive because of Jesus’ death. If God cannot forgive, his promise is without value. And if God
cannot forgive, Jesus died in vain.
However, God can forgive and he does forgive. So people must confess their evil deeds to
God. They must invite Christ into their lives and they must trust him. By this means, God forgives
even the most wicked people. And he will do it so long as they return to him. But he cannot forgive
anyone who does not have sincere and humble attitudes towards him.

How people react to God’s goodness
(Hebrews 6:7-8)
Some fields always seem to produce good crops. The farmer does not have to work hard there, but
still the harvest is plentiful. That harvest is both the evidence and the result of God’s goodness.
And by it, God shows his goodness to the people who eat the food, too.
God sends the rain that causes the plants to grow. But he does not send rain only onto good soil. It
also falls on other fields. And those other fields cause the farmer despair.
The soil in those other fields is full of weeds. The farmer plants good seeds. But the weeds and the
farmer’s crops grow together. And the weeds take all the good things from the soil. So the farmer’s
plants are too weak. There is no harvest, or only a very poor harvest, however hard the farmer
works.
The plants called thorns and thistles have sharp points on their leaves or branches. The farmer
cannot even collect hay or straw for his animals from fields that contain such plants. He can only
burn the field. He does that because he wants to kill the seeds of those bad weeds.
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We can learn a lesson from those fields. God showed his kindness when he sent rain to all the
fields. And God shows his kindness to us in many ways. He has given gifts to us. We have
received his Holy Spirit. He has provided his word, the Bible. He has done powerful things among
us (Hebrews 6:4-5).
It is terrible when the reaction to God’s goodness is bad. God sends his rain so that a field will
provide a good harvest. But in fact, some fields only cause trouble and difficulty. In the same way,
God has given his word and his Spirit to us. So we should produce the results that God wants in
our lives (Galatians 5:22-23).
However, sometimes after God shows his goodness to someone, that person decides to oppose
God. That person has decided to serve the devil instead of God. Such a person cannot avoid
God’s punishment. Farmers’ burn fields if they produce thorns and thistles instead of crops. And
the Bible describes hell as a fire that burns continuously (Mark 9:43; Revelation 20:10; Isaiah
66:24).

Good works by Christians
(Hebrews 6:9-10)
In Hebrews 6:4-8, the author wrote some serious words about people who decide to oppose God.
God has shown his goodness to them, but their reaction is completely evil. God will certainly
punish them.
Of course, we all do some wrong things (1 John 1:8). And we know that those things offend God.
But there is no need to worry. God forgives when we confess our evil deeds to him (1 John 1:9).
And God gives us evidence that he has saved us. That evidence is love. We love God when we
obey his commands. And when we love God, we love his people too (1 John 5:1-3).
In the Bible, love is not merely an emotion. It is something that we decide to do. The first readers
of Hebrews showed love for God when they served other Christians. And this was not just
something that they did in the past. They continued to do it.
God knew about their work, and he would certainly reward them for it. God even rewards the
person who merely gives a cup of water to one of his people (Mark 9:41). And he has great
rewards for the person who gives everything to serve him (Mark 10:28-30). But God’s greatest
gift is when he saves a person. However, that is not a reward for the person’s hard work. It is
God’s free gift for those people who invite him into their lives. They confess their wrong deeds to
him and they put their trust in him.
So good works are the result of what God has done in our lives. After he has saved us, we show
love to him by our actions.
Hebrews 13:1-3 tells us about some good things that the original readers of this book were doing.
They shared their homes with people that they did not know. Those other people were usually
Christians from other towns. Enemies often forced Christians to leave their homes (Acts 8:1) and
they had to go to other towns. So it was important that other Christians helped them.
Another good thing that they did was to help prisoners. Again, enemies often put Christians in
prison. They did that because they wanted to make the other Christians afraid. But in fact, the
other Christians were bold. They took food into the prisons, as well as anything else that the
prisoners needed.
These good works were evidence of God’s work in the lives of those Christians. God had shown
his goodness to them. And their reaction was to do good things that pleased God.
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The importance of hope
(Hebrews 6:11)
One possible meaning of Hebrews 6:11 is that Christians should continue to show love
(Hebrews 6:10). They should always be eager to do that. And so, in the end, they will receive
everything that they hope for.
However, there is another possible meaning. The original readers of this book were strong in the
love that they showed (Hebrews 6:10). But their hope and faith (Hebrews 6:12) were weak. That
is why they found it difficult to listen to the author. (Hebrews 5:11 and Hebrews 6:11 use the same
word to describe this problem.) But the author wanted them to become mature Christians
(Hebrews 5:11-14). So he would teach them about hope (Hebrews 6:13-20) and faith (active belief
and trust in God – Hebrews chapter 11) in addition to love (Hebrews chapter 13).
Faith, hope and love are very important in the lives of Christians. They are three qualities that last
always (1 Corinthians 13:13). Faith, hope and love are the things that make Christians strong. And
when someone joins three strong things together, the result is even stronger (Ecclesiastes 4:12)!
In English, we often speak about hope when something in the future is not certain. For example,
we say, ‘We hope that all will be well.’ But that is not the meaning of hope in the Bible. By the word
‘hope’, the Bible means that something in the future is certain. We should be confident because
God will definitely do those good things. We can expect them to happen.
There is a close relationship between faith and hope. We see faith in our actions when we trust
God. We see hope in our attitude when we have confidence in him. Both faith and hope depend
on God’s promises. The author of Hebrews mentions several occasions when God made a
promise with an oath. An oath is a serious declaration that he will do those things. The promise
gives us faith. We have faith when we trust God’s promises. And the oath gives us hope. God gave
the oath so that we would have confidence (or hope) in him (Hebrews 6:17-18).

Hope, faith and patience
(Hebrews 6:12)
The author of Hebrews has already complained that his readers seem ‘slow’. They are slow to
hear him (Hebrews 5:11). In other words, they do not want to hear what he is teaching them. And
the result is that they are not becoming mature Christians. They should be teachers – but they are
behaving like babies (Hebrews 5:12)!
But now the author uses that same word, ‘slow’ again. And he says that his readers do not need
to become ‘slow’. Instead, they should be ‘eager’ (Hebrews 6:11) because they have hope. God
has given promises – and the benefit of those promises is for them.
God will do everything that he has promised to do. But he will not do all those things immediately;
he will do them at the proper time. That is why we need hope, faith and patience.
Hope is our confident attitude because we expect God to do those good things. We are sure
because God cannot lie (Hebrews 6:18-19). We do not need to worry. We are safe because God
protects us.
Faith is active belief and trust in God. Because we believe God, we obey him. Because we trust
God, we depend on him. So we act in a manner that shows complete trust in him.
Because of our hope and faith, we can be patient as we wait for God’s help. We may have many
troubles. But we know that God will not disappoint us.
The Bible gives many examples of people who have trusted God in this manner. The author gives
a long list in Hebrews chapter 11. We must learn to behave as they did. Like them, we wait for God
to act powerfully on our behalf.
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The promise with an oath to Abraham
(Hebrews 6:13-14)
During the centuries after Noah’s flood, the number of people on earth increased much. The
people became powerful and they established great cities. They built impressive buildings for their
gods. But they did not know the real God.
That is why God’s promises to Abraham are so important. Among all the people on earth, God
had chosen one man: Abraham. God would show his kindness to Abraham, and, by means of
Abraham, to people from every nation (Genesis 12:3). God would establish a great nation – but he
would begin with just this one man, Abraham (Genesis 12:2). The whole nation would come from
Abraham’s family. And that does not just mean the Jews, who are from Abraham’s human family. It
also means Christians, because they, like Abraham, believe God (Galatians 3:29).
God made these promises to Abraham on several occasions. The one that we read here is from
Genesis 22:17. On that occasion, God emphasised his words very strongly. He even used an
oath.
An oath is a very serious declaration that someone will carry out his promises. God always carries
out his promises, even without an oath. But for some very important promises, God has used
oaths.
When a person uses an oath, he often asks someone greater than him to act as witness of that
oath. For example, that person may ask God to act as witness. Then that oath is a very serious
matter. The person has declared that he is responsible to God for that oath.
But nobody is greater than God. That is why God had to be the witness of his own oath. He wanted
to make it clear that his promise was certain. He would certainly establish a vast family for
Abraham, who would be the people of God (both Jews and Christians).
And upon them, God would certainly show his kindness.

Abraham’s patience and its reward
(Hebrews 6:15)
This passage (Hebrews 6:13-17) is about the promises that God made to Abraham in Genesis
22:15-18. It is interesting to see when Abraham received those particular promises.
This is because God made similar promises to Abraham on several occasions. But God did not
usually use an oath (a serious declaration that he would carry out his promise). And in Hebrews
6:13-17, the author of Hebrews emphasises the oath. When God made the promises in Genesis
22:15-18, he used an oath.
God had promised that he would make Abraham’s family into a great nation. As Hebrews 6:15
says, Abraham had to wait patiently. But Abraham did not just do nothing. Instead, he had faith
(active belief and trust in God). So he obeyed God, even when it seemed impossible for such
things to happen.
When God originally made these promises, Abraham had no family (Genesis 12:2-3; Genesis
12:7; Genesis 13:14-17). God made these promises again when Abraham and his wife seemed
too old to have children (Genesis 17:17-21).
The author of Hebrews has explained that Christians need to become mature in their relationship
with God (Hebrews 5:11 to 6:3). And during all these years, Abraham was becoming more
mature in his own relationship with God. Abraham obeyed God, even when he had only received
the first promise (Genesis 12:4). But he did not yet trust God completely (Genesis 12:10-20).
Afterwards, we read that Abraham believed God (Genesis 15:6). But Abraham still tried to achieve
God’s purposes by human methods (Genesis 16:1-4).
Abraham’s son Isaac was born. And several years after that, God tested Abraham. He told
Abraham to offer Isaac as a sacrifice.
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Sacrifices were usually animals that people offered to God. They killed those animals and then
they burned them completely. Abraham believed that God wanted him to do that to Isaac. It was a
hard test. But Abraham still believed God. He realised that God could even make a dead person
alive again. (Hebrews 11:17-19).
At last, Abraham was trusting God completely. When God saw this, he made his promises to
Abraham again. And, this time, he used an oath (Genesis 22:16).
So Abraham obtained the promises. He did not see them happen completely during his life
(Hebrews 11:13). But he saw the beginning of them. And he realised that it is impossible for God to
lie. God’s oath gave Abraham confidence that his (Abraham’s) hope was not in vain.
So, at last, Abraham was sure that God would carry out his promises. And Abraham understood
that he (Abraham) did not have to do those things by his own efforts.

The importance of oaths
(Hebrews 6:16-17)
Oaths are important in many situations where a person must not lie. For example, the judges in
many countries insist that witnesses must give their evidence under oath.
An oath is a serious declaration that someone’s words are true. Its purpose is to convince people
about the truth of those words. Without an oath, people often speak lies. But the oath may make a
person too afraid to lie.
For example, a person may declare his oath in front of his God. If that person then speaks lies, he
must not only deal with his own guilty conscience. He has also made his God angry.
Or, a person may declare his oath ‘on his mother’s life’. If that person then speaks lies, he has said
something awful against his mother. He has declared that he wishes for her death.
We know that all God’s words are true. He never speaks lies. He does everything that he
promises. But, often, we still find it hard to trust him.
That is why, sometimes, God has used oaths. He had done it to help people to trust him. So,
he used an oath when he made his promises about Abraham’s family (Hebrews 6:13-14). But
those promises were not merely for the benefit of one ancient family. And that oath was not
merely to give confidence to Abraham.
Paul shows the real meaning of those promises in Galatians 3:6-9. They were for the benefit of
people from every nation who believe God. All such people belong to Abraham’s real family.
They joined that family because of Christ’s death. (Galatians 3:13-14).
So, Christians benefit from the oath that God gave to Abraham. They believe God, even as
Abraham did. And because of that oath, they can be sure that their relationship with God is
genuine.

The hope that never disappoints
(Hebrews 6:18)
God had made a plan. He would establish a relationship with those people who, like Abraham,
believed him. God had decided that he would never change that plan (Hebrews 6:17). So he did
two things that would help those people to believe him:
(1) He made a promise to them. God’s words are always true and his promises are never false.
So that promise would never change. God would never disappoint anyone who believed it.
(2) He made an oath. In other words, he declared strongly that he would carry out his promise. His
oath would never change. He declared his promise to be as certain as the fact that he is God.
He did these things for Abraham because Abraham’s family would become the people of God.
He does these things for Christians because they have become the people of God.
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There is a good reason why Christians use the language of rescue. When they trust Christ, they
escape the devil’s power (Hebrews 2:14-15). There is no other way that God will save us. There is
no other way for us to escape from the punishment for our own evil deeds (Hebrews 2:3; Romans
6:23). God offers us hope because he promises to save us. He asks us to trust him.
But we cannot trust in something that seems uncertain to us. That is why God gives his
promises. That is also why he sometimes has used oaths. He wants us to know that we can trust
him completely.
He has declared these things strongly so that we can believe strongly in him. The hope that God
offers can never disappoint.

The anchor of hope
(Hebrews 6:19)
At the time of the Bible, the best way to travel long distances was by boat.
Boats are quite safe in good weather. But it is very dangerous to try to travel by boat during a
storm.
Of course, a storm may begin during a journey. Then the sailors let down anchors to try to keep
the boat in a safe place. The anchors are heavy objects, usually metal. By means of the anchors,
the boat links to the solid ground that is under the sea.
That description of an anchor helps us to understand something about the nature of hope for
Christians. Our lives often seem uncertain and unsafe, as boats are in a storm. But boats can be
safe, even during a storm, if their anchors hold firmly to something solid. And when we link with
God, we are safe, even during terrible troubles. We are weak, but he is strong.
The connection between us and God is our hope. We expect him to do good things for us,
because we are his people. That fact is enough to make us strong, even during the worst troubles.
We may not know how or when he will act. We may not know whether he will rescue us during this
life or not. But we know that, in the end, he will not disappoint us. He will take us to our home in
heaven, and then our troubles will end. He has prepared a place for us there, where this world’s
cruelty cannot hurt us.
Anchors are not always successful. They only reach the surface of the rocks under the sea. But
what Jesus did for us is better than that. He has provided our connection to God. And that is not
just a surface connection. Our connection reaches right into the most holy place, where God
is.
Our connection reaches there because Jesus went there. He went beyond the curtain that
separated the most holy place from the rest of the temple (God’s house) – Hebrews 9:12. People
could not go there, but there was an exception for the chief priest (Hebrews 9:7). And Jesus is our
chief priest.
That is why Christian hope is sure and certain.

Where Jesus went
(Hebrews 6:20)
When Moses originally built God’s house, it was a tent. Just a curtain (a wall of cloth) separated
God from his people.
There had to be something to separate God from the people. God is holy and perfect. People are
guilty of sin (bad and wrong deeds). Sinful people cannot live with such a holy God. If nothing
separated them from God, they would certainly die (Leviticus 16:2; Numbers 4:20; Numbers 18:7).
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In the centuries afterwards, people made the separation between themselves and God stronger.
When they rebuilt God’s house, it was the building called the temple. And the walls of the temple
were stone, not cloth. It had outer areas with gates, more walls and rooms for guards. In the end,
there were many outer areas for different kinds of people. But inside the temple, it was still a
curtain that finally separated people from God.
Only the chief priest ever went beyond that curtain. And he only went into God’s most holy place
on one day each year.
As our chief priest, Jesus went there. He offered his own blood to God, so that God would forgive
his people’s sin. That did not happen in God’s house on this earth. But that building was only a
copy of the real thing, which is in heaven (Hebrews 9:24).
Jesus went there ahead of us. That surprises us very much. We would not expect to enter such a
holy and wonderful place. But, after God forgives our sins, we can enter it. The author of
Hebrews insists that we may do so (Hebrews 10:19-22).
This is possible only because Jesus died for us. At his death, Jesus completed the work to free
us from our sin. We can see that from an astonishing fact that appears in Mark 15:38. At the
moment when Jesus died, the curtain in the temple tore in two. That separation between God
and people was no longer necessary. And so God removed it.
Since Hebrews 5:6, the author has wanted to teach us about Melchizedek. The author has already
mentioned him twice. But now, at last, the time is right. So in chapter 7 we shall study about
Melchizedek.

Hebrews chapter 7
About Melchizedek
(Hebrews 7:1-2)
God gave the rules for the priests’ work to Moses. And Moses appointed his brother, Aaron, to be
Israel’s chief priest. But Aaron is not the first priest in the Bible. Several centuries earlier,
Melchizedek served God as his priest.
You can read the account in Genesis 14:17-20. And it would be good to do that now. The passage
is short, but it is important. Psalm 110:4 says that Christ is a priest like Melchizedek.
Abraham was a peaceful man. We do not suppose that he fought many battles. But he had taught
his servants to fight (Genesis 14:14), probably because so many evil people lived near him.
Abraham’s servants had to be able to defend themselves.
But there was one occasion when Abraham led his servants in a battle. Four powerful kings from
another region had entered the country with their armies. They won several battles there, including
one against Sodom, where Lot (a relative of Abraham) lived. And they took away Lot as a prisoner.
Abraham considered that it was his duty to rescue Lot. So he led his servants and they attacked
the kings by night. The battle was a complete success. Abraham rescued Lot. And Abraham also
gained many valuable things from the battle. By an ancient law, the winner of a battle owned
everything that he took.
As Abraham returned, Melchizedek met him. And then Melchizedek blessed Abraham, as God
himself had done several times to Abraham. By ‘blessed’, we mean that he declared God’s
goodness to Abraham.
Abraham and Melchizedek ate together. That was a simple way to show friendship. But as
Melchizedek was God’s priest, that meal also showed Abraham’s friendship with God.
Abraham had received many things from the battle. And he wanted to express that they all
belonged to God. So Abraham counted a tenth part (10%) of everything. He gave that part to
Melchizedek as God’s priest. And Melchizedek accepted it on God’s behalf.

52

Like Christ, Melchizedek was both a priest and a king. Melchizedek was the king of Salem. Salem
means ‘peace’; it is an ancient name for Jerusalem. Christ is also called ‘the prince of peace’
(Isaiah 9:6).
Melchizedek’s name means ‘king of righteousness’. Righteousness means complete goodness.
As a servant of God, Melchizedek desired that his rule would be completely good. But of course,
only the rule of Christ, God’s Son, will really be completely good.

Melchizedek: without father or mother
(Hebrews 7:3)
This is not a description of Melchizedek. It is a description of the Bible’s report about Melchizedek.
In other words, we think that Melchizedek had a father and a mother, like everyone else. He
probably knew his family history. He was born at some time and he died at the end of his life.
But the Bible records none of these things, and that surprises us. Especially, it surprises us in
the Book of Genesis. The author of Genesis was very careful to record these details about people
who served God. But he was also very careful not to record any of those things about
Melchizedek (Genesis 14:17-20).
There is a second reason why this should surprise us. Melchizedek was a priest. And Israel’s
priests had to know about their families. The father of a priest had to be from the family of
Aaron. The priest’s mother had to be Jewish (from the families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob). In
Ezra 2:61-63, some priests could not carry out their duties because they had lost their family
records.
But Melchizedek had to be different because, by means of him, God was teaching us about his
Son.
Melchizedek was a priest because God had appointed him, and not because of his human
family. And that is true about Christ as well. We can read about Christ’s human family in Matthew
1:1-17, Luke 3:23-38 and Hebrews 7:13-14. But Christ was not a priest because of that family.
He is our chief priest because God appointed him.
There is no record of Melchizedek’s death. So there is no record of the end of his work as a
priest. And that teaches us something about Christ, too. We know about Christ’s death. But that
was not the end of his work as our chief priest. He became alive again; and he always lives, to
pray for us, as our chief priest (Hebrews 7:24-25).

Abraham’s tithe
(Hebrews 7:4)
The passage about Melchizedek (Genesis 14:18-20) is the first place where the Bible mentions a
priest. And it is also the first place where the Bible mentions a tithe.
In the Bible’s original languages, the word ‘tithe’ is the same word as ‘tenth’. That is because the
tithe was the tenth part (or 10%) of something. People counted a tenth part of their income, and
they gave it to God. For example, someone who kept sheep would count his young animals. And
he would separate the tenth sheep that he counted for God. He gave that sheep to God, whether it
was a good one or not (Leviticus 27:32-33).
We think that the custom to give tithes already existed before the time of Abraham. There is
evidence that people in many ancient countries paid tithes for their false religions. But Abraham’s
gift is important to us, because Abraham gave his tithe. And he gave it for the real God.
By his tithe, Abraham recognised that Melchizedek really was a priest of the real God. So
Abraham recognised Melchizedek’s importance.
Anyone who serves God is important in God’s opinion. But his priests were especially important
because of the special, sacred duties that they carried out.
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Melchizedek was even more important than Israel’s priests because he acted as priest to
Abraham. Israel’s priests would come from Abraham’s future family, so they were less important
than Abraham. But Abraham – and therefore his future family – served God by means of
Melchizedek.
Melchizedek was very important for another reason, too. By the things that he did as priest.
Melchizedek teaches us about God’s Son. We give honour to Christ as our great chief priest.
And Christ is even more important than Abraham (John 8:53-58).
Abraham was great because of the promises that God gave to him. And Melchizedek was great
because he received Abraham’s tithe. But Christ is even greater because only by him can we
receive a right relationship with God.
Christ alone is the perfect priest. And he alone carried out his duties perfectly and completely.
By his death, we can know that God forgives us.

Two kinds of priests
(Hebrews 7:5-6)
The author of the Book of Hebrews is writing about two different kinds of priests. There were the
priests who came from the tribe (family) of Levi (Hebrews 7:5). And there was Melchizedek, who
was a different kind of priest (Hebrews 7:6).
Most modern readers would only know about the first of these. Israel’s priests all came from the
family of Aaron, which was part of the tribe of Levi. Other members of the tribe of Levi (called
Levites) assisted them in their duties.
God told Moses to establish these priests. And the first priests were Moses’ brother Aaron, and his
sons. Afterwards, all Israel’s priests came from that family. Some famous priests include Ezekiel,
Eli, Annas and Caiaphas. Zechariah and his son John (usually called John the Baptist) also
belonged to this family.
God provided for the priests and Levites who served him by means of the tithe. Everyone in Israel
gave a tithe (a tenth or 10% of their income). This became a tax in Israel. People from every tribe
in Israel paid it to the Levites. And the Levites paid their own tithe to the priests.
All Israel’s tribes had come from the family of Abraham. So the people who paid the tithe were
from Abraham’s family. And the priests who received it were also from Abraham’s family.
But Melchizedek was a different kind of priest. He was more ancient than them. And he was
greater than they were. Even Abraham recognised how great Melchizedek was. Israel’s priests all
came from Abraham’s family. But when Abraham paid his own tithe, he paid it to Melchizedek.
It was to Abraham that God made his promises. By means of Abraham’s family, God would show
his kindness to people from every nation (Genesis 12:3). Usually, God himself declared these
things to Abraham (Genesis 12:1; Genesis 12:7; Genesis 13:14-15; Genesis 15:1; Genesis 17:1-2;
Genesis 22:16-18). But on one occasion, this priest, Melchizedek, spoke on God’s behalf
(Genesis 14:18-20). Melchizedek blessed Abraham.
We only know about two members of Melchizedek’s group of priests. They are Melchizedek
himself, and Christ. Melchizedek’s work as a priest helps us to understand the greatness of
Christ’s work as our priest.
Melchizedek blessed Abraham, who received God’s promises. And Christ blesses us, if we accept
God’s promises.
Abraham gave honour to Melchizedek when Abraham recognised him as a priest. And we give
honour to Christ if we accept him as our priest.
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The blessings in Genesis
(Hebrews 7:7)
The ‘blessing’ means the words that someone uses to declare God’s goodness to another
person. The blessings in the Book of Genesis are an important part of Israel’s history.
So, just before his death, Jacob gathered his 12 sons in order to bless them. These 12 sons are
important men in Israel’s history. The 12 tribes of Israel are the people who come from their 12
families. But Jacob was more important than his sons in both God’s opinion and theirs. And so they
received his blessing (Genesis 49:1-28).
But Jacob said that his father and grandfather, Isaac and Abraham, were greater men than him
(Genesis 47:9).
Jacob himself very much wanted his father’s blessing. He even bought the right to it (Genesis
25:31-34). But that was not enough, so he cheated to get it (Genesis 27:1-33). Jacob cheated –
but Isaac’s blessing really was for him (Genesis 27:33; Hebrews 11:20).
The Bible does not record how Abraham blessed Isaac. Perhaps it does not need to say that. God
himself had declared that Isaac would receive the benefit of God’s promises to Abraham (Genesis
21:12). Abraham showed by his actions that he approved of Isaac (Genesis 24:36).
A father is greater than his son. Isaac was greater than Jacob; and Abraham was greater than
Isaac. But it was Melchizedek who blessed Abraham.
Again, the author of Hebrews astonishes us. We know much about Israel’s priests. We know
hardly anything about Melchizedek. But he was a greater priest than they were.
However, these facts should not surprise us. We already knew that Israel’s system of priests was
not perfect. If it had been perfect, then we would not need Christ (Hebrews 7:11). Because their
system was not perfect, Christ could not carry out his perfect work by their system. So there
must be another kind of priest. And we see that first in Melchizedek; and afterwards in Christ.

A matter of life and death
(Hebrews 7:8)
Two of Aaron’s sons died soon after they became priests (Leviticus chapter 10). They acted in an
unholy manner in front of God. Fire came from the most holy place in God’s house, and it killed
them.
Moses warned Aaron and his other sons. They must be especially careful when they served God
as priests. They must do everything in a proper and holy manner. Otherwise, they would die too.
After that, there were many priests from Aaron’s family. Some were good, and some were bad. But
of course, they all died. And so death became part of the system. That is why there had to be so
many priests (Hebrews 7:23). In fact, a man could only become chief priest after the death of his
father, the previous chief priest.
But there is something different about the nature of a priest like Melchizedek. Melchizedek could
only serve as Abraham’s priest because he (Melchizedek) was alive at the same time as Abraham.
Melchizedek’s life matters, because he was a great priest. But his death was not important enough
for the Bible to record it. Life, not death, was the nature of Melchizedek’s work as priest.
Christ was a priest like Melchizedek. And we have evidence that Christ is alive (Luke chapter 24).
Although he died once, he did not remain dead (Acts 2:24-32). He has life that can never end
(Hebrews 7:16). He is our living priest, who constantly prays for us (Hebrews 7:25).
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A greater priest than the priests from Levi’s family
(Hebrews 7:9-10)
Levi was Abraham’s great grandson. In other words, Levi was the son of Jacob, who was
Abraham’s grandson.
It was the law in Israel that people must pay a tithe (10% of their income) to the Levites. The
Levites came from the family of Levi; they included Israel’s priests. The purpose of the tithe was to
pay for the work that priests and Levites did for God.
Everyone in Israel had to pay their tithe. So by means of the tithe, everyone gave honour to the
priests and the Levites who served God.
And Abraham also paid his tithe. He did it when Levi was yet unborn. In fact, Abraham had no
children yet. So he paid his tithe on behalf of himself and the future members of his family,
including Levi. It was as if Levi was paying his own tithe.
In fact, it was as if Israel’s priests were themselves paying a tithe. They received the tithes from
Israel’s people. But, by means of Abraham, they had found a priest who was greater than them.
And that priest, Melchizedek, deserved the payment of their own tithe.
Melchizedek only deserved such honour if he was a greater priest then them. Israel’s priests had
the law that God gave to Moses. But the law made nothing perfect (Hebrews 7:19). Its purpose
was to prepare people for what Christ would do (Galatians 3:24). Christ came to complete the law
(Matthew 5:17).
David wrote that Christ would be a priest like Melchizedek (Psalm 110:4). And that statement
shows us why Melchizedek had to be greater than Israel’s priests. None of Israel’s priests ruled as
kings. But Melchizedek was both God’s priest, and God’s king. And so, by him, we can see that
Christ is both God’s perfect priest, and God’s perfect king.

Christ, the perfect priest
(Hebrews 7:11)
God’s law is perfect (Psalm 19:7). But as Paul wrote people must use it properly (1 Timothy 1:8).
There are many people who do not use God’s law properly. They imagine that they can achieve a
right relationship with God by their own efforts. They want to save themselves. And they see no
purpose in Christ’s death. So really, they have not learned the most important lesson that the law
teaches. Only God can save us. And he does it by means of Christ (Galatians 3:21-24).
God gave his law by means of Moses and his brother Aaron, Israel’s first chief priest. And much of
the law is about the work of the priests.
Aaron’s family continued to work as priests for 1500 years. And perhaps some people thought that
they needed no other priest. They had God’s law. They had the temple (God’s house). They had
the ceremonies and holidays that God had established. And they had a family of priests (Aaron’s
family) that God had appointed.
But in Psalm 110:4, David wrote that there would be another priest. That priest would be a king,
as well as a priest. He would not belong to Aaron’s family, but he would be a priest like
Melchizedek. The first Christians taught that David was a prophet (Acts 2:29-30). A prophet is
someone who tells people God’s words. So David was writing about the future. He was not using
his imagination. He was writing about Christ.
And people certainly did need another kind of priest. Aaron’s family were carrying on a good work
when they served God as priests. By the law, they showed people what is sin (wrong and bad
things in God’s opinion). By their ceremonies, they helped people. So that they could recognise
Christ’s work. They taught people about God. They made it possible for people to serve God.
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However, these things were not enough, because sin still ruled people’s lives (Hebrews 10:2). The
priests could only enter a copy of the real holy place that is in heaven, not the real one (Hebrews
9:23-24). So their work was not perfect.
But, Christ, our great chief priest, can free us from sin completely. He offered his own blood (his
death) to God the Father in heaven (Hebrews 9:11-12). And what he did was perfect. He died
once, to free us from sin for all time (Hebrews 9:25-28).

When God’s law changes
(Hebrews 7:12)
When there is a different kind of priest, God’s law changes too. That must be correct, because
God’s law includes the arrangements for the priests. It explains how to appoint the priests. And it
describes the work that the priests must do.
Such a change happened in the past, at the time of Moses and Aaron. When God gave the law to
Israel, he also appointed Israel’s priests. Both events happened at about the same time.
That does not mean that the moral law had changed. The moral law means the law about what is
good or bad. What God considers to be right and good is always right and good. That never
changes.
What changed was the law about how people should worship (give honour to) God. God’s law
taught the people to know God better. When people know God better, they should worship him in a
better manner. People needed the priests in order to worship God in a proper manner. So when
God gave them the law, he also gave them priests.
And now, a change has happened again. We have a new chief priest, Jesus Christ. He does
not belong to the family of Aaron, like Israel’s priests. But God has appointed him by means of an
even more ancient rule. Christ is a priest like Melchizedek, who served God on Abraham’s behalf.
And that means that there must be a change in the law. Christ has made it possible for us to
worship God in a new and better way (Hebrews 7:19, Hebrews 10:19-20). We can come nearer
to God than was ever possible before (Hebrews 10:22). God has forgiven our sins (the wrong
things that we have done against him). And he has given us a right relationship with him.
Christ has done what Moses’ law could not do. And it is Christ who makes perfect our
relationship with God (Hebrews 11:40; Hebrews 12:2).

Jesus, from the tribe of Judah
(Hebrews 7:13-14)
Jacob (also called Israel) had 12 sons. The family of each son increased to become a large group
of people, called a tribe. So those families became the 12 tribes of Israel.
Each tribe was important for a different reason. For example, Israel’s kings came from the tribe of
Judah. And its priests came from the tribe of Levi.
Jesus belonged to the tribe of Judah. We can see that fact in his family records (See Matthew
1:1-16 and Luke 3:23-38. Matthew 1:2 and Luke 3:33 both mention Judah). Or we can read it in
the Old Testament (the 39 older books in the Bible) – see Genesis 49:10 and Isaiah 11:1 (Jesse
belonged to the tribe of Judah). Those verses may not be easy to understand. But they show that
Christ had to come from the tribe of Judah.
But Israel’s priests had to come from the tribe of Levi. They were the male members of Aaron’s
family, and Aaron belonged to that tribe. God showed the people that he had chosen that tribe to
serve him (Numbers chapter 17). And he separated them to carry out their special duties for him
(Numbers 18:21-29),
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So nobody from the tribe of Judah could ever be a priest, except Christ only. And Christ had to be
a priest in order to carry out his special work for God. But he could not be a priest by the laws
that Moses gave. Christ was from the tribe of Judah, not of Levi.
So Christ had to be a priest by some other rule. And there was such a rule. Melchizedek was a
priest although he was not from the tribe of Levi. And Melchizedek was a greater priest than
anyone from Aaron’s family. It was by that same rule that God appointed Christ to be our chief
priest.
And Christ is an even greater priest than Melchizedek. Melchizedek is only important for us
because, by him, God has taught us about Christ.

Think about Christ
(Hebrews 7:15-17)
Here is some good advice if the facts about Christ ever seem difficult to understand. We should
think about Christ. We should think about his life and his death. We should think about how he
became alive again after his death. And we should think about the good things that God has done
for us by means of Christ.
The author of Hebrews has been explaining about Melchizedek, and about his connection with
Christ’s work as a priest. Few Christians would consider that lesson to be easy to understand. But
we will understand the lesson much more clearly if we think about Christ.
We know that Christ has acted as our priest. We know it because he died as a sacrifice for our
sins. A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. Here, it is the blood of his own Son. Our sins
are the bad and wrong things that we do against God. It is the priest’s duty to offer the sacrifice
on another person’s behalf. So Christ is both our priest, and our sacrifice.
We know that Christ was not a priest by the law that Moses gave. Christ did not belong to the
family of Aaron. But Melchizedek was also a priest who did not belong to Aaron’s family. So,
Christ was a priest like Melchizedek.
And we see that Christ has a life that can never end. He died, but he did not remain dead. He
has overcome the power of death and hell. So he is able to serve as our priest, both now and
always.
It was not men who appointed Christ to be priest. And he did not appoint himself. It was God the
Father who did it. And he did it by the words that we read in Psalm 110:4. He appointed Christ to
be both priest and king.

The flesh is weak
(Hebrews 7:18)
It would be easy to imagine that the author of Hebrews 7:18-19 disliked God’s law. But we can
see from the rest of the book that, really, the author loved it. He refers to it constantly. He explains
it very carefully. He considers it very important. So there must be another explanation for these
verses. And we find that explanation in the words ‘flesh' and ‘weak’. The first Christians liked to
use those words when they spoke about the law. For example, we see them often in the Book of
Galatians.
‘Flesh’ is the word for the soft parts of the human body: the skin, muscles, and fat. These parts
last only for a very short time after a person’s death. So the first Christians use the word ‘flesh’ as a
word-picture. By it, they emphasised that people are weak. And this does not mean the weakness
of the body. It means that people consider it hard to trust God. Paul described this weakness in
Romans 7:14-24. It is a weakness in people’s minds and their spirits.
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The author has used a word for ‘flesh’ in Hebrews 7:16. Your translation of that verse probably
uses another word. The word describes the command by which members of Aaron’s family
became priests. The duties passed from each father to his sons. They became priests because of
a human relationship, that is, because of the ‘flesh’. And flesh is weak. But Christ did not become
a priest in a weak manner.
So here in Hebrews 7:18, the author expresses more clearly the idea that this command was
weak. He does not mean that anything was wrong with God’s command. But it became weak
because of people’s reaction to it. Many people cared about that rule very much. And they
wanted to have priests who came from Aaron’s family. But those people did not care whether their
priests were good men or bad men. Some priests did not want to please God; they were only doing
a job. But the priests’ attitudes did not seem important if they carried out all the ceremonies. That is
what people thought. And they started to care more about ceremonies than they cared about God.
So the rules mattered more to those people than God did. But it was not God, or his law, that they
loved. They loved the traditions and the ceremonies. When they did those things, people felt
important. Such attitudes belong to the flesh; in other words, they are weak. They are the
attitudes of people who are not trusting God.

A better hope
(Hebrews 7:19)
God’s law did not make anything perfect because that was not its purpose. One purpose of the
law is to show people that they are definitely not perfect. God considers their thoughts, words
and actions to be wrong. Their desires, attitudes and feelings are constantly evil. See Romans 3:920.
So the law exists to teach people about God’s standards. And therefore, it also teaches people
about God. By the law, we understand that God is good and perfect. And we can see the nature
of the relationship that he wants to have with his people.
God wanted that relationship to be close. He wanted to live with his people. But people are guilty
of very many wrong and evil things. Nobody lives in the manner that God considers right (Romans
3:23). And it is impossible for people, who are evil, to live with the holy God.
So God’s law separated God from his people. He lived among them. But he was separate from
them. For example, a person could give a sacrifice (usually an animal) to God; but he could not
offer that sacrifice himself. Instead, a priest had to offer the sacrifice on his behalf. Such laws
made it possible for people to have a relationship with God, while he remained separate from
them.
Such arrangements were right and proper. And they continued for many centuries. But they were
never God’s perfect plan. God did not want to be separate from people, whom he loves (John
3:16). And at the proper time, he sent his Son to establish a new and better relationship with them
(Galatians 4:4; Hebrews 10:19-20).
The law constantly reminded people that this was God’s plan. For example, the system of
sacrifices showed people that, one day, there would be a perfect sacrifice. That sacrifice was
not an animal, but the death of Jesus Christ, God’s Son (John 1:36; 1 John 4:9-10).
Jesus’ death gives us a better hope. Here, hope means something that is certain. All who trust
Jesus receive a close relationship with God. They confess their wrong and evil deeds to him, and
he forgives them. They believe him, and he gives them the power to serve him properly.
And when people do these things, God does not need to be separate from them any longer. By
the law, only the chief priest could enter the most holy place (Hebrews 9:7). But because of Jesus’
death, that place is open for all who trust him. See Hebrews 6:19-20 and Hebrews 10:19-22.
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The oath that appointed Christ as priest
(Hebrews 7:20-22)
Oaths are special, serious declarations. Since ancient times, people have used them whenever
a matter is extremely serious. And they are still important, even in our modern world.
So still today, a witness must make an oath, in front of a judge, that his words are completely true.
And many government officials must make an oath that they will carry out their duties loyally.
The Bible gives two accounts of the ceremony to appoint Israel’s priests. Exodus chapter 29
records God’s instructions about the ceremony. Leviticus chapter 8 records what actually
happened at the ceremony. It was a complex ceremony, and each action during it seems to have
special meaning. We might expect on such an important occasion that the new priests would have
to make an oath. But in fact, there was no oath. Israel’s priests became priests without an oath.
But Psalm 110:4 declares that Christ became our great chief priest with an oath. And it was God
the Father who made that oath. No oath could ever be stronger than the oath that God makes!
Here is something that is absolutely certain and definite. It can never change, even as God himself
never changes. God himself has declared that Christ is our priest!
All this proves the greatness of the covenant that Christ established by his death. The covenant
means God’s promises to us that establish our relationship with him. God made such
promises in the past to Israel’s people. But although he was loyal to them, they were not loyal to
him. So, in Jeremiah 31:31-32, God promised that he would make a new covenant. And it would
be a better covenant (Jeremiah 31:33-34). By it, God would forgive them. His law (his word) would
be in their minds and hearts. Then, he would really be their God; and they would really be his
people.
That is what God does for people by means of Christ. When people invite Christ into their lives,
they join in that covenant. Then God’s promises are for them. And they have a real relationship
with him.

Jesus’ work as priest never ends
(Hebrews 7:23-24)
Israel’s system of priests lasted for about 1500 years, so, of course, there had to be many of them.
God provided for this when he appointed a whole family (not just one person) to be priests. All the
future male members of that family would be priests.
That family was Aaron’s family. And during the centuries afterwards, Aaron’s family became very
large. So, Ezra 2:36-39 mentions 4289 priests who returned to Judah from Babylon. At the time of
the first Christians, about 24000 priests were living in Jerusalem. And even more priests lived
elsewhere. They were all from Aaron’s family.
The reason why a whole family needed to be priests was, of course, death. It is God’s enemy, the
devil, who has the power of death (Hebrews 2:14). And the devil causes people to live their whole
lives as slaves because of it (Hebrews 2:15).
Only a priest who could overcome death would be able to serve God in a perfect manner. And
Jesus Christ was the only priest who did that.
When we know about Jesus’ work as priest, we can understand better the reasons for his death.
It was necessary to offer a sacrifice to God so that he can forgive our sins (evil deeds). A sacrifice
means a gift that God considers valuable. And the sacrifice that Jesus, our chief priest, offered was
his own blood. That one sacrifice is enough for all time (Hebrews 9:26). His work to save us from
our sins is complete.
But Jesus’ work as our priest never ends. He is still our chief priest. He is our priest in heaven.
There, he has the place of greatest honour, on the right side of God the Father. And there, as our
priest, he speaks on our behalf.
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That is a wonderful fact. If we are God’s people, then God is for us! (see Romans 8:31).

Jesus intercedes for us
(Hebrews 7:25)
In the ancient world, people sometimes offered their own sacrifices (gifts) to God. But the law
changed when God appointed Israel’s first priests by means of Moses (Hebrews 7:12). Moses
taught that people must not offer their own sacrifices. Instead, they must take them to the priests
who would offer the sacrifices on their behalf (Leviticus chapters 1 to 7).
The purpose of that rule was to show that people cannot save themselves. They cannot please
God by their own efforts. People do not even have the right to approach God. A priest must do it
on their behalf.
Now, our priest is Jesus. And we must approach God by means of him. We cannot save
ourselves. But Jesus is able to save us, and he does it completely. He is our perfect priest, who
has offered the perfect sacrifice. That sacrifice was his own blood. And because of that, God can
forgive even the worst people. He saves them from the evil powers that controlled their lives. He
saves them from the devil and from death (Hebrews 2:14).
And Jesus is always living. He can never die again. So his work as priest on our behalf is
permanent.
A priest must have a closer relationship with God. And nobody is closer to God the Father than
Jesus is. In heaven, Jesus has the place of greatest honour, on the right side of God the Father
(Hebrews 8:1). And there, he intercedes for us.
The word ‘intercedes’ means more than just ‘to pray’. It means that Christ meets with God the
Father in order to speak on our behalf. Paul uses this word again to express the same idea in
Romans 8:34. And Paul uses a similar word in Romans 8:26. Sometimes we are too weak even to
know what we should pray. But then the Holy Spirit intercedes on our behalf.
It is wonderful to know that Jesus is our priest. He saves us completely. He intercedes for us
continuously. And he speaks to his Father, God, on our behalf.

Qualities that our chief priest needs
(Hebrews 7:26)
Here, the author explains the qualities that are necessary for our chief priest. The author has
already mentioned this subject, in Hebrews 5:2. There, he wrote that the chief priest must be able
to deal gently with certain kinds of sinners. All people are sinners because we all do bad and
wrong things against God. So clearly, it is important that our chief priest can deal with sinners. But
there are certain other qualities that our chief priest must have.
In his relationship with God, our chief priest must be holy. And that means holy by God’s
standards, not merely by the standards of other people. His nature must be perfect.
In his relationship with other people, our chief priest must be without fault or blame. His
character must be perfect.
In his relationship with himself, our chief priest must examine his most secret thoughts and
actions. And he must check that they are right, good, and proper. His conscience must be perfect.
That is the chief priest whom we need. But it is hard to find such a chief priest. The chief priests
from Aaron’s family learnt to deal with sinners because they themselves were sinners. But because
of that fact, they did not have the other qualities that are necessary. They could not say that their
nature, character or conscience was perfect. They could only carry on their duties, and wait for
God to send another kind of chief priest.
And, at the proper time, God did appoint that perfect chief priest. He is Jesus Christ, God’s Son.
And he achieved two things that Israel’s priest could not do:
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(1) In order to do God’s work, a chief priest had to separate himself from sinners. The ceremony
to appoint him lasted for 7 days. During that time, the priest had to remain at God’s house
(Leviticus 8:33-35).
So when he served at God’s house, the chief priest was separate from sinners. But of course, he
could not be completely separate, because he himself was a sinner.
During his life on earth, Jesus lived among sinners. But he did not join in their wrong deeds. He did
not do anything that is against God’s law. So he was not a sinner.
And when Jesus entered heaven to do his work as priest, he really was separate from sinners.
No sinner can enter that place unless God has forgiven that person.
(2) The chief priest had to enter the most holy place in God’s house. And there he had to carry out
his most sacred duties in front of God (Leviticus chapter 16).
But of course, God does not live in a house on this earth. Even the highest heaven cannot
contain him (2 Chronicles 6:18). So, to perform this duty properly, the chief priest had to pass
through the heavens (Hebrews 4:14).
Israel’s priests could not do that! Only God’s Son, whose proper place is at the right side of God
the Father, can serve God there (Hebrews 8:1-2).
We need Jesus to be our chief priest. No other chief priest had those qualities. No other chief
priest could do those things.

The most important events
(Hebrews 7:27)
Some things are so important that they must happen often. For example, the priests in God’s
temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem had to offer sacrifices daily.
There were sacrifices each morning and each evening. There were also special sacrifices each
Sabbath (Saturday) and on the sacred holidays. You can read the rules about these sacrifices in
Numbers chapters 28 and 29. The fire that burnt the sacrifices never went out (Leviticus 6:13).
These sacrifices were animals that the priests offered to God. They offered some sacrifices for
their own sins. And they offered some sacrifices on behalf of the people. The sacrifices had to
be continuous because people’s sins are continuous. ‘Sin’ means the bad and wrong things that
we do against God. And God considers sin to be a very serious matter. Sin ruins the relationship
between people and God (Isaiah 59:1-2).
Sacrifice was the method that God chose to show people how to have a relationship with him.
People should die because of their sin. But God allowed an innocent animal to die instead. And by
that means, people could serve God. However, God never intended that arrangement to be
permanent.
Some things are so important that they can only ever happen once. The most important event
that has ever happened is the death of Jesus, God’s Son. He died as a sacrifice for the sins of
everyone who trusts him. As our priest, he offered his own blood to God his Father, in heaven.
God accepted Jesus’ sacrifice. And so he forgives the sins of everyone who invites him into their
lives.
Jesus died once only. But by that one event, he has destroyed the power of sin, death, and
the devil (Hebrews 2:14; Hebrews 9:26).

The oath is stronger than the law
(Hebrews 7:28)
God gave his law to show people how they could have a relationship with him.

62

So the law appointed priests. That shows people that nobody can achieve a right relationship with
God by their own efforts. They must have a priest who will speak to God on their behalf. And now,
the priest that God has chosen for this purpose is his Son, Jesus.
Also, the law appointed men who were weak to be those priests. They were weak because of the
bad and wrong things that are in people’s lives. That shows that everyone has done wrong things
against God. But now God has appointed Jesus to be our priest. And he never did anything that
God considers wrong (Hebrews 4:15).
But the law appointed men to be priests. And that shows clearly that God wants to have a
relationship with people. And he wants to establish this relationship by means of a man. Jesus is
God’s Son. But he became a man so that men, women and children can have a right relationship
with God.
God did not use his law to appoint Jesus as our chief priest. He used something that was stronger
than law: his oath. His oath is his serious declaration; you can read it in Psalm 110:4. The law
showed people how to have a right relationship with God. But the oath made it possible for people
to know that relationship, because the oath appointed Jesus as priest.
Jesus has always been perfect, because he is God’s Son. But he became the perfect priest. His
sacrifice was his own death on the cross. And that made it possible for God to forgive people.
They receive a relationship with him because of Jesus’ work, not because of their own efforts.
And Jesus will always be their chief priest.

Hebrews chapter 8
A simpler explanation of Jesus’ work as priest
(Hebrews 8:1-2)
The author of Hebrews wanted his readers to remember what he had taught them. So he gave this
simpler explanation.
We need a chief priest who is perfect in every way (Hebrews 7:26). And he must offer the
perfect sacrifice, so that God will forgive our evil deeds (Hebrews 7:27). (A sacrifice means a gift
that God considers valuable.) This has already happened, because Jesus Christ is our chief
priest. And the sacrifice that he offered was his own death.
Jesus did not serve as priest in the temple (God’s house) that was on this earth. Instead, he serves
at the holy place that is in heaven. That is the real house of God that God established. It is the
place where he can live with his people. The author of Hebrews calls that place the ‘tent’. It will not
remain in the same place always. In the future, it will come down onto the new earth. God will
always live with his people there (Revelation 21:3).
When God the Father accepted Jesus’ sacrifice, something astonishing happened. Jesus sat
down. But no priest ever sat down in the holy rooms of the temple in Jerusalem. There were no
chairs for the priests in the temple. Priests only ever entered to carry out a particular task. They
remained in that building only while they did that task. Then they left at once.
Even the chief priest did not have a permanent place in God’s house on this earth. But it is
different for God’s Son, our chief priest, in heaven. Psalm 110:4 appoints Jesus to be our priest.
And in the same Psalm, God invites him to sit down (Psalm 110:1). He did that when his
sacrifice was complete (Hebrews 1:3; Hebrews 10:12). That shows that God the Father has
accepted Jesus’ sacrifice. Jesus sits on the right side of the Father. That is, he sits in the most
important place in heaven.
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What did Jesus offer?
(Hebrews 8:3)
The author reminds us about something that he wrote in an earlier chapter. It is the priest’s duty
to offer gifts and sacrifices to God (Hebrews 5:1). So ‘this’ chief priest, that is, Jesus, must also
offer something to God.
Jesus does not offer the same gifts that Israel’s priests offered (Hebrews 8:4). The author will
explain what Jesus offered in Hebrews 9:11-12. He offered his own blood, after he died on the
cross. But first, the author explains how Israel’s priests served God.
We should try to understand how Israel’s priests served God. Then we shall understand better how
Jesus serves as our chief priest.
God established a relationship with Israel’s people and he made promises to them. Because of this
relationship, they gave sacrifices to God (Leviticus chapters 1 to 7). The sacrifices were animals
and birds that the people brought to the temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem. But the people could
not offer their own gifts to God. They handed the gifts over to the priests, who offered them to
God on behalf of the people.
Sacrifices were necessary because of sin (Hebrews 5:1; Hebrews 7:27). ‘Sin’ means the bad and
wrong things that people do against God. Although Israel’s people were guilty of sin, the sacrifices
made it possible for them to give honour to God. But those sacrifices could not free people
from their sins (Hebrews 10:4). In fact, they reminded people about their sin (Hebrews 10:3).
What people needed was a new and better relationship with God. God had already promised
that he would give people that relationship (Hebrews 8:8-12). And God did it, by the blood of
Jesus (Hebrews 10:19-22).

Our priest in heaven: Jesus
(Hebrews 8:4)
While Jesus lived on earth, he respected the work of Israel’s priests (Mark 1:44; Luke 17:14). He
never entered the inner parts of the temple (God’s house in Jerusalem), which were only for the
priests. He never tried to carry out the work of a priest there.
And there was no reason for him to act as a priest. There were already priests who offered
people’s gifts at the temple in Jerusalem. God does not do anything that is in vain or without a
proper purpose. He did not appoint his Son, Jesus, to serve as a priest on this earth.
We did not need Jesus to act as our priest on earth. He is our priest in heaven, in the holiest
place. It is there that he offered his own blood to God the Father (Hebrews 9:24). It is there that he
prays for us (Hebrews 7:25). That is where we need our great chief priest to be. And that is
where Jesus is (Hebrews 8:1).
The gifts that Israel’s priests offered were animals, birds, and grain. The priests examined each gift
carefully, to check that nothing was wrong with it. God deserves the best gifts that this world has
to offer. Israel’s priests were giving gifts from this world. But this world, and the things in it, cannot
last always. Like the system of priests that offered its gifts, this world will have an end.
Now, God has appointed Jesus to be our priest in heaven. Because of Jesus’ work as priest,
God has established a new kind of relationship with his people (Hebrews 8:8). That relationship will
never end. It will last always. And we can have that relationship because of the precious gift that
Jesus offered to God the Father. That gift was his own blood (Hebrews 9:14; Hebrews 13:20).
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The tabernacle
(Hebrews 8:5)
In Exodus chapters 25 to 27, God told Moses to build the holy tent called the tabernacle, and its
furniture. The tabernacle was the place where Israel’s priests served God. A few centuries
afterwards, Solomon built the building called the temple for the same purpose.
God did not allow Moses to choose his own design for the tabernacle. Instead, God showed it to
Moses while Moses was on the mountain called Sinai. And God warned Moses on several
occasions. Moses must follow exactly the plan and the design that God had shown to him (Exodus
25:9, 25:40, 26:30 and 27:8).
The author of Hebrews explains why Moses had to follow these instructions so carefully. Before
Moses, there had never been a tabernacle where God’s priests served him on this earth. But
Moses was not building something that was completely new. Instead, God was telling Moses to
build a copy of something that already existed in heaven.
That should not surprise us. We often call the tabernacle or the temple ‘the house of God’. But God
does not live in a building that men make (2 Chronicles 6:18; Hebrews 8:2). His real home is in
heaven – in fact, it is above the heavens (Hebrews 4:14; Hebrews 7:26).
The tabernacle that Moses built was wonderful. Its design teaches us many things about God;
although its lessons are not always easy to understand. The author of Hebrews will teach some of
those lessons in chapter 9.
But we should always remember this fact. Jesus’ work as priest is much more excellent than
anything that Israel’s priests achieved. They served God at the tabernacle on earth. That
tabernacle was a copy on earth of the real tabernacle, which is in heaven. But Jesus serves in
the real holy place, above the heavens, on the right side of God the Father.

A better covenant
(Hebrews 8:6)
The ‘covenant’ was an ancient kind of peace agreement. It showed that enemies had become
friends. Or, it showed that a war, or a serious argument, had ended. When the two sides had made
a covenant, there would be peace. There are many examples of covenants in the Bible. For
example, Jacob made a covenant with Laban in Genesis 31:44-53. The inhabitants of Gibeon
made a covenant with Israel in Joshua chapter 9. But the most important covenants in the Bible
are between God and his people (see, for example, Joshua 24:22-27 and 2 Kings 23:1-3).
Promises were an essential part of every covenant. We can see that in the above examples. But
here, there is something unusual about the covenant between God and his people. When nations
made covenants, the weaker nation made greater promises. For example, in 2 Kings 3:4, the king
of Moab had to pay a very expensive tax to the king of Israel. It was the price of peace.
However, when God makes a covenant, he makes the greater promises. His people promise to
love him and to obey him. But God promises to change their lives completely. He forgives their
evil deeds. He makes them free. He even adopts them as his sons and daughters! (See Galatians
4:4-7 and 1 Peter 2:4-10).
The mediator is the person who arranges the covenant. And Jesus is the mediator of the
covenant between God and his people. When he lived on earth, he spoke to us on behalf of God
the Father (John 12:49-50). And now, in heaven, he speaks to God the Father on our behalf
(Hebrews 7:25).
So Jesus is the chief priest of the new covenant between God and his people.
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Why was the new covenant necessary?
(Hebrews 8:7)
In Hebrews 8:8-12, the author will copy the words from Jeremiah 31:31-34. That passage
mentions two covenants (peace agreements) between God and his people.
The first covenant was God’s agreement with the people that Moses led. God loved them, and
he saved them from their difficult lives as slaves in Egypt. God wanted them, and their families, to
serve him always. He appointed priests, and he gave them his law. He established his tabernacle
(the tent that was God’s house) among them. He promised that they would receive the country
called Canaan as their permanent possession.
We have already studied what happened to those people. Although Moses led them, they were
not loyal to God. They did not love him and they did not obey him (Hebrews 3:16-19). So they did
not enter Canaan, and their children received the benefit of God’s promises instead.
Jeremiah wrote his book about 900 years after Moses lived. But the situation during Jeremiah’s life
was similar. Israel’s people were not loyal to God. And they did not care about God’s covenant
with Israel. It was a terrible situation.
That is why God promised a new covenant. He wanted to have a new kind of relationship with
his people. They would genuinely know him as their God. And then they really would be God’s own
people. They would obey him, because his law would be in their minds. And they would love him,
because his law would be in their hearts. And God would forgive all the wrong things that they had
done against him.
This new covenant is the relationship that God has with people because of Jesus. They have
confessed their evil deeds to him. And they have invited him into their lives. So now they are God’s
people. And God’s promises are for them.

The meaning of ‘the New Testament’
(Hebrews 8:8)
This verse is the reason why the books about Jesus and the first Christians are called the ‘New
Testament’. Those words are another translation of ‘new covenant’, which appears in most
English Bibles.
A covenant really means a peace agreement. But the Bible often uses the word ‘covenant’ to
mean its promises, or the relationship that it brings about. Later, there was another meaning:
the record of those promises. And that was why, about 150 years after Jesus’ death, Christians
began to call those books ‘the New Testament’. Those books contain our record of the promises
that God gave by Jesus.
But it was Jeremiah who originally used the words ‘new covenant’. Hebrews 8:8-12 contains a
copy of Jeremiah 31:31-34. In fact, that passage is not Jeremiah’s own words. God told Jeremiah
to write it.
The meaning of Jeremiah’s original passage was that God would establish a new and better
relationship with his people. It was a promise that brought comfort at a terrible time in Israel’s
history. Long before Jeremiah, the nation had divided into the two parts called Israel and Judah,
which Jeremiah mentions. But the rulers in both parts neglected their covenant with God. They
refused to obey his laws. They chose other gods instead of the real one. And the people in both
nations copied their rulers’ evil behaviour.
In the end, God allowed enemies to destroy first Israel, and afterwards Judah. Jeremiah lived at
the end of this period. Enemies were destroying the whole country – but God still gave a
message of hope to his people. God would establish a new covenant and a new relationship
with his people. And it would be better than anything that had existed before.
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Wrong attitudes
(Hebrews 8:9)
Hebrews 8:9 is a translation of Jeremiah 31:32.
The covenant that God made with Israel means his promises to Abraham (Galatians 3:17). That
covenant was for the benefit of Abraham’s future family. That was how Israel’s people received the
benefit of it. They were members of Abraham’s family, so God had made those promises to
them, too.
The ‘fathers’’ in the passage mean the people whom Moses led out of Egypt. They had been
slaves there, but God made them free. The author of Hebrews wrote about those people in
Hebrews 3:7-19. The promises that God gave to Abraham were for them. But their attitudes
were completely wrong. They did not want to trust God. They did not want to have a relationship
with him. So they could not receive the benefit of God’s promises.
Those people did not want to be part of God’s covenant. The translation in the Greek language
explains the result. God would not give them any more attention. But Jeremiah’s original words
emphasise God’s love for them. God was like a husband to them. But they were not loyal to him.
(See also Ezekiel chapter 16).
It was not only those people who had those wrong attitudes. Many people who lived in the
centuries afterwards had the same wrong attitudes. God urged them to change their minds. If their
fathers were evil, they should not behave like their fathers (Ezekiel chapter 18). They should
be loyal to God and then they would receive the benefit of his covenant with Israel.
But still, most people did not want to serve God. That was the reason why enemies destroyed
Israel and Judah (2 Kings 17:6-20; 2 Chronicles 36:14-21). God wanted to have a relationship
with those people. He wanted to do good things for them. But they refused (See Deuteronomy
chapter 28).

How God changes lives
(Hebrews 8:10)
Hebrews 12:18-21 describes how God originally gave his law. It is a frightening description.
Even Moses was trembling because of his fear.
God gave his law then to people who did not want to obey him. He wrote it on tablets (solid
blocks) of stone (Exodus 32:15-16). Perhaps he chose stone to show that his law never changes.
But stone became a word-picture for the hearts (attitudes) of people who refuse to obey God
(Ezekiel 11:19). Like the stone, their attitudes never change.
We cannot change ourselves, but God can change us (Mark 10:27). We cannot make ourselves
into the people of God, but God can do it, by his great kindness (1 Peter 2:9-10).
And that is what God did in his new covenant. That is, the new relationship between people and
God, that Jesus established.
Hebrews 12:22-24 describes the new covenant, and it is a wonderful description. God has
brought about the kind of relationship that he always wanted to have with his people. It is the kind
of relationship where people love him with their whole hearts (Deuteronomy 6:5). In fact, they
love him with every part of themselves. And they show their love for God in all that they do (Mark
12:28-33).
Such a relationship cannot be something that we achieve by human effort. Only God could achieve
it, by means of Jesus’ death on the cross. But we must have the right reaction to his kindness.
We must not refuse God’s invitation (Hebrews 12:25). We must accept him into our hearts and
lives (John 14:23).

67

How do Christians know God?
(Hebrews 8:11)
A Christian is not, of course, someone who knows everything. Only the proudest people imagine
that they have nothing to learn. God is against those proud people (James 4:6). He helps people
who are humble. The author of Hebrews tells Christians that they should be ready to learn
(Hebrews 5:12). God will teach them as a father teaches his sons (Hebrews 12:6-7).
There is much to learn. But here is a verse to encourage the person who wants a right relationship
with God. That person does not need to know everything. He, or she, needs to know God.
And God declares in this verse that each person can know him. It does not matter whether a
person is important or not. It does not matter whether a person is rich or poor. Other people’s
opinions about that person do not matter. God wants each person to know him.
A person knows God when that person begins their relationship with him. And that happens as
soon as the person invites God into their life. God makes a wonderful change in that person’s
life. Jesus said that such a person is born again (John 3:3-8). Paul described such a person as a
completely new person (2 Corinthians 5:17). And here, in Hebrews chapter 8, the author explains
the change that God has made. God has put his laws into that person’s mind. And he has written
them on that person’s heart (Hebrews 8:11).
When God’s law is in someone’s mind, that person will not forget it. And when his law is on a
person’s heart, that person will not neglect it. They will not be like the people who were not loyal to
God (Hebrews 8:9). Instead, they will love God with all their hearts (Mark 12:29-30). And they
will want God to teach them.
While they live in this world, Christians still do many wrong things. They should confess those
things to God, and he will forgive them (1 John 1:9). But they must not allow those things to cause
despair. Every Christian needs to develop in their relationship with God (Hebrews 5:11-14).
Christians already know God. So this verse is true, even in the present age. God has already
carried out a wonderful change in their lives. But what we know now, is just the beginning.
In 1 Corinthians 13:12, Paul wrote that, now, we only know in part. But it will be different in the
future age, when Christ returns. Then we shall know God, even as he knows us.
God, who began this good work in us, will complete it (Philippians 1:6).

How God forgives
(Hebrews 8:12)
Many people feel fear when they hear about God’s law. And they are right to be afraid. God has
declared his standards for our lives. But God is perfect in every way. So it is clear that nobody can
achieve those standards. Nobody is perfect. We are all guilty of many wrong things that are
against God’s law (Romans 3:23; Romans 3:10).
That might not matter if God was not powerful. But it is clear that God is very powerful. It is he
who created heaven and earth. Hebrews 12:18-21 describes how God gave his law. And even
Moses, God’s servant, was afraid.
Also, it would not matter if God was not our judge. Or, if there was no punishment for people who
do wrong things. But the author of Hebrews warns us that punishment is certain (Hebrews 2:3;
Hebrews 12:25).
But God’s desire is not to punish us; he wants to save us. That is why he sent his Son. And that is
why Jesus died. He died in order to suffer our punishment. He suffered instead of us
(Hebrews 2:9).
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It was on the mountain called Sinai that God gave his law to Moses. And on the same mountain,
God told Moses that he desires very much to forgive people. God forgives every kind of wrong
and evil deed. He does not want to be angry; he wants to show his love (Exodus 34:6-7). He will
punish guilty people. But really, he wants them to change their attitudes so that he can forgive
them (Ezekiel 18:23).
God’s words in Exodus 34:6-7 impressed David very much, and he used them in his own prayers
(Psalm 86:15; Psalm 145:8). It mattered very much to David to know that God had forgiven him.
David knew about his own evil deeds. And he knew that only God could forgive him (Psalm 51:34).
Each person needs to know that God has forgiven him. We may not have done the wrong
things that David did. But we have all done things that are against God’s law. And we all deserve
his punishment.
But the wonderful news is that God can forgive us because of Jesus. We must confess our
wrong deeds to God. And we must invite him into our lives. Hebrews 9:14 explains what Jesus
did by his death for us. He makes our conscience right. Because of Jesus’ death, God can forgive
all our evil deeds, and so we can serve him.

The end of the temple in Jerusalem
(Hebrews 8:13)
The author of Hebrews was writing at a time when the temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem still
existed. Priests still carried on their ancient ceremonies there, as they had done for about 1500
years.
The author said that those ceremonies would soon end. But he probably did not realise how
suddenly that would happen.
There was a good reason why the author expected those ceremonies to end. The priests’ work at
the temple was very important before Christ came. The things that they did there were essential
and necessary. But now God had provided a new and better way for people to know him. Now
Christ had carried out his work as our great chief priest. And so the activities in the temple became
unimportant. The priests’ ceremonies, which formerly were so important, had become mere
traditions. People who desired a relationship with God would receive it from Christ – not from
anything at the temple.
So it was clear that the activities at the temple would not last. At the proper time, Christ will return
to rule. A copy has no purpose when the reality is here (Hebrews 9:23-24).
But in fact, the ceremonies at the temple ended only a few years after the author wrote these
words. The government of Rome sent an army to fight against Jerusalem. That army overcame the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, and they destroyed the city completely. They left nothing. It was a
terrible event. The beautiful temple, where the priests had served God, became a heap of stones.
Many people were dead, including many priests. And the ceremonies, which the priests had
carried on for so many years, had ended.

Hebrews chapter 9
The first holy place in this world
(Hebrews 9:1)
Even before Jesus came, there was a holy place in this world. And there were rules about the
right way to serve God.
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Those facts may surprise us. God had established a holy place in an unholy world. And he had
declared that certain actions to serve him were right. So God provided holy and right things for
people who were neither holy nor right. These things were in this world where people do not obey
God.
It was God’s desire that, by means of these things, people could have a relationship with him.
People could learn about God from these things. And these things provided an opportunity for
people to give honour to God, who created them.
But God never intended these arrangements to be permanent. It was always his plan that, at the
proper time his Son would come into this world. And Jesus would establish a new and better
relationship between God and his people.
Jesus spoke about that new and better relationship in John 4:21-24. He said that there would not
be just one holy place in this world. The right way to serve God now is not by rules, but by his
Holy Spirit. And God’s people may give honour to him anywhere, because they themselves are
his temple (the house of God). God’s Spirit lives in them (1 Corinthians 6:19).
But the author’s purpose here is to explain about the original holy place in this world. It was in
the tabernacle, the holy tent that Moses built as God’s house. And afterwards, it was in the
temple in Jerusalem.
These are not just rules about an ancient holy place that no longer exists. The rules for this first
holy place were God’s method to teach people about Jesus. And we can still learn many things
about Jesus from these rules.

The outer room of the tabernacle
(Hebrews 9:2)
Hebrews 9:1-5 contains a description of the holy place that was God’s house in this world. It was
the holy tent called the tabernacle. Moses built it, but his instructions came from God (Exodus
chapters 25 and 26).
This was the only place where Israel’s priests could serve God by their special ceremonies. God
was present there in a special way. Nowhere else was like it. After several centuries, Solomon
replaced the tabernacle with a building called the temple, in Jerusalem. The design and the
furniture of the temple were similar to the tabernacle.
The tabernacle had two rooms. This verse describes the outer room, called the Holy Place. A
few priests would enter this room each day in order to serve God there. There were three pieces of
furniture in this room.
The lampstand was a piece of furniture that held 7 lamps. Like everything else in the two rooms, it
was gold. The lamps burned oil from a fruit called the olive. The priests had to look after the lamps
so that they would burn continuously through the night (Exodus 27:20-21).
12 loaves of bread stood on a table in the outer room. The priests replaced the bread each
Sabbath (Saturday). And they ate it in a holy place (Leviticus 24:5-9).
The other object was an altar for incense. An altar is a table where priests burn things. Perhaps
that is what the word ‘table’ means in this verse. Ezekiel 41:22 describes it as both an ‘altar’ and a
‘table’. Incense is a substance that has a sweet smell. The priests burned it daily (see Exodus
30:34-38 and Luke 1:8-11).
The basic meaning of these objects was that God was present with his people.
•A lamp would burn in their homes each night. And in the same manner, the lamps burned in
God’s house, that is, the tabernacle or temple.
•There were 12 loaves because there were 12 tribes (large families) in Israel. There was a special
place for those loaves in front of God. And that showed that all the families of God’s people had a
special place in front of him. In other words, God cared about them all.

70

•The smoke from the incense rose towards heaven. And so did the people’s prayers (Psalm
141:2). So the incense meant that God would hear his people’s prayers.

The Holy of Holies behind the curtain
(Hebrews 9:3)
The first house of God on this earth was a tent called the tabernacle. It had two rooms. There
was a curtain between the two rooms.
The outer room was called the Holy Place. A few priests entered that room daily in order to carry
out their duties there. The author of Hebrews mentioned that room and its furniture in Hebrews 9:2.
But the priests did not enter the inner room of the tabernacle. Only the chief priest ever went
beyond the curtain into that room. And he only did it on one special day in each year (Hebrews
9:7). That day was called the Day of Atonement; you can read about it in Leviticus chapter 16.
That inner room was called the Holy of Holies. Those words mean the Most Holy Place. That
room really was the most holy place on this earth, because God was present there in a special
way.
The Bible says that God’s glory was in that room. God’s glory means the splendid and wonderful
beauty of his perfect character. We have accounts of how the glory entered that room in Exodus
40:34-38 and 2 Chronicles 7:1-3. Also we have sad accounts of how the glory left, in 1 Samuel
chapter 4 and Ezekiel chapter 10. The glory showed that God was there. When God left that room,
the people in Israel suffered greatly.
But let us think about the curtain that separated the two rooms. Exodus 26:31-33 describes it. It
may seem an unimportant object when we have just been discussing God’s glory. But the curtain
had a very important purpose; it separated people from God. And the whole Bible is about that
same subject. The Bible either discusses things that separate people from God. Or it discusses
things that cause people not to be separate from God.
So it is wonderful to know that, at Christ’s death, that curtain tore apart (Mark 15:38). God had
opened a new and living way for us into the Most Holy Place (Hebrews 10:19-20).

What was in the ark of the covenant?
(Hebrews 9:4)
The tabernacle (or afterwards, the temple) was God’s house on this earth. Its inner room was
called the Holy of Holies, which means the Most Holy Place. It was the most sacred place on earth.
And the most sacred object there was the ark of the covenant.
An ark is a box. The covenant means the promises that established the relationship between God
and his people. The ark acted as evidence of God’s covenant with Israel. You can read a
description of the ark in Exodus 25:10-22.
The author of Hebrews mentions three things that were inside the ark:(1) The two stone tablets. These tablets were flat pieces of stone. On them, God had written his
commands (Deuteronomy 9:10).
God’s commands are part of the law that he gave to Moses. The list of them appears twice in the
Bible: Exodus 20:2-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21. We believe that these commands are for all
people at all times. Jesus said that people should obey them (Matthew 19:17-19; Matthew 5:19).
And he taught that these commands should direct not just our actions, but also our thoughts and
our attitudes (Matthew 5:21-30; Mark 7:20-23). God’s commands prove that we are all guilty in
front of God (Romans 3:9-20; James 2:10-11).
The stone tablets were the original contents of the ark (Deuteronomy 10:1-5). And they were still
there at the time of Solomon (1 Kings 8:9). But it seems that Moses put two other objects in the
ark. We do not know who removed them, or why.
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(2) A gold pot of manna. Manna was the food that God gave to Israel’s people during their 40
years in the desert. By means of that food, God provided for them. Manna was a strange food. It
was like bread, but it appeared on the ground each morning. So it really was the people’s ‘daily
bread’. Originally, the people did not know what it was. But they baked it, or they boiled it. And it
was good to eat. It tasted sweet, like honey. God told Moses to place some manna into a pot. The
priests should put it in front of God (Exodus 16:32-35). It would remind people in the future how
God had provided for them.
(3) Aaron’s staff. A staff is a stick that people lean on, in order to walk better. Aaron was Israel’s
first chief priest. He was Moses’ brother.
The people in Israel complained about Moses’ and Aaron’s authority. And they tried to oppose
Moses and Aaron. There were great troubles in Israel as a result.
Afterwards, God said that he would do something to stop this behaviour (Numbers chapter 17).
God told Moses to take the staffs from the leaders of each tribe (group of families) in Israel. Moses
wrote the name of each leader on his staff. And he put the staffs into the tabernacle.
When Moses collected the staffs on the next day, something astonishing had happened. The staffs
were just dead sticks of wood. But Aaron’s staff had become alive. In fact, it had even grown
flowers and fruit (the nuts called almonds)!
God told Moses to return Aaron’s staff to the tabernacle. It would remind people that they must not
oppose God.
Hebrews 9:4 also mentions another object in the Holy of Holies. Most translations call it a gold
altar for incense. An altar is a table where priests burn things. Incense is a substance with a sweet
smell. But Exodus 30:6 says that this altar was in the outer room. However, the original words in
Hebrews 9:4 could have another meaning. The object could be a gold censer for incense. A censer
is a pan that holds burning incense. The chief priest used a censer on the day when he entered the
Holy of Holies (Leviticus 16:12-13). So perhaps that is the correct meaning here.

What was the purpose of the Holy of Holies?
(Hebrews 9:5)
The Ark of the Covenant was the most sacred object in the house of God. An ark is a box. This
ark was evidence of the covenant (agreement) between God and his people.
The author has just given a list of the ark’s contents (see Hebrews 9:4). But people did not open
the ark and they did not look at the objects inside. The Bible only records one occasion when this
happened. The result was a terrible punishment for the people who did it (1 Samuel 6:19-20).
The ark was in a special room called the Holy of Holies (Most Holy Place). Only the chief priest
could go there, and he did that only on one special day each year. He would not see inside the ark,
but he would see the things round it. And that is what Hebrews 9:5 describes. You can read a
longer description of these objects in Exodus 25:10-22.
Everything that the chief priest saw was gold. The ark and its carrying poles were wooden, but
gold covered the wood completely. The other objects in the room were originally pure gold.
The most impressive objects in the Holy of Holies were the two cherubim. Cherubim are special
angels (servants of God); they act as guards of holy things (Genesis 3:24). But the cherubim in the
Holy of Holies were not real ones; they were gold models. They had wings that reached right
across the room (2 Chronicles 3:10-13).
The two cherubim stood on either side of the ark. So it was like the description of God’s throne
(royal seat) in Psalm 99:1. And on top of the ark, there was a gold cover. It may have been like a
seat. English translations call it the ‘mercy seat’ or the ‘place of atonement’. Mercy means
kindness; but atonement is the better translation. Atonement means to deal with sin (wrong and
evil deeds). And there God dealt with sin when he forgave it.
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That is wonderful. The most holy act of God in his Most Holy Place was to forgive sins. And that
was the reason for all these things. The reason for God’s covenant with Israel was that he wanted
to forgive his people’s sins. That was the reason why the house of God existed. That was the
reason why he appointed priests. God wanted to forgive!
Soon the author of Hebrews will explain to us how this was possible. But some facts are clear. God
did not forgive people merely because of the holy buildings or their contents. God did not forgive
merely because of the priests’ ceremonies and rules. People could not force God to forgive them
because of the animals that they gave as sacrifices (gifts) – Psalm 51:16-17; Micah 6:7-8; Hebrews
10:4.
These things all had their purpose. That purpose was to teach people how God would forgive
them. Gifts and ceremonies do not impress God. But the attitude of someone who obeys God
completely impresses him. And nobody did this better than Jesus. That is why God accepted
Jesus’ sacrifice. And that is why God can forgive us because of Jesus only. We have all done
many wrong things, but God wants to forgive us.

Israel’s priests and their daily work
(Hebrews 9:6)
In Israel, God’s house was originally the tent called the tabernacle. Afterwards, it was the building
called the temple. But most priests on duty each day did not enter the holy tent or building. They
served God outside, at the altar in front of that place. The altar was the special place where the
priests burned sacrifices (animals and birds) and other gifts to God.
So even for the priests as they performed their regular tasks, it was a special duty to enter God’s
house. But a few priests did enter its outer room each day. For them, that was the most sacred
task that they would perform in their lives. And they did it in a very careful and serious manner. We
explained these special tasks when we studied Hebrews 9:2.
But there were certain things that the priests never did. When they performed the daily tasks
inside God’s house, they never took any part of the sacrifices there. Also, they never lifted the
curtain that stood between the holy place and the Holy of Holies (most holy place). And they never
went into that inner room.
The only priest who ever did those things was the chief priest. And even he could not do those
things whenever he wished. God only permitted the chief priest to do those things on one special
day each year.
That day was called the Day of Atonement. Atonement means to deal with sin (wrong and evil
deeds). And on that day, God dealt with the people’s sin when he forgave it.
It was such an important day because sin is such an important matter. Sin separates people from
God. And only God can forgive us.

The Day of Atonement
(Hebrews 9:7)
The Day of Atonement (also called Yom Kippur) was a very special day in ancient Israel. Unlike
the annual sacred holidays, it was a solemn (very serious) occasion. It was an opportunity for
people to remember the wrong things that they had done. And it was a day when people had to be
humble in front of God.
Atonement is what God does in order to deal with sin (wrong deeds). On the Day of Atonement,
God dealt with his people’s sins when he forgave them. That is why this day was so important.
On this day across Israel, people stopped their usual activities. They did not work, and they did not
eat. They wore rough clothes. And they prayed to ask God to forgive them.
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At the same time in Jerusalem, the chief priest carried out his most important duty of the year.
On this day only, he entered the Holy of Holies, that is, the most holy place in the temple (God’s
house). The instructions for the ceremony are in Leviticus chapter 16. He entered that room twice.
The first time was so that God would forgive his own (the chief priest’s) sins. The second time was
for God to forgive the sins of the people in Israel.
Each time, the chief priest brought the blood of a sacrifice into the Holy of Holies. These
sacrifices were animals that he had killed as gifts to God. The cost of atonement was the life of
these animals. In the Bible, the ‘blood’ stands for (means) the life (Leviticus 17:11).
All the sacrifices and ceremonies in the Book of Leviticus can teach us about Jesus. But nothing
describes his work better than the Day of Atonement. His work was atonement, so that God could
forgive our sins. And his own blood (that is, his life) was the cost of atonement (Hebrews 9:12). As
our chief priest, he offered his own blood to God in the most holy place in heaven. And that is why
God can forgive us.

The way into the holiest place
(Hebrews 9:8)
The design of God’s house (called the tabernacle or, afterwards, the temple) was God’s plan. By it,
God’s Holy Spirit was teaching an important lesson to God’s people.
God’s house had an inner room and an outer room. Most of God’s people could never enter either
room. A few priests performed daily duties in the outer room. But only the chief priest ever entered
the inner room. But he could only enter it on one special day each year.
God’s lesson was not difficult to understand. It was clear to anyone who thought about the matter.
This was the lesson. God had provided a system of priests for Israel. He had shown them how to
offer the sacrifices (gifts) that he accepted. He had established his house on earth among them.
These things gave people an opportunity to have a relationship with him. But that relationship
was not yet complete.
God lived among his people, but he was still separate from them. The way into the holy place,
where God is, was not yet open. But God does not want to be separate from the people whom
he loves. So it was clear that all these arrangements were temporary. At the proper time, God
would do something new (Hebrews 8:8).
That change happened when God sent Christ into the world. Christ is a better priest than Israel’s
priests were (Hebrews chapter 7). He offered a better sacrifice (Hebrews 10:11-12). And he
entered a better house of God (Hebrews 9:24) – the one that is in heaven.
So the author of Hebrews declares that Christ has established a ‘new and living way’ into the
holiest place (Hebrews 10:20). Perhaps he was referring to Christ’s own words in John 14:6.
There, Jesus calls himself ‘the true and living way’ to God the Father.

The parable of God’s house
(Hebrews 9:9-10)
Often Jesus told stories to the people who came to listen to his speeches. He called the stories
‘parables’. By that word, he meant that he was not merely telling stories. Rather, he meant that
each of those stories had a particular meaning. Each parable would teach the people something
about God, or about themselves.
Here, in Hebrews 9:9, the author uses that same word ‘parable’. He seems to use it to describe
God’s house (called the tabernacle or temple), the priests and their work there. Clearly he does not
mean that these things were stories. These were real places, real people and real events. Rather,
he means that God was using these things to teach an important lesson.
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Of course that is so. Mere ceremonies cannot remove a person’s sin (wrong and evil deeds). It
is good to wash the body, but water does nothing for a person’s spirit. And it is in our spirits that we
need a right relationship with God. The priests offered the people’s gifts to God. But nobody should
imagine that they can buy a right relationship with God by their gifts to him (Micah 6:6-8). The
death of an animal does not pay for a person’s sin. (Psalm 51:16; Hebrews 10:4). When God told
the priests to offer such gifts to him, he did it to teach people about Christ. People can only be
free from the power of sin by the death of Christ.
Before Christ came, God’s people were waiting for him to free them from their sin. They knew in
their conscience that the work of the priests was neither perfect nor complete. Like David in Psalm
51, they knew that they needed God’s help.
David knew how God would help them (Acts 2:29-31; Romans 4:6-8). Probably, most of God’s
people did not understand it so clearly. But they believed that he would do it. They prepared
their own hearts for the day when he would do it (Luke 3:4).
And they were eagerly waiting for that day (Luke 2:25-38; Luke 23:50-51).

The real house of God
(Hebrews 9:11)
The ‘tent that human hands did not make’ means heaven. The author uses these words in order to
contrast heaven with the temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem.
The temple in Jerusalem was the work of many skilled workmen. It was splendid, and several other
beautiful buildings and great public squares were inside its outer walls. The evil King Herod started
its construction. By the time of Jesus, people had been working on it for 46 years (John 2:20).
The most holy building in that temple still had the same design as the tent that Moses made. And it
was like the temple that stood in Jerusalem before it. We have studied that plan in Hebrews 9:1-5.
That design was God’s plan, because it was a copy of the real holy place in heaven (Hebrews
9:23). And for many centuries, God intended that his priests should serve him there. He gave
careful instructions for their work there, because that work was also a copy. It was a copy of the
work that Christ, God’s Son would do as our great chief priest.
These copies were important, because people can learn about a real thing from a copy. People
could learn about heaven from the temple. People could learn about Christ’s work from the work
of Israel’s priests. But then Christ came, and the reality was here. When people have the real thing,
a copy has no further purpose.
The real house of God is greater and more perfect than anything on this earth. People make
images of false gods, and they make temples for those images. But nobody can make a house
for the God who made heaven and earth (Acts 7:48-50).

Christ’s work as our chief priest
(Hebrews 9:12)
The author of Hebrews is comparing Christ’s work with the work of Israel’s chief priest
(Hebrews 9:7). In particular, the author is thinking about the chief priest’s work on the special day
called the Day of Atonement. That was the day when God forgave the sins (wrong and evil deeds)
of Israel’s people.
Both Christ and Israel’s chief priest entered the most holy place to carry out their work. For
Israel’s chief priest, the most holy place was a room in the tent called the tabernacle (Hebrews 9:35). Afterwards, it was a room in the building called the temple. But for Christ, the most holy place
is in heaven. He went into the most wonderful and splendid place in heaven, where God the
Father has his royal seat.
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Both Christ and Israel’s chief priest took blood into the most holy place. For Israel’s chief priest,
that was the blood of animals that he had killed as sacrifices (gifts to God). Really, it was the
people (including the priest) who deserved to die. They were guilty of many sins. But God accepted
the blood of the animals so that he could forgive his people.
But Christ offered his own blood to God. He died on the cross as a sacrifice. He was perfect
and he did not deserve to die. He died to take the punishment for our sins (Isaiah 53:4-6). We are
all guilty of very many sins (Romans 3:9-23). So we all deserve God’s punishment. But God
accepts the blood of his Son so that he can forgive his people. To join his people, we must confess
our sin to him, and we must invite him into our lives (Acts 3:19).
Israel’s chief priest had to perform his special duty each year. But Christ did it once only
(Hebrews 9:25-28). And because he died once, God can forgive our sins for all time.

Why did animals die as sacrifices?
(Hebrews 9:13)
You may ask why animals had to die for the sacrifices in the Bible. The answer is that blood is
important in God’s plan. That is, his plan to save people and to give them a right relationship with
himself.
A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. If God does not consider it valuable, he will not
accept that gift. But blood – even the blood of animals – is precious to God. The reason is that the
life is in the blood (Leviticus 17:11). In other words, the blood often means life in the Bible. And
God considers life precious. He gave life to animals and people when he created them. And by it,
God shows his nature. The most holy name of God in the Bible, YHWH, means ‘the God who is
always alive’.
The author mentions the animals called bulls and goats. They were the special sacrifices on the
day called the Day of Atonement (Hebrews 9:7). And they were sacrifices on other occasions too
(see Hebrews 9:19).
The author also mentions a very special sacrifice here: the red heifer. A heifer is a young cow,
that is, a female animal. You can read about it in Numbers chapter 19. The priests put its ashes in
water. They used that water for a special ceremony.
If someone touched a dead body, God’s law considered him unclean. For the next week, that
person had to separate himself. He could not join in the public ceremonies. But at the end of the
week, that special water made him clean again. And so he was no longer separate.
The author says that these sacrifices made people holy. In other words, the people belonged to
God; they received a relationship with him.
It seemed a strange mystery that death could bring life. The deaths of those animals gave people
a living relationship with God.
Many people considered that idea hard to understand. But now its meaning can be clear to us,
because of Christ’s death. We all deserve to die because of our sins (evil deeds) – Romans 6:23.
In fact, God considers us as if we were already dead (Ephesians 2:1). But Christ suffered the
punishment for our sins. He died instead of us. So his death can give us life. And that is life that
never ends (John 3:16).
Perhaps you ask why Christ had to die. The answer is that he died as a sacrifice. His blood was
important in God’s plan. And because of his death, you too can receive life that never ends.

The importance of Christ’s death
(Hebrews 9:14)
The author of Hebrews explained the Bible well; he was a good teacher. But his intention was not
merely to explain and to teach. He wanted to influence his readers. In other words, he wanted to
use words that would have a powerful effect on their lives (Hebrews 3:13).
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He wrote his book about 20 or 30 years after Christ’s death. And he wrote it because he was
worried about some Christians (Hebrews 5:11-12). Those Christians were not developing and
becoming mature in their relationship with God. The author was afraid that they might neglect
Christ’s work to save them (Hebrews 2:1-3). They still cared very much about other Christians
(Hebrews 6:10). But they were starting to act as if Christ’s death was unimportant. Or, as if Christ
was merely the great man who established their religion.
So the author showed how much Christ’s death matters. It mattered both for them then and for
us now. He wrote about Israel’s system of priests. That system was neither complete nor perfect.
But by it, God had said that his people could have a relationship with him. That system continued
for about 1500 years. During all that time, God’s people were waiting for him to establish a new
and better relationship with them.
And then, suddenly, God did it. He did it by means of Christ’s death. Christ died once, so that
God’s people can be free from the power of sin (evil deeds) for all time (Hebrews 9:26).
It was not God’s intention to destroy what he had done by Israel’s priests, but rather to complete it
(Matthew 5:17). They had offered the blood of animals as their sacrifices (gifts) to God. God
accepted those gifts, and he allowed people to have a relationship with him because of those gifts.
But Christ offered a better and more perfect sacrifice. When he died, he offered his own blood.
It was the blood of God’s perfect Son. God accepted that one, perfect sacrifice. And by it, people
can receive a new and living relationship with him (Hebrews 10:19-20). It is not like the relationship
that Israel’s priests and people had. They had to stay separate from God. Their sin did not allow
them to be in the place where the holy God was present.
But Christ’s work is both complete and perfect. God can forgive all our sin because of Christ. It
is only because of Christ’s death that we can serve God in a proper manner.
Without Christ and his death, the Christian religion has no value. But because of Christ’s death, we
can have a real and living relationship with God.

A covenant, a mediator, and a death
(Hebrews 9:15)
A covenant is a peace agreement. It makes enemies into friends. Each side makes promises, and
because of those promises, there is peace.
Because the two sides were enemies, they cannot even speak to each other. That is why there
must be a mediator. A mediator is the person who arranges the peace agreement. He speaks to
each side in turn, on behalf of the other side.
It is not easy for enemies in war to agree peace. Often, they have done terrible things to each
other. There is a price for peace. So, often, a death must happen before there can be peace.
One example is in 2 Samuel 20:14-22. Sheba’s death was necessary so that the city called Abel
could have peace. Otherwise, Joab’s army would have destroyed the whole city. Sheba had to die
because he had opposed King David. In 2 Samuel 21:1-9, several members of Saul’s family had to
die. That was the cost because Saul had refused to obey promises in an ancient covenant (Joshua
chapter 9).
God made a covenant with his people. And he made wonderful promises to them. But the people
refused to obey his law. In fact, all people have done wrong things against God’s law (Romans 3:923).
Without a new covenant, nobody could benefit from God’s promises. But God said that he would
make a new covenant with his people (Hebrews 8:8-12). They had become his enemies, so there
had to be a mediator. That mediator is Christ.
And there had to be a death, too. People had offended against the laws that God had made under
the first covenant. Everyone is guilty, so everyone deserves to die (Romans 6:23). But God does
not want his people to die. He wants to give them life, so that they can benefit from his wonderful
promises to them.
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So God decided that he himself would provide the sacrifice for people’s wrong deeds
(Genesis 22:14). A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. And the sacrifice that God
provided was his own Son, Jesus Christ (John 3:16). It was Christ’s death that established God’s
new covenant. It is by Christ’s death that God can forgive our wrong deeds. And it will be by
Christ’s death that we shall receive all the benefits of God’s promises to his people.

Christ’s death makes the covenant certain
(Hebrews 9:16-17)
In this passage, the author mentions three reasons why Christ’s death was necessary:
•Christ’s death was necessary so that people can have a relationship with God – Hebrews
9:14.
•Christ’s death was necessary so that God can forgive our wrong deeds – Hebrews 9:15.
•Christ’s death was necessary in order to establish a permanent covenant (agreement)
between God and his people – Hebrews 9:16-17.
When families or nations make a peace agreement, they hope to establish a permanent
relationship by it. The two sides may have been enemies for many years, or even for many
centuries. But when they make their agreement, the war has ended. They hope that their children
will never kill each other again.
For the first few years after the agreement, the two sides cannot really trust each other. They
behave as friends do. But they remember how bitterly they fought each other. So they cannot be
sure that the other side is sincere.
Something important happens at the death of the person who made the original agreement. There
is a change in the relationship between the two sides. They are no longer dealing with someone
who once was their enemy. And for the dead man’s family, the peace agreement becomes a
matter of honour. If they are not loyal to that agreement, they bring shame upon themselves and
their dead father.
Although the reasons are different, Christ’s death had an effect like that. His death established
the new covenant between God and his people. His blood made the covenant certain and sure
(Luke 22:20).
We have no reason to be afraid that God might not carry out his promises to us. Christ’s death
makes our hope certain (Hebrews 6:18-20).
And we have no reason to be afraid that God will not forgive. His Son died so that he can forgive
us. So it is a matter of honour for him. We must confess our wrong deeds to him; and we must
invite him into our lives.
Some people are afraid that God is angry. And they are right to feel fear. God’s anger is a terrible
thing (Hebrews 3:10-11; Hebrews 12:25). But there is no reason to suffer God’s anger, because
Christ has died. And his death establishes our peace agreement with God. In other words, God
wants to be our friend. In fact, he desires even better things than that. He is adopting us into his
own family, as his sons and daughters (Hebrews 2:11-14; Hebrews 12:5-7, Galatians 4:1-7;
Romans 8:23).

Whose blood made the first covenant definite?
(Hebrews 9:18)
The author of Hebrews has explained how important a death is in order to make a covenant
definite (Hebrews 9:14-17). A covenant means a peace agreement. Especially, it means the
promises that established the relationship between God and his people.
Christ’s death was essential for the new covenant. It is his death that makes a Christian’s
relationship with God definite.
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But before that, God had already made a covenant. He made that covenant with the people in
Israel who came from the family of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. We can see that Christ had not
died at that time. But still, that covenant was certain and definite. So we might ask whose death
made that first covenant definite.
The answer is that everything in the new covenant is the reality. Christ really died to establish it.
He offered his blood in the real holy place, where God is really present in heaven. He really is our
great chief priest.
But the things in the old covenant were copies that teach the reality. The holy place on earth
was a copy of the one in heaven (Hebrews 9:23). Israel’s priests copied the duties that Christ
would do in reality.
Christ’s death was necessary, even for the first covenant. But Christ had not yet died, so the
priests used the blood of animals instead. The blood of the animals was a copy of Christ’s
death.
By means of all these copies, the people could see (understand) the work that Christ would do.
And so they could put their faith (active belief and trust) in him.
But now that Christ has died, the reality is here. And God has spoken to us in a clearer and more
definite way than ever before (Hebrews 1:1-2; Hebrews 2:1-4).

Each person must join in God’s covenant
(Hebrews 9:19)
Hebrews 9:19 refers to the ceremony in Exodus 24:3-8. It includes some extra details that do not
appear in Exodus.
That ceremony happened immediately after God gave his commandments (laws) to Israel. God
made his covenant with the whole nation, and also with each person in it. The covenant was the
agreement that established God’s relationship with Israel. And it was for all of God’s people.
The purpose of the ceremony was so that each person joined in the covenant. They all agreed
to love God, and to obey his commandments. And they all received the benefit of God’s promises.
So Moses told God’s commandments to the people. Together, they all spoke aloud to agree that
they would obey God’s law. Then Moses wrote down all that God had told him.
On the next day, Moses carried out the ceremony with the blood. He read his book and again, all
the people agreed to obey. So he took the blood, and he splashed them with it.
This action had a meaning. It meant that the covenant was something definite. And it was
permanent. The people really did receive a relationship with God. The blood proved it.
And it is the blood of Christ that makes a Christian’s relationship with God definite. It is not just
the fact that Christ died. Each person must accept Christ into his or her own life. Then, it is as if
the blood of Christ is upon that person. That person receives a real relationship with God. The
blood proves it.
The Book of Exodus does not tell us that Moses splashed the blood onto the book, too. But that
fact is interesting. It shows us a connection between God’s word and his people. The book
contained God’s holy word; and they had become his holy people. ‘Holy’ means ‘separate for
God’. God had separated the people in Israel by his covenant, so that they belonged to him.
Also, the account of the ceremony in Exodus does not mention the scarlet (red) wool and the plant
called hyssop. The priests used these things on other occasions in order to declare a person
‘clean’ (Leviticus 14:6; Numbers 19:6). This meant that God accepted that person. But Psalm 51:7
shows the real meaning. That real meaning is that God can forgive a person’s evil deeds.
We do not know how the author of Hebrews knew about these other details in the ceremony. But
Christians believe that the whole Bible is God’s word. And God knows about all things (Psalm
139:1-6).
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The purpose of the communion
(Hebrews 9:20)
The words in Hebrews 9:20 come from Exodus 24:8. Moses spoke them at a special ceremony
when the people in Israel joined in God’s covenant. The covenant was the agreement that
established their relationship with God. By these words, Moses declared that the people now
belonged to God. The blood of the sacrifices (animals) had made the people holy. Moses
splashed that blood onto them all to show that each person had received a relationship with God.
These words should remind Christians of another ceremony that had a similar purpose. It was the
occasion when Jesus shared bread and wine with his disciples (special students), immediately
before his death. On that occasion too, Jesus wanted to show that each person was joining in a
covenant with God. Jesus wanted to show that God was establishing that covenant by means of
his death. And he also wanted to show that each person must accept him (Jesus) into their own
life.
So Jesus took the wine at the meal with his disciples. He explained that the wine meant his
blood. He would give his blood (in other words, his life) when he died for them. So he asked each
disciple to drink a little wine. By that act, each disciple would show that his relationship with God
depended on the blood. In other words, their relationship with God was because of Jesus’ death.
On that occasion, Jesus spoke words that were similar to Moses’ words (Luke 22:20; 1 Corinthians
11:25). He declared that his blood (his death) was establishing a new covenant between God
and his people. Their relationship with God depends on what Jesus did.
Christians continue to share bread and wine together to remember Jesus’ death (1 Corinthians
11:23-28). It is their most important ceremony, often called communion. But it is the meaning of
the ceremony, and not the ceremony itself, that is so important.
The meaning of the ceremony called communion is that each person must invite Jesus into
their own life. Each person must have their own relationship with God because of the death of
Jesus.
A person may accept communion without any change whatever in their life. A person may take the
bread and wine, but refuse to have a relationship with God. But Jesus’ death has a wonderful
effect in the life of every person who accepts him. Jesus changes people completely (2
Corinthians 5:17).

The use of blood in the Bible
(Hebrews 9:21)
The author of Hebrews writes that Moses splashed the tabernacle with blood. The tabernacle
was the holy tent where Israel’s priests served God. And Moses also splashed all the objects that
the priests used. He did it to make these things clean, so that they would be ready for use.
Other books in the Bible mention some, but not all, of these ceremonies (for example, Leviticus
8:15). However, it seems that these ceremonies were well-known. An ancient writer called
Josepheus mentions them. And it was not just Moses who carried out these ceremonies. Each
year, the chief priest did it, on the special day called the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:1819). That was the day when God dealt with the people’s sins (wrong and evil deeds).
The purpose of the blood was to make the objects clean. Of course, you cannot really clean
anything with blood. So clearly, what mattered was the meaning of the ceremonies, and not the
ceremonies themselves.
The blood was necessary because of sin. Sin ruins people’s relationship with God. It even spoils
the things that they use in order to serve God (Leviticus 16:15-16). The result of sin is death
(Genesis 2:17; Romans 6:23). But the remedy is blood because, in the Bible, blood means life.
It is because of the blood that God can forgive sin. Read Leviticus 17:11.
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That blood had to come from animals that were perfect. The lives of those animals were a gift to
God. The priests burned the bodies of the animals. Those animals were sacrifices (gifts that God
considers valuable).
From these ceremonies, we can learn many important things about Jesus. He was perfect, like
those animals; and he was without sin. But he gave his life so that God can forgive us.
We are all guilty because of our sins. But God wants to forgive us. And he has make it possible by
means of Jesus’ death.
Jesus’ death was the perfect sacrifice. The blood of God’s precious Son is the gift that God
considers most valuable. People have ruined their relationship with God by means of their sins. But
God has provided a remedy.
That is why it is so important for us to confess our sins to God. And that is why each person must
invite Jesus into his or her own life. Jesus offered his blood to God when he died on the cross. We
deserve death because of our sins. But God offers us life.

The importance of the blood for Christians
(Hebrews 9:22)
Blood was very important for the ceremonies that Israel’s priests carried out. It was essential on
great occasions, for example the Day of Atonement (Hebrews 9:7). That was the day when God
dealt with his people’s sins (wrong and evil deeds).
The blood was essential on many other occasions too. Blood was necessary even for some
ceremonies that the Old Testament (the first part of the Bible) does not actually mention (see
Hebrews 9:21).
When we read about the religion of ancient Israel, we soon realise the importance of the blood. It
was by means of the blood that God saved Israel’s people (Exodus 12:13). On that occasion, it
was the blood that separated them from other people. It was the blood that separated Aaron’s
family for their work as Israel’s priests (Leviticus 8:23-24). And, unlike the people from other
nations, Israel’s people never ate food that contained blood (Leviticus 17:10).
All the blood for the ceremonies came from animals that Israel’s people gave as sacrifices to God.
A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. Leviticus 17:11 tells us the reason why the blood
of those sacrifices was important. It is because of the blood that God can forgive.
Perhaps we do not consider it pleasant to read about blood. We may not like the fact that very
many animals died for these ceremonies. And we might imagine that God does not care about
animals. But in fact, God does care very much about animals (Genesis 1:24-25; Proverbs 12:10;
Jonah 4:11). A sacrifice has to be something that God considers valuable. So we can see that the
lives of those animals were precious to God.
However, God cares even more about people (Matthew 10:29-31). He sees how, by their evil
deeds, they have ruined their relationship with him. He knows that they deserve to die because of
those evil deeds (Romans 6:23). But he wants to forgive them (Exodus 34:6-7).
So those animals did not die without purpose. They died so that the people could live. And those
animals died so that people could have a relationship with God. Because of their deaths, God
forgave his people’s wrong deeds.
But now, there has been a sacrifice that is even more valuable than the deaths of those animals.
Christ, God’s Son, died so that God can forgive all his people’s evil deeds. Christ offered his own
blood to God the Father, and God accepted it.
We can now see that the sacrifice of animals was just a temporary arrangement (Hebrews 10:1).
The reality is the death of Christ. It is Christ’s death that saves people. His death frees them
from the evil forces that controlled their lives. His death is the reason why God can forgive people.
The result of Christ’s death is that people can have a right relationship with God.
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Heaven is a real place
(Hebrews 9:23)
We have often referred to this verse in our studies of the Book of Hebrews. It declares a very
important fact.
Many people today are not sure that heaven is a real place. They hope that such a place exists.
But they think that it may merely be a product of people’s imagination.
But the Bible declares clearly that heaven exists. It is a real place. The events that happen there
are real. God really is present there with the angels (his special servants). And God’s people will
have their home there, too (John 14:2).
The author of Hebrews has written much about the holy places that God established on this earth.
But here and in Hebrews 8:5, the author explains that those places were only copies. God
established those copies in order to teach his people about the reality. And the real holy place is
heaven. It is in heaven that God is present in all his glory. Glory means greatness. It describes the
splendid and wonderful beauty of God’s perfect character.
The blood of sacrifices was necessary in order to make the holy places on earth ready for use. A
sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. On earth, those sacrifices were animals. But the
blood of those animals was just a copy of the reality.
The reality is in heaven. And a better sacrifice was necessary there. That better sacrifice is the
death of Jesus Christ, God’s Son. Nothing is more valuable in God’s opinion than the blood of
his own Son.
Jesus’ death happened on earth, of course. But then he went into the most holy place in
heaven. And there, he offered his own blood to God the Father. Because God accepted the gift of
Jesus’ life, people can have a relationship with God. And all who become sons and daughters of
the living God will have a place in heaven.

The meaning of the Day of Atonement
(Hebrews 9:24)
The author of Hebrews now explains the true meaning of the Day of Atonement.
The Day of Atonement was the day when Israel’s chief priest entered the most holy room in the
temple (God’s house). It only happened on one day in each year. And on that day, God forgave
his people’s sins (wrong and evil deeds). See Hebrews 9:7.
The real meaning is about Christ’s return to heaven after his death. He went to God the Father
there. And he did it for us.
All people are guilty of sin. And our sin has ruined our relationship with God. We deserve to die
because of our sin. We deserve God’s punishment. But on the cross, Christ suffered the
punishment for us (Isaiah 53:4-6). He died because of our sin.
So Christ died for us. But then, he went to God the Father on our behalf. That is why Jesus is our
chief priest (Hebrews 4:14). He made it possible for people to have a right relationship with God
(Hebrews 9:11-15).
Israel’s chief priest entered that holy room only briefly. He could not remain there. But when Christ
entered heaven, God the Father gave him a seat at his own right side (Hebrews 1:3). Christ is
still there today. And he is still our chief priest. He continues to pray and to speak to God the
Father on our behalf (Hebrews 7:25).
Israel’s chief priest did his work on behalf of the people in Israel. And Christ did his work for all
the people who put their trust in him. They are the people who have confessed their sin to God.
They have invited him into their lives; and they have begun a new relationship with him. And so
God has forgiven all their sin.
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Christ: our priest and our sacrifice
(Hebrews 9:25-26)
The author has explained many ways in which Christ’s work was similar to the work of Israel’s chief
priests. But here are two important differences. The author mentions them to show that Christ’s
work was much better than the work of Israel’s priests (Hebrews 9:23).
(1) Israel’s chief priest went into the most holy place only on one special day each year (see
Hebrews 9:7). But he had to do it every year. That was because his work was never complete. He
could not end the power of sin (evil deeds) and death (Hebrews 2:14-15). And so his work
could not make people perfect (Hebrews 10:1).
But Christ offered himself only once for our sin. And God accepted him. So therefore his work
was both complete and perfect (Hebrews 10:10-14). His work has given his people a right
relationship with God. And he has overcome the power of sin and death (Romans 8:2).
(2) Israel’s chief priest could not offer himself for the people’s sin. In fact, he could not even offer
himself for his own sin (Hebrews 7:27). Sacrifices are gifts that God considers valuable. So a
sacrifice has to be perfect. When the chief priest examined his own life, he too was guilty of sin,
like everyone else. And the result was that he had to bring the blood of animals into the most holy
place.
But Christ offered himself. And because he was not guilty of sin, he was the perfect sacrifice (1
Peter 1:19). Until Christ’s death, sin ruled everyone’s lives (Romans 5:12). But Christ’s death is
the beginning of a new age (Romans 5:17-21). The time when Christ rules has already begun
(Mark 1:15; Romans 8:2). And when Christ returns, everyone will know it (1 Corinthians 15:51-52.
Mark 13:24-27).

The judgement of God
(Hebrews 9:27)
There are many people today who dislike any mention of the judgement of God. Perhaps they do
not really believe that hell exists. Or perhaps they worry that they might frighten someone.
The author of Hebrews clearly did not agree with any opinions like those ones. He believed that he
had a duty to warn people. Everyone will have to stand in front of God when he is their judge.
There will be a punishment for sin (evil deeds). See Revelation 20:11-15.
Sometimes people suffer a punishment for sin during their lives on this earth. In Hebrews 3:16-19,
the author wrote about the people that Moses led. Their sin was that they refused to believe God.
Because of it, they could not enter the country called Canaan. Instead, the people wandered in the
desert until their deaths.
The author taught that punishment after death is much worse than punishments during this life.
Sometimes, the punishment was death for people who did not obey Moses’ law. But there will be a
much worse punishment for the person who opposes Christ on purpose (Hebrews 10:28-29). See
also Hebrews 12:25.
The author’s words to warn people are often severe. But he did not think that he should merely
warn. He did not want people to suffer God’s punishment. Instead, he wanted them to know God’s
love. So the author constantly reminds us that God can forgive us. This is only so because
Jesus died in order to take the punishment for our sin.
But we must not refuse God’s love. Unless a person confesses his sin to God, God will not
forgive it. Only the person who invites God into his life, will have a relationship with God. If a
person accepts Christ, God’s judgement is against Christ on the cross, instead of that person. But
for other people, God’s judgement will be against them after their deaths. And nobody will escape it
(Hebrews 2:3).
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Christ died once to save many people
(Hebrews 9:28)
Christ did not die many times for people’s many sins (wrong and evil deeds) – Hebrews 9.25-26.
He died once, even as all people die once. But his death was enough to free many people from
the power of sin, death and the devil. His death was enough to save everyone who trusts him.
And these are the people who wait eagerly for his return. They expect him, even as servants
expect their master to return (Mark 13:33-37). They do not know when he will return. But they are
constantly ready.
God’s people very much want Christ to return. In fact, they need him to return. There are very
many wrong things in this world. And they need him to rescue them, or in other words, to save
them from those wrong things.
•Christ has already defeated the power of sin. But sin still upsets the lives of God’s people in this
world. Sometimes it is their own sin. Sometimes it is other people’s sin. But Christ will return as
king and judge. And then he will rescue his people from all sin. So they will be completely free from
the power of sin, as he is.
•Christ’s death has also defeated the power of death. But God’s people still die. However,
Christ’s return will change that. See 1 Corinthians chapter 15.
•And Christ also defeated the devil’s power (Hebrews 2:14-15). But the devil is still the enemy of
God’s people. And still, the devil constantly causes trouble for them (1 Peter 5:8). But Christ will
return. And then he will declare his judgement against the devil. And at last, the devil’s power will
end (Revelation 20:2-3).

Hebrews chapter 10
A shadow of future things
(Hebrews 10:1)
We have often thought about copies and the reality as we have studied the Book of Hebrews.
And here, the author has another example for us. The law is as a shadow of the good things in the
future, he says.
We can discover much about the real thing from a shadow. A shadow has a similar shape to the
real thing. A shadow can help us to understand how great the real thing is. The shadow could not
exist unless the real thing also exists. And the shadow would not be there unless the real thing was
near.
Here, the reality means the good things that God has promised. Christ is coming to rule the world
as king. And at that time, God will complete his work in his people’s lives. He will make his people
perfect.
The law means the rules that God gave to the nation called Israel by means of Moses. Especially,
it includes the rules for Israel’s priests.
Those rules were similar to the good things that God is bringing about. The priests offered animals
as sacrifices (gifts to God), which was similar to Christ’s death as a sacrifice. Their gifts made it
possible for people to have a relationship with God, but those sacrifices were not the reality.
Christ’s death is the reality, and by it, God is making his people perfect.
In the present age, we see the shadow better than we can see the reality. In this world, we are not
yet perfect. God has told us his law before he rules this world as king. The reality exists, but it
belongs to a future age. And that future age is near. Christ has died. So God has already started
to do the good things that he promised. And what God has begun, he will complete (Philippians
1:6).
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Reasons for the sacrifice of animals
(Hebrews 10:2-3)
There were several reasons why Israel’s priests offered animals as sacrifices (gifts to God). Here
are some of these reasons:
(1) God created this world and it belongs to him. So it is right and proper that God should receive
a gift from it.
(2) Those animals died on behalf of the people who gave them. The people deserved to die
because of their sins (evil deeds). But the animals suffered instead. And that helps us to
understand that Christ died instead of us. He suffered the punishment for our sins.
(3) The deaths of those animals made it possible for people to have a relationship with God. So
even before Christ came, there was a relationship between God and his people.
In these verses, the author adds another reason. The sacrifices constantly reminded people
about sin. So the rules about sacrifices had the same purpose as the rest of God’s law. They
made people aware of their sin (Romans 7:7). The sacrifices proved that people had not lived by
God’s standards (Romans 3:23). And it is very important for people to know that fact. That fact
shows that people need Christ’s death. It is only by the death of Christ that God can forgive our
sins.
People did have a relationship with God even before Christ died. They did not have that
relationship merely because some animals had died. They had that relationship because of the
real meaning of those sacrifices. That meaning was that Christ was coming to die for their sins.
And that was why God could forgive them, too.
But their relationship with God was not complete or perfect. They were still very aware of their
sin, as Paul says in Romans 7:7-25. They needed Christ to make them free from the power of sin
and death (Romans 8:1-4; Hebrews 2:14-15; Hebrews 9:14). The sacrifices of animals had their
purpose. But the sacrifice of Christ has a much greater purpose.

The blood has special meaning
(Hebrews 10:4)
Of course it is impossible that the blood of animals should free people from their sins (evil deeds).
Blood is essential for an animal’s life. But when the animal is dead, its blood is not especially useful
for anyone. It certainly cannot save people from the punishment for their sins. It cannot mend a
person’s broken relationship with God.
The author is referring to the blood that Israel’s priests used in their ceremonies (Hebrews 9:2122). Blood was necessary in those ceremonies. Because of those ceremonies and that blood, God
could forgive his people’s sins. But it was not the blood itself that achieved that result. The
blood in those ceremonies was just a substance with a special meaning. The meaning was very
important, but the blood itself was not. In other words, the blood of those animals did not have
some secret power to take away sins. So we need to understand the special meaning of that
blood.
That special meaning is the death of Christ. He died, even as those animals had died, for other
people’s sin. His death, like the deaths of those animals, made it possible for God to forgive sins.
But the deaths of those animals was the copy; and Christ’s death was the reality. It is Christ’s
death that really frees people from the power of sin. It is Christ’s death that gives people a right
relationship with God.
The blood of those animals had a similar effect only because Christ’s death would really do it. Like
a teacher, God used those copies to teach people about the reality.
Some people only cared about the ceremonies, and never learned about the reality. But other
people understood what God was teaching, for example David (Psalm 51:16-17); Micah (Micah
6:6-8) and John the Baptist (John 1:35-36).

85

Psalm 40 and the Septuagint
(Hebrews 10:5)
Most English Bibles say that Christ spoke the words in Hebrews 10:5-7. That seems right, but the
name ‘Christ’ does not actually appear in the original language (Greek) for verse 5. It is clear from
John 6:38 that this passage describes Christ’s attitudes well. He came to this earth to obey God
the Father completely.
However, the original author of this passage was David. You can read his original words in Psalm
40:6-8. Those words are slightly different from the words in the Book of Hebrews. Psalm 40:6
contains the strange words, ‘You have pierced (made holes in) my ears.’ But Hebrews 10:5 says,
‘You have prepared a body for me.’
The reason for the difference is that the author of Hebrews took his words from the ancient Greek
translation. That translation is called the Septuagint. David’s original words refer to the ancient law
in Deuteronomy 15:12-17. Usually, a slave became a free man after 6 years’ work. But sometimes
a slave loved his master so much that he wanted to serve him for life. Then the master carried out
a ceremony when he made a hole in the slave’s ear, like the hole for an ear-ring. It showed that the
slave would always listen to his master’s commands. And he would obey them.
The Septuagint’s words may mean, ‘You have prepared my body.’ In other words, ‘you have
marked my body.’ Masters in many countries did not follow the above law. But they made a mark
on the bodies of their permanent slaves. So the meaning is the same.
So Hebrews 10:5 means this. It was not gifts that God wanted. He wanted someone who would
obey him completely. Such a person would obey God because he loved God. His love was like
the slave’s love for his master in the ancient law.
And we have seen that this was Christ’s choice. It was his delight to obey God completely. And
that pleased God the Father much (Mark 1:11).

Reasons why God should answer a prayer
(Hebrews 10:6-7)
Hebrews 10:5-7 contains a translation in the Greek language of Psalm 40:6-8.
Psalm 40 is really a prayer for God’s help. David wrote it when his situation was very desperate.
People were trying to kill him, so David needed God to save him. But before David’s request for
help, David gave 4 powerful reasons why God should help him:
(1) God had rescued David on a previous occasion (Psalm 40:1-3). God would not save David
then, and refuse any help now. If God did that, then his original action would be without purpose.
God does not change his mind as people do (James 1:17). And everything that he does achieves
its purpose (Isaiah 55:11).
(2) God has done very many wonderful things for his people (Psalm 40:4-5). So we know about
God’s character. He always does what is good. He cares about his people. So he will act to rescue
them from their troubles.
(3) David was God’s servant. And he even declared himself to be God’s slave (Psalm 40:6-8;
see Deuteronomy 15:12-17). It is a matter of honour that a master should protect his servants. And
the master himself would suffer loss if someone hurt his slave. David declared that he had become
God’s slave because of his love for God. (See my note on Hebrews 10:5). And that was a special
reason why God must help David. Someone who served the master because of love had a special
position in the master’s house. (See my note on Hebrews 3:5.)
In this passage, David mentions God’s book. That may refer to the record that masters kept of
their permanent servants. The Bible says that God has such a book, called the book of life. And in
it are the names of those people who are God’s servants (Revelation 20:11-15).
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(4) It would bring God honour when he rescued David (Psalm 40:9-10). David would make sure
about that. He promised to declare in public what God had done for him. He would tell everyone
about God’s goodness.
David was careful not to do something that other people often did. When people asked false gods
for help, they often gave valuable gifts to their gods (for example, 2 Kings 3:27). Really, they were
trying to pay their gods for help. But God’s servants did not do such a thing (Psalm 40:6 and
Hebrews 10:6). Instead, they knew that they should obey God completely. That was what God
really wanted (Micah 6:6-8).
The author of Hebrews seems to say that Christ also spoke these words to God (Hebrews 10:5).
We do not have a record elsewhere in the Bible of that. But the Bible often tells us that Christ
behaved like a servant, or even a slave. See Philippians 2:5-8; Mark 10:43-45; John 13:1-17 and
Isaiah 52:13 to 53:11. Christ obeyed God the Father completely, especially in his death (Mark
14:36).

It is better to obey God than to offer sacrifices
(Hebrews 10:8-9)
In Hebrews 10:5-7, the author copied Psalm 40:6-8 from the old translation of the Bible in the
Greek language. And now he explains that passage in his own words. That is a good way to teach
the meaning of the Bible. But teachers of the Bible should do as he did. They should read the
Bible passage to their students before they explain it.
Sometimes a Bible translation is not completely accurate. That happened here, too. The Greek
translation says that God was not ‘pleased’ with the sacrifices. But the original passage in the
Hebrew language says that God did not ‘desire’ them. The author was not trying to impress
anyone, and he did not mention his knowledge of the Hebrew. But he had studied the Bible in both
languages. We know that because he included both words (‘pleased’ and ‘desired’) in his
explanation. Both were true. God was not pleased with the sacrifices, and he did not desire them.
The sacrifices were the animals that people gave to God. And it may surprise us that God was not
pleased with them. The Book of Leviticus often says that the sacrifices pleased God (Leviticus
1:13; Leviticus 3:5; Leviticus 3:16). Also, it may surprise us that God did not want sacrifices. His
law says that his priests must offer sacrifices. And God’s law tells us what God wants to happen.
Perhaps the explanation is in passages like Isaiah 1:11-13; Hosea 6:6; Amos 5:21-22 and Micah
6:6-8. People were giving sacrifices, but they did not want to obey God. They carried out the
sacrifices, but they were doing very many wicked things too. Such sacrifices did not please God.
Samuel told Saul that it is better to obey God than to offer sacrifices (1 Samuel 15:22).
God never intended the sacrifices to continue for all time. When Jesus, God’s Son, died as a
sacrifice, he was the perfect sacrifice. After that, there was no reason to offer animals as sacrifices.
So God ended it. And instead, God established something better. Like Jesus, God’s people
would love God with their whole hearts (Mark 12:29-30). So they would genuinely want to obey
him.

God’s plan to make his people holy
(Hebrews 10:10)
God’s ‘will’ means the things that he wants to happen. It includes especially his plans for his
people.
The word ‘sanctified’ means that God has made someone or something holy. ‘Holy’ means that
the person or thing belongs to God in a special way. He has separated them from other people or
from similar things, for himself.
In the past, the sacrifice of animals made certain things holy. A sacrifice is a gift to God. The
author of Hebrews has already explained that the blood of sacrifices made God’s house and its
contents holy (Hebrews 9:21).
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But here in Hebrews 10:10, it is people that God has made holy – not buildings or objects. And
God has made them holy because that is his will, his plan for them. These are people who once
were God’s enemies. They did many wrong and evil things against him. But now God has saved
(rescued) them. So they have become his people. He has separated them so that they belong to
him in a special way.
The sacrifice of animals made God’s house holy. But a better and more wonderful sacrifice has
made these people holy. That sacrifice was the death of Jesus Christ, God’s Son.
The sacrifice of animals was a ceremony that taught people about God’s will for his people. The
sacrifice of Christ was the reality. He carried out God’s will to make his people holy.
The sacrifice of animals happened often. The priests’ work was never complete or perfect. The
sacrifice of Christ happened once only. His work was both complete and perfect.
The sacrifice of animals could not change people’s lives. But the sacrifice of Christ makes
unholy people holy. It separates those people, so that they belong to God.

Christ’s work to forgive sins is complete and perfect
(Hebrews 10:11-12)
The author of Hebrews is referring to Psalm 110:1. That Psalm, and especially that verse,
astonished him. He has often mentioned them in his book – see Hebrews 1:3; 1:13; 5:6; 7:21 and
8:1.
Psalm 110 says that God invited Christ, as his priest, to sit down in his house. But the author
knew about Israel’s priests and their work. And inside the temple (God’s house in Jerusalem),
there were no chairs for the priests. Every day, some priests went into that building. They stood to
carry out their duties. Not even the chief priest had a seat there.
They did not sit down in God’s house because their work was never complete. Every day those
priests had to offer sacrifices (gifts to God). They offered those sacrifices because of sin (people’s
wrong and evil deeds). But their sacrifices could not overcome the power of sin. Sin still controlled
the lives of God’s people, so more sacrifices were always necessary.
That was so until Christ died. His death was the perfect sacrifice for sin because, by his death,
Christ overcame the power of sin. His death made it possible for God to forgive sin. So sin does
not rule the lives of God’s people now. Instead, they allow God’s Holy Spirit to rule their lives
(Galatians 5:19-25). And when God’s people confess their sins, God forgives them (1 John 1:8-9).
Those priests offered sacrifices daily. Christ’s death happened only once. Their sacrifices could not
overcome the power of sin. Christ’s death destroyed the power of sin. They stood to serve God.
But after his death, Christ entered heaven to serve God as priest. And because his work was both
complete and perfect, he sat down in God’s house there. God the Father gave his Son the place
of greatest honour, at his own right side.

God is establishing Christ’s rule
(Hebrews 10:13)
We have said that, by his death, Christ destroyed the power of the devil, sin and death. And we
have seen that his work was both complete and perfect.
But when we look at our world, it is hard to see the evidence of that fact. God’s people still die. All
people – even genuine Christians – are guilty of sin (evil deeds that are against God’s law). And
the devil controls much that happens here.
However, if we were in heaven, the fact would be very clear. Christ, God’s Son, sits at the right
side of God the Father. That is all the evidence that we need. Because Christ is there, God has
accepted Christ’s sacrifice (death). If Christ’s work were not complete, he would not sit in the most
important place in heaven. God the Father has given that honour to his Son because his (Christ’s)
work is perfect.
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Psalm 110:1 explains what is happening in this world now. God is establishing his rule on earth,
even as he already rules heaven (Matthew 6:10). Christ sits at the right side of the Father, because
he is waiting. As he waits, his enemies still seem to have power on this earth. But God the Father
has already chosen the time when Christ will return to rule (Mark 13:32). And then the reality will
be clear on earth, even as it already is in heaven. Everyone will see that Christ has completely
defeated his enemies (the devil, sin and death). Sometimes soldiers would put their feet on their
enemies’ necks to show that they had defeated them completely (Joshua 10:24; 1 Corinthians
15:25). So this word-picture shows Christ’s complete success against the devil, sin and death.

Why are Christians not perfect?
(Hebrews 10:14)
Christ has defeated his enemies: sin (evil deeds), the devil and death. He did it by his own death,
on the cross.
His complete success is already clear in heaven, where he sits at the right side of God the
Father. And in the future, it will be clear on earth too, when Christ returns to rule.
But we must not imagine that Christ’s work is only for heaven, or only for the future. His success
is also clear in the lives of his people, now on earth. They are the people who have confessed
their sin to him. They have invited him into their lives, and they trust him. Their lives are clear and
powerful evidence of the work that Christ did on the cross.
Christ often spoke about ‘God’s kingdom,’ that is, his rule. Sometimes that phrase means ‘heaven,
where God always rules’. Sometimes it means ‘God’s future rule on this earth’. But often the
meaning is ‘the lives of people who allow God to rule their lives’. All three are part of God’s
kingdom.
And so we can see evidence in the lives of those people. That evidence shows us that Christ’s
death on the cross really was successful.
That evidence is the way that God is sanctifying his people. That means that he is making his
people holy. He is separating them so that they belong to him. He is helping them to overcome sin
in their own lives. He leads and guides them by his Holy Spirit. He helps them to love him with their
whole hearts. He teaches them to show love for other people. They live differently because God is
in their lives (Galatians 5:19-23).
They are not yet perfect. But Christ has already done the work to make them perfect. And they
are learning and developing, as Christians should (Hebrews 6:1).

The Bible’s evidence that Christ has defeated the devil, sin and death
(Hebrews 10:15-16)
By his death on the cross, Christ defeated his enemies. Those enemies are the devil, sin (evil
deeds), and death. We have been thinking about the evidence that his success is complete:•Christ became alive again after his death. The author does not mention that evidence in this
passage, but he will mention it in Hebrews 13:20.
•In heaven, the evidence is that Christ sits on the right side of God the Father (Hebrews
10:12).
•In the future, the evidence will be that Christ will return to rule the world (Hebrews 9:28).
•On the earth now, the evidence is in the lives of God’s people. God is making them holy
(Hebrews 10:14).
•Lastly, we have evidence in the words of the Bible (Hebrews 10:15-17).
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The Bible is not just a book that people wrote long ago. The Bible is the words of God’s Holy Spirit
(2 Peter 1:20-21). And because it is God’s word, the Bible is alive (Hebrews 4:12). It is actually
working in the lives of God’s people. It is active in their hearts and minds (Hebrews 10:16). In other
words, it guides their thoughts and intentions, their desires and hopes.
The words in Hebrews 10:16-17 are a translation of words from Jeremiah 31:33-34. But they are
not the same translation that the author used in Hebrews 8:10-12. One translation is from the
ancient Bible in the Greek language called the Septuagint. The other one is the author’s own
translation. The author could make that translation because he knew the original passage ‘by
heart’. That phrase means that he had learnt it. But we also know from that passage that God
actually puts his words into his people’s hearts and minds. And that is how he works, by his
word, in the lives of his people.

When God does not remember sin
(Hebrews 10:17)
The author of Hebrews wants to show the relationship between the beginning of Jeremiah 31:3334 and its end. So he places those two sections together.
Now we can see clearly that God forgives his people’s sins (evil deeds) because of his new
covenant with them. Here, the covenant means the promises that God has made because of
Jesus’ death. Because of those promises, people can have a close relationship with God (Hebrews
10:22).
Here, we are thinking especially about God’s promise to forgive. That is one of the most
wonderful things about God. He can forgive every kind of wrong thing that people do against him
(Exodus 34:6-7).
When God ‘remembers’ something, that is not just a matter of his memory. The word ‘remember’
has a special meaning in the Bible. Nehemiah often prayed that God would ‘remember’ certain
people (Nehemiah 5:19; Nehemiah 6:14; Nehemiah 13:29). Really, he was asking God to act
because of those people’s good or evil deeds.
So when God ‘remembers’ sin (evil deeds), he punishes. That is the special meaning of
‘remember’. But if God does not remember, that is the opposite. He forgives. And he forgives
completely.
We must never imagine that God will forgive everyone. He only forgives those people who have
joined in his covenant. In other words, he forgives the people who have received their relationship
with him because of Jesus’ death. They are the people who have confessed their sins to God.
They have invited him into their lives, and they allow him to rule their lives. They have put their
trust in him.
In such people’s lives, God has made a wonderful change. Jesus said that they are ‘born again’
(John 3:3). God has forgiven their sins, and he has given them a new life (John 3:16).

The perfect sacrifice was the death of Jesus
(Hebrews 10:18)
For many chapters, the author of Hebrews has written about Israel’s priests and their temple.
(That is, the house of God in Jerusalem, where the priests served God.) It is clear that he had
studied these subjects carefully. And this is his last sentence about these things.
The first Christians loved the temple (Mark 13:1). Even after Jesus’ death, they considered it part
of their own religion. They continued to go there to pray (Acts 3:1). About 30 years after Jesus’
death, Christians were still offering animals as sacrifices (gifts to God). (Compare Acts 21:23-24
and Numbers 6:13-18.)
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So it was not clear to those first Christians how much everything had changed because of Jesus’
death. But the author of Hebrews taught that Christians must constantly grow and develop in their
relationship with God (Hebrews 5:11 to 6:3).
God teaches his people by means of his word, the Bible (Hebrews 5:12). So the author of Hebrews
had studied the Old Testament (the first 39 books in the Bible). And those books had taught him
about the importance of Jesus and his death.
Jesus is more important than the angels (God’s special servants who came from heaven to help
his people) – Hebrews 1:4-14. Moses was God’s principal servant; but Jesus is God’s Son –
Hebrews 3:2-6. Jesus is our chief priest. And he belongs to a better and more ancient order
(group) of priests than Israel’s priests did – Hebrews chapter 7.
As the perfect priest, Jesus offered the perfect sacrifice for sin (evil deeds). That sacrifice was his
own death - Hebrews 9:11-28. It is because of Jesus’ death that God can forgive our sin. And
because of his death, God has established a new kind of relationship with his people – Hebrews
8:6-13.
Israel’s priests had carried out their sacrifices for about 1500 years. And they were still offering
sacrifices at the time when the author wrote his book. But the author had learned from the Old
Testament that the sacrifices of animals were not still necessary. They were important in the
past. They were God’s way to teach people that Christ would die for their sins. Because of those
sacrifices, people knew that they needed God to forgive them. So the sacrifices allowed people to
have a relationship with God.
But those sacrifices – and even the temple itself – were only a copy of the reality. The reality was
the death of Christ. He offered his own blood to God the Father in heaven. Because of it, God
could forgive his people’s sins. The new kind of relationship between God and his people had
begun.
And because God had forgiven them, no other sacrifices were necessary.

The closest relationship with God
(Hebrews 10:19)
Jesus has established a new covenant between God and his people (Hebrews 8:6-8). And under
this new covenant, nothing separates God from his people. God has forgiven their sins (evil
deeds). And he has freed them from the evil forces that controlled their lives. He is adopting them
as his children (Galatians 4:4-6). So now, they can approach him as his sons and daughters.
The covenant is the agreement between God and his people. The old covenant was God's
relationship with the nation called Israel. That agreement allowed Israel’s people to have a
relationship with God, but it was not a close relationship. The people could gather round God’s
house to pray; but they could not enter it. The people could not offer their own gifts to God – the
priests did that for them. The priests could enter God’s house, but not its most holy room. The chief
priest could enter the most holy room, but only on one day each year, and not without blood
(Hebrews 9:7).
But now, Jesus has died for our sins. He has gone into the real holy place in heaven (Hebrews
6:19-20; Hebrews 9:24). He has offered his own blood to make the new covenant sure (Hebrews
9:14-16).
And the result is that every genuine Christian can have the closest possible relationship with
God. They all may enter the most holy place. That is why Jesus calls them his brothers (Hebrews
2:11-12). They are not merely his friends; they have become his brothers. They have joined the
family of God. So of course they may enter God’s house. Of course they may enter even the most
special room. They belong to God’s family; that house is their house now. And that is a reason to
be confident (Hebrews 3:6).
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The new and living way to God
(Hebrews 10:20)
There are two main ideas about the meaning of ‘the flesh (body)’ of Jesus in Hebrews 10:20. One
idea is that it means the death of Jesus. The other idea is, like in Hebrews 5:7, that it means
Jesus’ life on this earth. But perhaps it is possible for both meanings to be correct.
In both the building called the temple, and the tent called the tabernacle, a curtain separated the
most holy place. So a curtain marked the room where God was present in a special way. That
curtain showed the way to God. In the same way, Jesus’ life, by his words and actions, constantly
showed people the way to God (John 14:6-10).
But a curtain is not like a permanent wall. You can easily move a curtain to one side. Israel’s chief
priest did that on the special day each year, when he entered the most holy place (Hebrews 9:7).
Or, it is possible for a curtain to tear apart. That happened to the curtain in the temple at the time
when Jesus died (Mark 15:37-38).
Jesus declared that he is the way to God the Father (John 14:6). By his life, he showed people
how to have a close relationship with God. By his death, he made it possible for people to receive
that relationship with God.
This is a new kind of relationship between God and his people (Hebrews 8:8-11). It is a closer
relationship than Israel’s priests knew. They could not go beyond the curtain into the most holy
place. But because of Jesus’ death, a curtain no longer separates God from his people. The way
to God is now open. And God wants his people to have the closest possible relationship with him.
They have become his sons and daughters (Hebrews 12:5).

Jesus, our great priest
(Hebrews 10:21)
During the lives of Jesus and the first Christians, Israel’s chief priest came from the group called
the Sadducees (Acts 5:17). The Sadducees were a group of priests who had some strange beliefs
(Acts 23:8). Although most people in Israel did not agree with those beliefs, they still respected the
chief priest (Acts 23:1-5). He had authority over everything that happened in God’s house, called
the temple. Although people respected his authority, they still argued with his beliefs (Acts 23:9).
Those chief priests carried out the ceremonies properly. But they did not rule God’s house well.
They even opened a market inside the temple’s outer walls. It was this market that Jesus stopped
on two occasions (John 2:13-16; Mark 11:15-17).
Some of the leaders asked Jesus whether he had authority to do such things (Mark 11:28). Really,
they thought that he did not have authority. Only the chief priest had authority over the house
of God.
But many people in Israel saw the wrong things that the chief priest was doing. And, like Joseph
from Arimathea, they were eager for God to establish his rule (Luke 23:50-51). Ezekiel had
described a temple where priests were genuinely loyal to God (Ezekiel 44:15-16). Only a priest
who was truly great would have authority there.
The ‘great priest’ whom the author of Hebrews refers to is, of course, Jesus (Hebrews 4:14). It is
Jesus who has authority over God’s house now. And the real house of God is not a building, but
God’s people (Hebrews 3:6).
So Jesus rules God’s people now. He rules in a way that is completely loyal to God the Father
(Hebrews 3:1-2). And as our great priest, he makes it possible for us to approach God with
confidence.
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When God declares people clean
(Hebrews 10:22)
We may imagine that the author is referring to the ceremony called baptism here. As a person
washes away dirt, so God removes a new Christian’s sin (evil deeds). So, in baptism, some
Christians splash that person with water; and other Christians bathe that person. The author is
certainly thinking about the meaning of baptism, and he seems to mention both methods. But
actually, the reference is to customs that are even more ancient.
After certain events, the laws of Moses declared people to be unclean. It meant that those people
could not worship (give honour to) God in public. They could not go to God’s house and they had
to separate themselves from other people. Before they became clean again, they had to bathe in
water (see, for example, Leviticus chapter 15). Then, they could worship in public again.
The author of Hebrews has already explained how Moses splashed people with blood (Hebrews
9:19). It meant that the people were holy. In other words, they belonged to God.
The author uses these customs to explain what God has done for Christians. Water can only clean
the outside of a person. But when God forgives a person’s sins, he does it completely. He
declares clean even the parts of the person that we cannot see, for example, the heart.
When the laws of Moses declared people clean, they could gather round the house of God. But
they could never enter it. But when God declares people clean by the blood of Jesus, they can
go into the holiest place.
The death of Jesus has made them holy. They trust him completely, so they can worship God
with sincere hearts.

God is faithful
(Hebrews 10:23)
This verse may remind us of our study on Hebrews 3:1-2. There, we discussed how a servant or
son can be faithful. A servant or son is faithful if he is loyal and responsible. But here, the meaning
of faithful is slightly different. We are not thinking about God’s servant or even God’s Son now. In
Hebrews 10:23, the author is saying that God himself is faithful.
Really, the word ‘faithful’ means someone whom you can trust. A master can trust his faithful
servant. A father can trust his faithful son. And we can trust God, because he is faithful. He
always does those things that he has promised to do.
The word ‘confession’ also appears in Hebrews 3:1, and the meaning is the same. Our confession
means the things that, together, we agree as Christians. It is our reaction to the fact that God is
faithful. He is faithful, so we have faith (active belief and trust) in him. We can trust him – so we
do trust him. We declare our hope in him.
In the Bible, ‘hope’ means something that is certain to happen in the future (Hebrews 6:19). It is
not merely a wish or a desire. We expect God to do good things for us. And we are confident about
it. God has given his promise. And he is faithful.

Why Christians should carry out good works
(Hebrews 10:24)
In Hebrews 10:22-24, the author encourages his readers to behave in a particular manner. He
does not ask them to do these things without any reason. Christ died for them (Hebrews 10:19).
Christ has made it possible for them to have a close relationship with God (Hebrews 10:20). And
Christ is the great priest who has authority over his people (Hebrews 10:21). For those reasons,
God’s people should do these things:-
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•They should accept all that Christ has done for them. They should enter the most holy place. That
means that they should have the closest possible relationship with God. They should have
sincere attitudes and they should trust God completely (Hebrews 10:22).
•They should remain loyal to the things that Christians believe. Their hope should be strong,
because they trust God’s promises. And he will do all that he has promised to do (Hebrews 10:23).
•Christians should love each other, and they should do good works (Hebrews 10:24). That was
Jesus’ command to them (John 13:34-35). Such behaviour should become part of a Christian’s
character (Galatians 5:22-26).
So good works, and love for other people, should be the result of a Christian’s relationship
with God. That seems to be what the author was explaining in Hebrews 6:10-12. His readers were
carrying out good works; and they were showing real love. The author was pleased that their love
was strong. But he explained that their faith (active belief and trust in God) needed to be stronger.
Here in Hebrews 10:19-24, the author shows the proper attitude towards good works. A person
cannot save themselves by means of good deeds. Nobody can earn a proper relationship with
God. It is impossible to become a Christian by means of good works.
A right relationship with God is his free gift. And people can only receive that gift because Christ
died for them. A person must accept Christ into their life in order to become a Christian. But good
works are important for Christians. Good works are both the result and the evidence of what
God has done in their lives.

Why Christians should go to church
(Hebrews 10:25)
The Bible does not often speak about the importance of churches. But the instructions in this verse
are clear. It is important for Christians to meet together. They need to speak to each other, to
encourage each other in their relationship with God. The word for ‘encourage’ here is the same as
in Hebrews 3:13. So, at their meetings, Christians should use words that will have an effect on
each other. Sometimes they should encourage each other, but sometimes they must warn each
other. But always, their desire must be to help each other. Love should always guide their words
and actions.
The author gives a special reason why Christians should go to church. ‘The day’ is becoming
nearer. He means the day when Christ will return to rule the world. On that day, Christ will carry
out his judgement against the evil forces that have ruled this world so cruelly. Sometimes events in
our world remind us that ‘the day’ is near. And then especially, we should want to meet with other
Christians.
There are many other reasons why Christians should meet. Our meetings are an opportunity to
learn about God and about the Bible. Christians should pray at all times, not just at church (1
Thessalonians 5:17). But since the beginning, Christians have wanted to pray together (Acts
1:14). Also, Christians meet to share bread and wine in the ceremony called Communion (1
Corinthians 11:23-28). And there are other reasons too.
The Bible does not say that Christians have to meet on Sundays. But the first Christians chose
Sunday as a special day for prayer and for their meetings (Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 16:2;
Revelation 1:10). That was the day when Christ became alive again after his death (John 20:1).

Evil deeds that God does not forgive
(Hebrews 10:26)
We like to study each verse of the Bible separately. But sometimes that method is not right. Each
verse belongs in a longer passage. And sometimes we must understand the whole passage before
we can understand the separate verses.
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Hebrews 10:26 has caused difficulties for many people. The problem is that every Christian
sometimes does wrong things on purpose. And that situation is what the verse seems to describe.
That is why we need to look at the whole passage. Clearly, the author does not think that all
Christians have lost their relationship with God.
We will find our explanation in Hebrews 10:29. There the author will explain what these people
have done. But in Hebrews 10:26 the author just explains their attitude. On purpose they decided
to do something that they knew to be very wrong. They have acted as if the most holy things are
completely without value. And they intended to do that.
People’s attitudes matter very much to God. And that is especially true when they do wrong things.
God allowed people to offer animals as sacrifices (gifts to God) when they did not do those wrong
things on purpose (Numbers 15:22-29). But God did not accept sacrifices when a person
decided on purpose to oppose God. If someone hated God so much, they could only expect
punishment (Numbers 15:30-31).
Like everybody else, Christians do evil things. Their behaviour becomes even worse when they do
those things on purpose. They ought to know what God’s law says about those things. So they
should be humble, and they should confess their evil deeds to God. And when they do that, God
promises to forgive (1 John 1:8-10).

When God shows no mercy
(Hebrews 10:27-28)
Sometimes a person decides, on purpose, to oppose God in a very extreme manner. Perhaps
that person attacks God’s people or destroys God’s house. Or perhaps that person deals with a
holy thing in a manner that shows complete disgust. Such a person can only expect God’s anger
and a terrible punishment. Sometimes the judge is another person (for example, Leviticus 24:23).
Sometimes God himself acts as the judge (Numbers chapter 16). In the end, of course, God is the
judge of everyone (Genesis 18:25).
People who act as judges sometimes make mistakes. But God never does anything wrong. All his
judgements are right and proper.
God’s law told judges not to issue judgements unless there were two or three witnesses. And they
could not trust only one witness, because sometimes witnesses speak lies (Deuteronomy 19:15).
But God needs no witnesses when he is the judge. He already knows the truth about everyone and
everything.
God’s law ordered the judges not to show mercy (for example, Deuteronomy 19:21). ‘Mercy’
means special kindness to a guilty person. Israel’s judges had a duty to be strict. The law (and not
the judge’s emotions) must guide the judge's decision.
David once said that he wanted God to be his judge (2 Samuel 24:14). David’s reason was that
God’s mercy is great. He can forgive even very wicked people who change their attitudes
(Ezekiel 18:23).
Three men who received God’s mercy were Manasseh, Nebuchadnezzar, and Saul (afterwards
called Paul). They all had done terrible things against God’s people, God’s house, or both (See 2
Chronicles 33:1-9; 2 Chronicles 36:17-19 and Acts 22:4). But afterwards, they changed their
attitudes. They became humble in front of God. And each of them decided to serve God (2
Chronicles 33:12-13; Daniel 4:28-37; Acts 22:6-16).
These men had made themselves enemies of God. They deserved only his anger and his
judgement. But instead they received his mercy.
But we must not imagine that everyone will receive God’s mercy. If people do not change their evil
attitudes, God will never forgive them. If human judges do not punish God’s enemies, then God will
certainly issue his judgement against them. And then there will be no mercy.
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The worst sins
(Hebrews 10:29)
An evil deed is especially terrible if a person carries it out against the holy things of God. It is
even worse if a person does it on purpose (Hebrews 10:26). God’s punishment against that
person will be severe (Hebrews 10:27-28).
The author of Hebrews refers to three crimes that existed under the old covenant (God’s
relationship with Israel). And then he shows how each crime can happen now. In fact, it is even
worse if people do these things now. Formerly, people carried out such acts against the temple
(God’s house in Jerusalem). But that was a copy, and now we have the reality (Hebrews 9:23;
Hebrews 10:1). So these crimes are even more terrible now. They are crimes against the most
holy things that exist.
•To trample on the Son of God. To ‘trample’ means to walk in a heavy manner, as if you intend
to destroy something under your feet. Under the old covenant, it was a crime to trample in a holy
place. In fact, it was a serious crime even to enter God’s temple unless you were a priest. So to
trample there was an especially careless and nasty thing to do. A person would only do it on
purpose if he hated God. That person would do it because he wanted to offend God. And the only
proper punishment was death.
The temple was a copy, but God’s Son is the reality (John 2:21). It is a terrible thing to act in a
careless or nasty manner towards God’s Son. It is a terrible thing to hate Christ, who died for you.
It is a terrible thing to act as if he is completely without value.
Peter wrote about people who were doing such a thing (2 Peter 2:1-3). They pretended to be
Christian teachers. But really, they did not care about Christ. They were using Christ as a means to
teach their own ideas, which were false and dangerous. They were jealous men who used the
Christians to make profits for themselves. Jude also wrote about them (Jude 8-13).
•To behave as if the blood of the covenant is an unclean substance. The covenant means the
agreement that establishes the relationship between God and his people.
The animals that people gave to God were holy. God gave careful instructions about what should
happen to those animals (Leviticus chapters 1 to 7). When priests did not obey those rules on
purpose, their behaviour was very evil (1 Samuel 2:12-17).
The blood of the sacrifices (the animals that people gave to God) was especially important. It is
because of the blood that God can forgive people (Leviticus 17:11). It is the blood that establishes
the covenant (Hebrews 9:18). It is by the blood that God makes both people and objects holy
(Hebrews 9:19-22).
But, of course, the blood of animals did not really free people from their sins (evil deeds). The
reality is what Christ did by his death. Only the death of Christ can really free people from their
sins. Only the death of Christ can really make people holy. It is his death that established the new
covenant between God and his people (Hebrews 9:14-16). And that is what the author means here
by ‘the blood of the covenant’.
People ought to consider the blood of Christ precious. Peter wrote that it is much more precious
than silver or gold (1 Peter 1:18-19). But it is terrible not to be grateful to God for what Christ has
done for you. And it is even worse to behave as if Christ’s death disgusts you.
•Blasphemy against God’s Holy Spirit. Christ said that God never forgives this sin (Mark 3:29).
‘Blasphemy’ means evil words, but the person’s attitude matters very much too. We can see that
from Hebrews 10:26. This is the attitude of someone who hates God with a complete hate. And
that is not just an emotion that will change. It is a decision that the person has made on purpose.
That person never wants God to forgive him; and God will never forgive him.
Really, the three crimes in Hebrews 10:29 are all the same sin. The author has mentioned this sin
before, in Hebrews 6:4-6. This time he describes it in three different ways in order to emphasise
how terrible it is.
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God is the judge of Christian leaders, too
(Hebrews 10:30)
The author reminds his readers about Israel’s history with words from Deuteronomy 32:35-36. And
he says that the same things are true about Christians today.
We have been studying about people who carry out evil acts against God’s holy things. In ancient
Israel, it was not foreigners who carried out the worst acts against God’s holy things. It was
certain leaders in Israel (see Leviticus 10:1; Numbers 16:1-3; Numbers 25:6-14). It was Israel’s
own leaders who set up false gods in Israel (1 Kings 11:6-7; 1 Kings 12:26-33). And it was Israel’s
own leaders who persuaded Israel’s people not to be loyal to God (for example, 2 Kings 21:9-12).
It was against those leaders that God originally spoke these words. He had a right to vengeance
(that is, a right to punish his enemies). So they would certainly not avoid their punishment. God is
the judge who will rescue his people. And all his judgements are right and proper.
The first Christians had many enemies. Those enemies attacked them, and sometimes they killed
them. But the Christians remained loyal to God.
However, the first Christians suffered even more because of a different kind of trouble. This trouble
came from people who belonged to their churches. In fact, they were leaders in the churches.
But they were not sincere. They were using their authority in the church to benefit themselves.
They were teaching things that the Bible does not teach. Like those ancient leaders in Israel, they
did not really care about people’s relationships with God. They cared much more about their own
authority, wealth or desires. And they knew that they were doing these wrong things.
The authors of the New Testament (the first Christian books) realised how serious this situation
was. And they often warned about it (Acts 20:30; Galatians 5:7-10; 1 Timothy 6:3-5; 2 Peter 2:1-3;
1 John 2:18-19; Jude 8-16; Revelation 2:20).
Through history, there have been many Christian leaders who have urged Christians not to be
loyal to God. Or, they have acted in a manner that can spoil people’s relationship with God. Jesus
warned that this is a very terrible thing to do (Mark 9:42).
Such behaviour is a sin (evil action) against the holy things of God. God considers that his
people are holy. And they are much more holy than any sacred building or object that exists
today. God has made his people holy by the blood (death) of his own Son, Jesus Christ.

How people may offend against God’s most holy things
(Hebrews 10:31)
The author of Hebrews has just warned how terrible it is to sin (do wrong things) against God’s
most holy things. But Christian leaders must warn about many things. So the author adds a
sentence to emphasise how important this subject is. God himself will punish the person who sins
on purpose against his holy things. It is the most terrible evil deed that any person could ever carry
out. And God, who is the living God, will certainly act against that person.
It is right to feel fear if we choose on purpose to offend God.
For example:
•A Christian leader who decides not to teach the truth about the Bible ought to be afraid. He
has offended both against God’s holy Word and against God’s holy people.
•Someone who uses his connection with a church in order to satisfy evil desires ought to be
afraid too. God’s church is holy and the people in it are holy, too. In other words, they belong to
God. The person who offends against even one of them, offends God (Mark 9:42).
•Sometimes people see something that God has done by his Holy Spirit. They know that it is God’s
work. But they pretend, on purpose, that it is not God’s work. Such people ought to be afraid.
You can read what Jesus warned about such behaviour in Mark 3:22-29. Everything that God does
is holy. And if a person laughs at it, that person insults God.
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•Someone may want to have more authority in the church. So he acts as if Christ is not really
important in the church today. That person speaks about the great things that he himself has
done, instead of the greatness of Christ. Such a person insults God’s Son. And God’s Son is very
holy. God is angry with such behaviour.
•And some church leaders are afraid of what other people may say. So they decide not to speak
about Christ’s death. Instead, those leaders ought to be afraid of God. Christ’s death is very holy
and it makes people holy. There is no other way that God will save people. Christians ought to
declare it at every opportunity (2 Timothy 4:2). They must never neglect the message of the cross
(1 Corinthians 1:18).
God has many ways to warn those who do such things. But some people still decide, on purpose,
that they want to do these things. They will certainly not avoid God’s punishment.

How to be strong during troubles
(Hebrews 10:32-33)
In his famous parable of the sower (a story about a man who sowed seeds), Jesus discussed the
different reactions of people to God’s message (Mark 4:1-20). If seed falls on a path, birds eat it
immediately. That seed cannot even start to grow or to produce a harvest. That is like people who
do not accept God’s message.
Seed that falls on good ground grows well. And it produces a harvest. That is like the people who
accept God’s message. They develop and grow (become mature) in their Christian lives. And they
produce the results that God wants from their lives.
But it is the other groups of seed that interest us here. They start well. But still they do not produce
a harvest. It is possible to begin a Christian life well, but never to produce the results that
God wants. And that fact caused the author of Hebrews to worry about his original readers.
When they became Christians, they were so patient in their many troubles. But they lack that
quality now (Hebrews 10:36). They trusted God about the future then (Hebrews 10:34). But now
they were not behaving like people who trust God (Hebrews 6:12). They gladly received God’s
message then. But now they did not want to hear God’s message (Hebrews 5:11-12).
This passage reminds us how many troubles the first Christians had. It was not easy to be a
Christian then. Christians had many cruel enemies. But we also see how much the first Christians
loved each other.
And so the author urges them. You did not do all that in vain, he seems to say. Return to the
relationship with God that you once had. Do not neglect your hope and trust in God. Be patient
in your troubles, and he will reward you.

Better possessions
(Hebrews 10:34)
This word for ‘better’ does not appear often in the rest of the New Testament. But the author of
Hebrews used it frequently. It expresses so well much of what he wanted to explain.
We think that the author originally wrote his book for the Christians in Judea. Elsewhere, the New
Testament (the first Christian books) describes their troubles. They had to escape from Jerusalem
in Acts 8:1, so they lost their homes there. And many of them had to go to prison (Acts 8:3). They
became very poor.
Saul (afterwards called Paul) was responsible for many of their troubles. After he became a
Christian, he used every opportunity to collect money for them (1 Corinthians 16:1-3; Galatians
2:10).
Here, the author tells us the attitude of those Christians when they lost their possessions. And
their attitude astonishes us. We would expect them to be very sad. But in fact, their reaction was
a feeling of joy.
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That may seem difficult to understand. But wealth cannot really bring joy. And if something better
is in our lives, the loss of our wealth will not take away our joy.
In fact, the joy of those Christians increased because, at last, they could trust God completely.
Without their possessions, they had nothing else on which they could depend. Like Abraham, they
could know that God was their reward (Genesis 15:1). Like Moses, they could declare that God
himself was their only home (Psalm 90:1).
But God is a better reward than the possessions that they had lost. And God is a better home than
the houses that they had left.
It is good to study the other places where the author uses this word ‘better’. They are Hebrews
1:4, 6:9, 7:7, 7:19, 7:22, 8:6, 9:23, 11:16, 11:35, 11:40 and 12:24.

The reward for confidence in God
(Hebrews 10:35)
Probably, the author of Hebrews did not realise that his book would become part of our Bible. He
wrote his book to help one particular group of Christians. He knew about their situation, and he
wanted to encourage them. But by the power of the Holy Spirit, the Book of Hebrews continues to
help and to encourage Christians, even today.
When they first became Christians, that particular group of Christians was very confident. In other
words, they were bold. They were bold because they trusted God. They lost their possessions,
but that did not matter to them (Hebrews 10:34). They had received a relationship with God. And
they knew that he would reward them (Mark 10:29-30).
But those bold attitudes were becoming weaker. Those Christians still believed God; and they still
loved each other. But they were not developing in their relationship with God (Hebrews 5:11 to
6:1). They were not becoming more mature. In fact, sometimes they seemed to be less mature
than when they first believed. And that situation did not please God (Hebrews 10:38).
It is dangerous for a Christian not to develop in his relationship with God.
So the author urged them to be bold in their relationship with God. They should be bold in their
prayers (Hebrews 4:16). They could be bold because of what Jesus did for them (Hebrews 10:19).
And then they would be like the holy people who trusted God before them (Hebrews 6:12). And,
like them, they would be sure to receive God’s reward (Hebrews 11:16; Hebrews 11:26).

What to do during troubles
(Hebrews 10:36)
Endurance means to stand firm during troubles. But clearly, the author of Hebrews did not
intend his readers just to wait until their troubles were over! A person with endurance is strong
during his troubles. He does not allow his troubles to overcome him.
During troubles, it is easy to feel hopeless. But a Christian has every reason for hope. God is on
his side, and God will not disappoint his people. In the end, he will rescue them from all their
troubles (Romans 8:37-39).
Often, it is easy to do nothing if we are suffering. But a Christian should not do nothing! He should
do what God wants. And what God wants is for that Christian to trust him (Hebrews 10:38). God
wants each Christian to live by faith (active belief and trust in God). And that is endurance. Faith
in God makes a person patient and strong during troubles.
Faith does that because the person with faith is trusting God’s promises. In Hebrews chapter 11,
the author gives many examples to show us what that really means.
The author of Hebrews writes that his original readers needed endurance during their troubles.
They had that quality once, when they first became Christians (Hebrews 10:32). Perhaps they lost
it. Or perhaps not.
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It is the experience of every Christian that fresh troubles need a fresh experience of God. His
help yesterday is not enough for today. Christians constantly need his kindness.
And each day, God shows his kindness (Lamentations 3:22-23). Each day, he gives us the
strength and the support that we need for that day.

How to live during difficult troubles
(Hebrews 10:37)
Hebrews 10:37-38 contains words from Habakkuk 2:3-4. The author of Hebrews was using a
translation in the Greek language. That is why the words in the Book of Hebrews are a little
different from the same passage in Habakkuk.
Habakkuk, in his book, first expressed his sad feelings about the people in Judah. Wicked people
had become very powerful there. And it seemed as if God was doing nothing about it.
God replied that he would certainly act. He would send the army from Babylon against the evil
ruler of Judah.
Habakkuk spoke to God for a second time. The army from Babylon was a very cruel and evil
enemy. They would attack good people and bad people alike. The people who were loyal to God
would suffer, too.
God replied that, in the end, his knowledge would fill the earth. But the attack by Babylon’s army
was not the end. At the proper time, he would punish Babylon’s cruelty.
Habakkuk 2:3-4 comes in the middle of God’s second reply. God says that he is bringing about
these things. They will not happen immediately. But they will happen soon and, at that time, there
will be no delay.
The author of Hebrews says that the meaning is not just an event. It is not just an event that is
coming, but a person. Christ is coming to carry out his judgement against the evil forces that rule
this world (Revelation chapters 18 and 19).
But until then, everyone will suffer troubles, including God’s people. That is why God’s people
must trust God constantly (Hebrews 10:38).
These words would have seemed very real to the author of Hebrews and his original readers.
Almost 700 years had passed since Habakkuk wrote his book. But the situation in Judah (now
called Judea) was again very similar.
The first Christians had declared God’s good news there for about 40 years. Many people
believed; but most people refused to believe it. And the most powerful people opposed cruelly
those people who were loyal to God.
Now, again, a cruel enemy was ready to attack Judea. This time, it was the army from Rome.
And they were much more wicked than the people in Judea.
So God’s people were again asking how they could live through such terrible times. And God’s
answer was the same. They must live by faith (by active belief and trust in God).

Constant faith
(Hebrews 10:38)
Here is good advice for the person who must live through severe troubles. He cannot even hope to
live by his money, strength or intelligence. He cannot depend on his family, his friends or his
importance. Such things do not protect a person even when life is easy. They certainly cannot help
a person whose life is hard.
The advice comes from God himself, in Habakkuk 2:4. A person must live by faith in God. In
other words, the person must constantly trust God.
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There are two different ideas here, which the author of Hebrews combines. The person must be
faithful; and the person must have faith. ‘Faithful’ means that the person must constantly
remain loyal to God. That is what the Book of Habakkuk emphasises (see Habakkuk 3:17-18).
‘Faith’ means that a person must trust God. That is the word that the ancient Greek Bible
translation (called the Septuagint) uses in this passage.
Those facts teach us something about the nature of faith. Faith in God is not just a thought that
lasts for a moment. It is an attitude that lasts for the rest of our lives. It is a decision to be
constantly loyal to God, whatever our troubles may be. In every situation, we will trust him. There
are many examples of faith in Hebrews chapter 11. And every example is of someone who was
faithful to God. We cannot have faith unless we are loyal to God. The person with faith constantly
does what God wants him to do.
The second line of Hebrews 10:38 is the Septuagint’s translation of the beginning of Habakkuk 2:4.
To us, it may not seem a good translation. But the author of Hebrews was advising people who
would live through terrible troubles. He was not trying to prove how much he knew. So he did not
argue about the translation. Such arguments can cause people to lose confidence in the Bible.
The Septuagint’s statement in that line is correct. A person should not turn back from God.
People must not allow unbelief to rule their lives. The author of Hebrews has often warned about
that (Hebrews 6:4-8; Hebrews 10:29-31). And he gave an example of it in Hebrews 3:7-19. Such
actions make God angry; they certainly do not please him.

Opposite reactions to God
(Hebrews 10:39)
When God works in a person’s life, two opposite reactions are possible.
Some people want a close relationship with God. In other words, they approach him, or they
enter his holy place (Hebrews 10:19-22). They are not entering an actual holy place on this earth.
But they receive a real relationship with God, as his sons and daughters. So they accept the
kindness that God offers to them. They are the people who have faith (active belief and trust in
God). And so God saves them.
Other people refuse God’s kindness. They do not accept any kind of relationship with him; they
do not want to be close to him. It is impossible to run away from God (Psalm 139:7-12). But they
would do that if they could. They do not desire his love; they do not consider his holy things
precious. Therefore, God will not save them. By their attitudes, which are wrong and wicked,
such people bring about their own punishment.
The author of Hebrews has already given an example of how people may refuse God’s kindness
(Hebrews 3:7-19). And he has urged his readers not to behave like that. Christians must not act
like people who have no faith in God. They should trust God constantly, even when their lives are
very difficult.
And now the author will show his readers how to have faith in God. To do that, he will use many
examples from the Old Testament (the earlier books in the Bible). Many people consider that the
next chapter, Hebrews chapter 11, is one of the greatest passages in the Bible.

Hebrews chapter 11
What is faith?
(Hebrews 11:1)
Many people consider Hebrews chapter 11 to be one of the greatest chapters in the Bible. The
chapter begins with an astonishing statement. Faith is reality, the author writes.
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And that statement surprises us very much. Faith is about things that we do not yet have. Faith is
about the things that we hope for. Or, it is about things that we cannot see. Such things hardly
seem to be reality or proof of anything.
Faith means active belief and trust. But clearly, the author does not mean that we can believe
anything. Very many things that people believe will disappoint them. They trust in things that
cannot help them.
When the Bible speaks about faith, it always means faith in God. And the reason for that faith is
the promises that God has given in the Bible.
God will do everything that he has promised to do. That fact is certain. It is as certain as if he
has already done those things. So those future things are already reality. Christians can trust
God’s promises completely. In other words they can have faith in God's promises.
By faith, they have evidence of the things that they cannot yet see. By faith, the things that they
hope are reality. They are waiting for God to establish his rule on this earth. They are waiting for
God to free them from all the evil things that happen in this world. And they do not hope in vain.
God has promised to do these things. And the person who has faith in God is sure about these
things. God cannot disappoint him.

Faith in the Old Testament
(Hebrews 11:2)
Faith is the evidence of the things that we do not see (Hebrews 11:1). That is, evidence of things
that God has promised to do.
And if faith is the evidence, God himself is the witness. He alone sees our faith. And like a
witness in a court, God declares that the evidence (faith) is good, and right, and proper. Faith
means active belief and trust in God’s promises. Our faith pleases God. In fact, it is impossible to
please God without faith (Hebrews 11:6). We must trust him.
That is what God’s loyal servants in the Old Testament (the first part of the Bible) did. They had
faith, and God approved of them. That is what the author of Hebrews says.
This verse (Hebrews 11:2) is a brief account of the lives of the holy men and women in the Old
Testament. But the way that the author emphasises faith may surprise us. That is because the Old
Testament hardly even mentions the word ‘faith’. It describes what these holy men and women did.
But it does not say whether they acted in faith, or not.
The author of Hebrews has made his statement – and clearly, he must now prove it. He must show
us that faith really was important in the Old Testament. So, he must show how these men and
women were acting in faith. We want to see that these men and women believed God. But it is not
enough merely to believe (James 2:19). So we need to see also that they were trusting God. And
we want to see that their belief and trust in God were the reasons for their actions. If these
things were so, then these people had faith.
The author’s answer is in the rest of Hebrews chapter 11.

Faith in God’s word
(Hebrews 11:3)
Our faith (trust) must be in the words that God has spoken. It was by his word that God created
the world. He caused things to appear that did not exist before that. That wonderful event
astonishes us. It seems impossible to explain how God did it. We can only really understand it by
faith. We can only trust God’s account of what happened in his word, the Bible.
The author uses an unusual word for the ‘world’ here. It is the word that we usually translate the
‘ages’. He uses that word because he does not just mean the world. He includes everything in it.
He includes the sky, the sun and the stars also. He means everything that exists in the present
age.
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While our present age continues, evil forces still have some power in this world. But those forces
will not have any power in the future age. The future age means the time when Christ will rule.
Christ already rules in the hearts and lives of his people, so the future age has already begun, in
fact.
But the future age is not completely here, yet. When it is, God will create a new heaven and a
new earth (Revelation 21:1). He will not create these things out of things that already exist. Like
the first heaven and earth, he will create them by his word. We cannot prove by our intelligence
that God will do such things. And we cannot explain how he will do it. But we can trust him. He has
promised to do it, so he will do it. And when we believe that, we show faith in God’s word.

The faith of Abel
(Hebrews 11:4)
Here, the author begins to show us faith (active belief and trust) in the Old Testament (the first 39
books in the Bible). He begins with the account of Cain and his brother Abel, in Genesis 4:1-8. And
he helps to explain something that many people consider difficult in that passage.
Both Cain and Abel gave gifts to God. Cain offered some fruit that he had grown. Abel offered the
first and best of his young sheep, which he had killed. God approved of Abel’s gift, but not Cain’s
gift. This made Cain angry, so Cain killed Abel.
The problem is this. It seems hard to understand why God did not accept both gifts. The Book of
Genesis does not explain why. But the author of Hebrews gives an answer. Abel offered his gift
with faith, and Cain did not.
Let us think about that. Cain did not have faith. He was not actively believing and trusting God.
Instead, Cain thought that God should approve of his (Cain’s) work. So he offered something that
he himself had produced by his work. And he was angry when God did not approve.
Like Abel, Cain knew that sin (evil deeds) had entered the world. He knew that he himself was
guilty of bad and evil things. But he chose not to ask God to save him. Instead, he wanted God
to approve of the things that he was doing.
But Abel had faith. So he saw that he must trust God to save him. Abel knew that he too was
guilty of wrong things. And he believed that he deserved to die because of those wrong things. But
Abel asked God to accept the death of an animal instead of his own death. He did not know
that Jesus would die to suffer the punishment for our evil deeds. But Abel did what he could do. He
saw how to offer something that God considers valuable. He offered his gift with faith. And God
approved of that gift. God always approves when we have faith in him (Hebrews 11:6).
God said that Abel’s blood still speaks (Genesis 4:10; Hebrews 12:24). In other words, it still
gives a message. It appeals to God to act as judge. He should punish evil people and he should
save his people. Abel appealed for that by faith. In other words, he trusted God to do these things.
And still we trust God to do these things. His work as judge is not yet complete. So we must have
faith that he will complete his work. He has promised to do it (Revelation chapter 20).

The faith of Enoch
(Hebrews 11:5)
The Bible only has two short passages about the life of Enoch. Genesis 5:21-24 tells us how he
lived. And Jude 14-15 tells us what he believed. But these passages are enough to show us that
this holy man had faith (active belief and trust in God).
Genesis 5:22 tells us that Enoch ‘walked with God’. In the Bible, ‘to walk’ is often a word-picture
for how a person lives his life. (See, for example, Psalm 1:1.) So, this must mean that Enoch lived
his life in a close relationship with God. When we have a close relationship with someone, we trust
that person. So clearly Enoch trusted God. And his actions showed how much he trusted God.
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The Book of Genesis says nothing about Enoch’s beliefs. But Jude 14-15 tells us some words that
he spoke by the Holy Spirit. He said that God was coming to act as the judge of everyone. God
would punish evil people for all their wicked words, deeds and behaviour. That is similar to what
Abel believed, too. (See my note on Hebrews 11:4.)
Abel lived by faith and he died. Enoch lived by faith, but he did not die. His relationship with God
was so close that God did not allow him to die. We do not know what happened. The Bible simply
says that God took him.
These two men, Abel and Enoch, both had faith. But the ends of their lives on earth were very
different. Abel died but Enoch did not die. So clearly, whether a person has faith is even more
important than life and death. It is more important than anything else for us to trust God and to
believe him. Our lives can only please God if we do those things (Hebrews 11:6).

How to please God
(Hebrews 11:6)
Most people want God to be pleased with them. But few people know what they must do to
achieve that result.
Certainly, God is not pleased with people’s actions. Romans 3:9-20 makes that clear.
Everybody has done wrong and evil things that are against God’s law. Even if someone has done
only one evil thing, that person has offended against the whole of God’s law (James 2:10-11). God
is the judge of every person. And no judge is ever pleased with someone who has not obeyed the
law.
Even if our actions were always right and proper, we would still be guilty because of our words
(James 3:6). We might not carry out an evil action, but we still speak evil words (Matthew 5:2122). God hears our words, even as he sees our actions. He is the judge of our words as well as our
actions (Matthew 12:36-37).
If God is not pleased with our words and actions, he is certainly not pleased with our thoughts.
Some people can perhaps control their behaviour, but nobody can control their thoughts. But
Jesus taught that an evil thought is wrong, too (Matthew 5:28). In fact, it is the evil thought that
causes evil behaviour (Mark 7:20-23).
It may seem impossible that we could do anything to make God pleased. But there is something
that causes God to be pleased. It is when a person has faith in him. Faith means active belief
and trust in God. God is pleased when a person believes his (God’s) word. God is pleased when
a person trusts him.
In order to desire a relationship with God, a person must believe two things. First, the person
realises that God exists. And next, that God will be kind to someone who really desires a
relationship with him. In the beginning, those two ideas may not seem strong enough to be called
beliefs. But they are the beginning of faith. And faith is like a seed (Luke 17:6); it grows. It is God’s
word that causes faith to grow. And we can read God’s word in the Bible.
Those first two thoughts are just the beginning. So the person will pray, and he will study the Bible.
He will learn how his own wrong deeds have offended God. But he will discover that God wants to
forgive him. And this is possible because Jesus died to suffer his punishment. So that person
invites God into his life. And that is when the person’s life of faith begins (Galatians 2:20).

The faith of Noah
(Hebrews 11:7)
The only way to receive faith is from a knowledge of God’s word.
When God’s word came to Noah, it was to warn him (Genesis 6:13). All the people in the world
had become very wicked, and God had issued a severe judgement against them. They all would
die in a terrible flood.
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Many people believe God’s word, but then they do nothing about it. That is not faith. When a
person has faith, his actions are the result of his beliefs. His actions show that he is trusting
God. That is what faith is: active belief and trust in God.
Because Noah believed God, he obeyed God’s instructions. So Noah built the great boat called
the ark, to save himself and his family. It took many years to build that boat. Apart from God’s
word, Noah had no evidence that a flood would happen. But Noah respected God, and he
continued his task.
Then the flood came. And by means of it, God separated the people who had faith. He punished
the wicked people, but he saved Noah and his family. And he established a relationship with them.
After the flood, he made promises to them (Genesis 9:9-11). So their relationship with God
depended on God’s promises. And they received it by faith. In other words, they received their
relationship with God when they trusted God’s promises.
God saved Noah then, and he can save us now. Jesus said that there will be a similar event in the
future (Matthew 24:37-41). God will punish people for their evil deeds. But he will save the people
who have faith in him. They must believe what God has said. So they must trust Christ, who died
for them.

The faith of Abraham
(Hebrews 11:8)
Abraham is sometimes called ‘the father of faith’. Perhaps that phrase refers to verses like
Galatians 3:9 and Galatians 3:29. Those verses describe people who have faith as Abraham’s
children. In other words, such people benefit from the promises that God gave to Abraham.
But, as we have seen, Abraham was not the first person in the Bible to show faith (active belief and
trust in God). However, Abraham’s faith was especially important. Genesis 15:6 describes his faith.
Abraham believed God, and so he received a right relationship with God. When Paul wanted
to emphasise the importance of faith, he twice referred to that verse. See Romans 4:1-3 and
Galatians 3:6-9.
Noah (Hebrews 11:7) and Abraham had very different lives. But they both received faith in the
same way, that is, from God’s word.
God’s word warned Noah about the great flood. God’s word invited Abraham to receive land as a
gift. The two messages were very different, but both men had to trust God completely. Noah had to
prepare for an event that he had not yet seen. Abraham had to go to a country that he did not
know. He did not even know where he was going.
But both men’s reaction was the same. They believed God, and they obeyed him. In other
words, they had faith. Their actions showed complete belief and trust in God.
And that is why God rewarded those men. They did not merely receive a place to live. They
received a right relationship with God. And that relationship came from God’s promises to them.

God chooses when to carry out his promises
(Hebrews 11:9)
The facts in Hebrews 11:9 are well-known to readers of the Bible. But you may still get a shock
because of the way that the author of Hebrews expresses those facts.
God had promised a country to Abraham, which he and his future family would receive as their
permanent possession. So Abraham left his home in the wealthy and important city called Ur. And
he began the long journey to the country that God was giving to him. It was a journey of over 1000
miles.
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But when Abraham arrived in that country, he owned none of it. He did not even have a
permanent home there; he lived in a tent. So did his son, Isaac; and his grandson, Jacob. They
lived like foreigners in the country that God had promised to them. This was so during their
whole lives. Another 400 years passed before their families took possession of the country.
That is not how we often expect God to carry out his promises. We do not like to wait. But we
often have to wait for the time that God has chosen. And as we wait, we should have faith (active
belief and trust in God).
God did not disappoint Abraham. Abraham was not travelling in order to become wealthy or to own
land. When Abraham began his journey, he was accepting a relationship with God. And that
relationship was what Abraham wanted most of all. God became Abraham’s friend. And
Abraham trusted God.
That attitude of trust is faith. Abraham expected that God would carry out his promises. So
Abraham did not try to argue that God should do these things sooner. God knew the best time to
do these things. And Abraham knew that he should simply trust God.

The city of God
(Hebrews 11:10)
Abraham lived like a foreigner in the country that God had promised to him. The author of Hebrews
explains why Abraham was content to do that. It was because Abraham was confident about his
hope. Abraham knew that, in the future, he would have a permanent home. It would be in the city
that God has established. God is its architect and its builder. God has put it on a strong
foundation, that is, a strong base. People who wanted their houses to be strong used rock as the
foundation (Luke 6:48). The Bible uses the word ‘foundation’ to describe Christ (1 Corinthians
3:11), and the things that Christians believe (Hebrews 6:1). Christ and his message give security to
people who trust them.
In that city, Abraham’s journeys would end. There he would live with his friend, God. There he
would always be safe.
The Book of Genesis does not mention that city. And the cities that it describes were often very
wicked places (Genesis 4:17; Genesis 11:4; Genesis 13:12-13). However, God did promise to
Abraham a great nation (Genesis 12:2), with many people (Genesis 15:5), including kings
(Genesis 17:6). Clearly, such a nation would be very different from the wicked cities that Abraham
knew. It would be the country where people were loyal to God. And there, God would live
among his people.
Ancient Israel was like that. God’s house (called the temple) was in the capital city, Jerusalem.
And sometimes the people there were loyal to God. But often, they were not.
The Bible teaches that there will be such a city in the future. The author of Hebrews refers to that
city in Hebrews 12:22. It is clear that he describes there the same city as in Hebrews 11:10.
The Bible ends with the promise of that city in Revelation chapters 21 and 22. It will be a
completely holy city; nothing evil will happen there. Many people will live there, and they will all be
loyal to God. And God himself will live there, among them. That was Abraham’s hope. And it will
happen in the end.

The faith of Sarah
(Hebrews 11:11)
Many modern Bible translations consider this verse to be about Abraham’s faith. Because
Abraham trusted God, his wife Sarah had a baby in her old age.
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However, several other Bible translations say that this verse is about Sarah’s faith. And that is the
meaning that I prefer. The author’s purpose is to show us how both men and women in the Bible
trusted God (Hebrews 11:35). And Sarah was a truly great woman. We can see that fact from
how the Book of Genesis describes her death (Genesis chapter 23). And Paul gave her great
honour in Galatians 4:22-31. Even God showed her honour when he gave her a new name
(Genesis 17:15-16). The name ‘Sarah’ means ‘princess’.
The author of Hebrews seems to express surprise that even Sarah had faith (active belief and
trust in God). Sarah knew that she was too old to have a baby. She even laughed when God
promised it. She did not believe then, but she soon felt ashamed about that. God reminded her that
nothing is too difficult for him to do (Genesis 18:10-15).
From that time on, Sarah believed. She saw that God was using her to carry out his promises to
Abraham. And she understood that her son, Isaac, would receive the benefit of those
promises. She even understood that fact when Abraham did not (Genesis 21:10-12; Galatians
4:30).
At Isaac’s birth, Sarah declared that she now had a proper reason to laugh (Genesis 21:6). She
had great joy because God had carried out his promise to her (Genesis 17:16; Genesis 21:1).
He had done what Sarah herself was unable to do. He had given her a son.

The results of Abraham’s faith
(Hebrews 11:12)
Faith cannot force God to do something that he does not want to do. Faith means belief and trust
in God. We trust that God will carry out his promises. We believe that he is able to do those
things. So when we have faith, we receive the benefit of God’s promises.
The opposite of faith is unbelief. When people allow unbelief to rule their lives, they cannot receive
the benefit of God’s promises. The author gave an example in Hebrews 3:7-19. The people in that
passage could not enter the country that God promised to their nation because of their unbelief.
God still carried out his promise – but they received no benefit from it. He gave that country to their
children instead.
But Abraham had faith, not unbelief. God had promised to make a great nation from that one
man’s family, and Abraham believed it. Abraham became so old that he was just waiting to die. It
seemed impossible for God to carry out that promise – but still Abraham believed.
That was how God established the nation called Israel. He did not begin it with a strong group of
people. He began with one man who considered himself almost dead. But that man had faith in
what God had promised to do. And so God could work in him and through him.
God gave strength to Abraham, so that he could have a son. And many families came from that
first family, until the people became a great nation. They were like the sand or the stars, because
nobody could count them. But long before that happened, God had promised it to Abraham
(Genesis 15:5; Genesis 22:17). It was God’s plan. And he did it because of Abraham’s faith.

The life of faith
(Hebrews 11:13)
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob all lived in tents in the country that God had promised to them. They
did not establish a permanent home there. They did not rule the country, in fact they did not
even own it. Abraham had to buy a small piece of land in order to bury his wife (Genesis chapter
23). That was the only part of the country that the family ever owned. God told Abraham that his
promise was for future centuries (Genesis 15:12-21).
So you may ask why the family had to live in that country. It seems almost as if God sent
Abraham there too early. His family would not own the land for another 400 years.
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The answer is that Abraham did not travel in order to own land. He travelled in order to accept
God’s promises to him and to his family. So he and his family were living by faith (active belief
and trust in God). They trusted that God would carry out his promises to them. So, they lived in that
country; and usually, they lived in a peaceful manner there (Genesis 26:13-22). They did not try to
fight for what God had given to them.
All God’s promises are true (2 Corinthians 1:20). So, faith in God’s promises is reality (Hebrews
11:1). The country really belonged to Abraham’s family already, because God had promised it.
But they did not have possession of it yet.
The family did not pretend anything that was not yet true. Abraham confessed that he was a
foreigner and stranger in the country (Genesis 23:4). He respected that other people had rights in
that country. His own rights were in God’s promises to him. And those rights were very important to
Isaac and Jacob too (Genesis 26:2-5; Genesis 28:10-15). God’s promises were the most valuable
thing that they possessed. And they considered those rights as a real possession (Genesis 25:3134).
They lived by faith, and they died in faith. God’s promises were a greater reality to them than the
situation that was round them. Because of their faith, they knew that God was providing a
permanent home for them. It could not happen during their lives, but still they believed.
God had promised, and they had accepted that promise. That was the nature of their relationship
with God. And it can be ours, too. God’s promises are for us, if we will accept them.

God’s promises to Christians
(Hebrews 11:14)
The author of Hebrews is still writing about Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. But as he writes, his words
have a double meaning. That is because he is constantly thinking about Christians and their
relationship with God. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob lived in the country that God had promised to
them. But that promise was for the future. So during their whole lives, they lived as foreigners in
that country. They lived in tents because they had no permanent home there.
Christians are like that. God has promised them that, in the future, the world will be theirs
(Matthew 5:5). Until that happens, they live as strangers in this world (1 Peter 2:11). In other
words, they cannot enjoy all the things that people in this world enjoy. They cannot behave as
people in this world often behave. That is because of God’s rule in their lives. It is as if they are
citizens of a foreign country. In fact, they really are citizens of another country (1 Peter 2:9-10). It
is the country that God is establishing. Jesus called it ‘the kingdom of God’. That means the
country that God rules as king. And in the future, that kingdom will rule the whole world.
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob called themselves strangers and travellers (Genesis 23:4; Genesis
47:9). People who intend a country to be their permanent home do not use such words to describe
themselves. So clearly, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were searching for the place that would
become their permanent home. They trusted God’s promises to them. So they believed that place
existed. And that is faith.
Christians must have faith, too. Like Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Christians do not know how
God will carry out his promises to them. But they trust God. Although in this world they are merely
strangers and travellers, God has prepared a place for them (John 14:2). Their permanent home
will be a wonderful place, because it is a place in God’s house (Psalm 84). And there, they will
always live (Psalm 23:6).

Citizens of heaven
(Hebrews 11:15)
In the country called Canaan, Abraham considered himself a foreigner (Genesis 23:4). There were
two places where he could have considered himself a citizen: Ur and Haran.
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It was from the great city called Ur that Abraham began his journey (Genesis 11:31). After he left
Ur, we never read about that city again. It is clear that Abraham did not still consider himself a
citizen of that place.
But we do read about Haran again. Many members of Abraham’s family lived in that town. And
Abraham wanted his son Isaac to marry a woman from that place. However, Abraham insisted that
Isaac must not return there (Genesis 24:6-8). He did not want Isaac to start his family away from
the country that God had promised to them.
However, Jacob did return to Haran. He intended to remain there only for a short time, but in fact,
he stayed there for 21 years (Genesis chapters 29 to 31). It was very difficult for him to leave
Haran, but Jacob always wanted to go back to Canaan. Jacob did not want to be a permanent
citizen of Haran.
The family left those places because they wanted to be citizens of a better place. They wanted
to have their homes in the country that God has established. They wanted to be citizens of the city
that he has prepared. They did not find that city in Canaan, so they considered themselves
foreigners there. They lived there because God had sent them there. But no country or city on this
earth satisfied them. They were citizens of heaven, because God was the ruler of their lives.
Jesus spoke often about ‘the kingdom of heaven’. That phrase means ‘the country that God rules
as king’. And that was the only country where Abraham, Isaac and Jacob considered themselves
citizens. God had promised Canaan to them, but he was not ruling there yet. Until he had
established his rule there, they were foreigners in that country.
Paul taught that Christians should have a similar attitude (Philippians 3:20). Although they respect
laws and governments in this world, God is their king. Their real home is in the place where he
rules.
God does not disappoint his people who trust him. So he is not ashamed to be called their God.
And they are glad to be his people. None of his good promises ever fails (Joshua 23:14).

God is not ashamed!
(Hebrews 11:16)
Of course God is not ashamed! He deserves no shame; his holy name is great and wonderful. He
deserves all the honour that everyone in heaven and earth can give.
God is not ashamed of his people. He called himself ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’
(Exodus 3:6). They trusted him and he declared himself to be their God. Whenever God’s people
trust him, they give honour to him. They show their confidence that all his words are true.
God is not ashamed of his promises. He declared himself ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob’ because he had made promises to those men. Those promises bring honour to God,
because God will certainly carry out his promises.
God is not ashamed of his relationship with his people. Elsewhere in Hebrews, we read that
Jesus is not ashamed to call Christians ‘brothers’ (Hebrews 2:11). By his promises to Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob, God established a special relationship with their families. That is, with the people
from Israel. They are his people, even as Christians are God’s people now.
God called himself ’the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob' long after the deaths of those men. In
Mark 12:26-27, Jesus used that fact to teach an important lesson. God is not a god of death. He is
the God who gives life. And so, his servants are alive with him, even after their deaths! That is
what the author of Hebrews explains here. Those men died, but God did not disappoint them. They
were right to trust him. They are in heaven now. And he has prepared a home for them. It is a
wonderful home in a wonderful city (Revelation chapter 21). By that means, God is carrying out
all his promises to them. And in that city, their relationship with God will always continue.
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The sacrifice of Isaac
(Hebrews 11:17-18)
In Genesis chapter 22, we read how God tested Abraham’s faith. God wanted Abraham to give
his son, Isaac, completely to God. So God told Abraham to offer Isaac as a sacrifice.
Sacrifices were usually animals that people gave to God. They killed an animal, then, for a special
sacrifice, they burned the whole body of the animal. That was the type of sacrifice that God asked
Abraham to offer.
It was a hard test. God had made promises to Abraham, and those promises could only
happen by means of Isaac. The author of Hebrews reminds his readers of that fact when he
refers to Genesis 21:12. Abraham had another son, Ishmael, at this time. But Isaac was very
important in God’s plan for Abraham’s family. In fact, Isaac was so important in that plan that the
author calls Isaac: Abraham’s ‘only son’.
But that plan could only happen by the power of God’s Holy Spirit, not by human effort
(Galatians 3:3; Galatians 4:23). And that is why Abraham had to receive God’s promise by faith
(active belief and trust in God). In other words, Abraham had to trust God completely. If Abraham
offered Isaac as a sacrifice, then only God could carry out his promise to Abraham. And
Abraham’s best efforts would achieve nothing.
But God did not allow Abraham to kill Isaac. Instead, God provided a sheep for their sacrifice. God
only wanted to see that Abraham was willing to offer Isaac. God certainly did not want Abraham
to kill Isaac.
In fact, God only ever wanted one person to die as a sacrifice. That person was, of course, Jesus
Christ, God’s Son. John 3:16 calls him ‘God’s only Son’. All the other sacrifices were copies that
God provided to teach us about Jesus’ death. But Jesus’ death was the reality because, by it, God
can give us a right relationship with himself.

God can make dead people alive again
(Hebrews 11:19)
I have often said that faith is active belief and trust in God. In this important matter, there is a
connection between belief and trust. Trust should be the result of what we believe. We can only
trust someone whom we believe.
Abraham believed that God could make dead people alive again. But that belief was just an idea in
Abraham’s mind until God told him to offer Isaac as a sacrifice. Sacrifices were usually animals
that people killed in order to offer them to God. So when God told Abraham to offer Isaac, a belief
in Abraham’s mind was not enough. Then Abraham had to trust God too – and he had to trust
God completely. And that was faith.
In fact, God did not want Isaac to die. God wanted to see that Abraham was willing to give his son
to him. So God provided a sheep for the sacrifice. And it was as if Abraham had received back
Isaac from death.
Jesus often told parables (stories or word-pictures that had a double meaning). And this event in
Abraham’s life was a different kind of parable. It was an event with a double meaning – and that
second meaning was more important than the original event.
Abraham’s son Isaac did not die – but God’s Son Jesus really did die as a sacrifice. He gave his
life to God so that God can forgive our sins (evil deeds). Isaac returned alive to his father, and that
was proof of Abraham’s faith. Isaac’s life after that event was evidence that Abraham had a right
relationship with God.
The reality happened in the same manner as the parable. Jesus really did die; and he really
became alive again. And that is the proof of the faith of all who trust him. He is alive; and so he
makes their relationship with God complete (Hebrews 7:25).
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Like Abraham, we must have the relationship with God that comes only by faith. Our hard work and
human effort can never achieve it. It is God’s gift because of Christ’s death for us, and we can
only receive that gift by faith. That is, we must believe God. And we must trust God, so that our
faith is active in our lives.

The faith of Isaac
(Hebrews 11:20)
Genesis chapter 27 describes a strange example of faith (active belief and trust in God). It
describes how Isaac blessed his sons, Esau and Jacob. By the power of the Holy Spirit, he spoke
words about the future of their families.
Several holy men did that just before they died, especially in the Book of Genesis. But something
very strange happened when Isaac did it. When Isaac blessed Jacob, Jacob was pretending to
be Esau. Isaac was too blind and weak to distinguish between his two sons.
Esau was Isaac’s favourite son, and Isaac wanted to bless him in a wonderful manner. He hoped
that God would give great promises about the future of Esau’s family. He wanted God to provide
for them a good country where they would live. And he intended to appoint Esau to rule over his
brother’s family.
But Jacob was pretending to be Esau. And the result was that Isaac declared all these things for
the benefit of Jacob’s family instead.
We may think that this event shows not much evidence of faith. Jacob cheated Esau. Their father
Isaac believed something that was not true. He spoke words about Jacob that he intended to
speak about Esau.
But the author of Hebrews declares this to be an example of faith. Isaac had faith when he
blessed Jacob and Esau. In other words, Isaac really was believing and trusting God on that
occasion. He was believing that God would give him the right words to say about each son. He
was trusting that God would carry out those things.
When the facts of the matter became clear, it was a shock for both Isaac and Esau. Esau urged his
father to bless him, too. But Isaac insisted that his words about Jacob really were for Jacob. Isaac
had not spoken from his own desires or imagination. By the power of God’s Holy Spirit, he had
declared God’s promises to Jacob. And Isaac was sure that he had spoken God’s words.
At first, Isaac thought that he could not even bless Esau. But afterwards, God did give Isaac some
words to bless Esau. God would provide a country for Esau’s family to live, although it would be a
hard place to live in. Jacob’s family would rule over Esau’s family. But Esau’s family would be able
to fight back.
The fact was that God wanted to declare his kindness for Jacob. The God of Abraham and Isaac
would become Jacob’s God too. And the promises that God gave to Abraham and Isaac were
for Jacob too. Jacob did not need to cheat anyone in order to receive the benefit of those
promises. God had already decided that they were for him. And that is what Isaac declared on
this occasion.

The faith of Jacob
(Hebrews 11:21)
When Jacob was a young man, he wanted very much to receive the benefit of God’s promises.
But he did not know how to do it. So he tried to buy it (Genesis 25:31). After that, he lied and he
cheated (Genesis 27:19). He used every effort – but human effort is not the correct way to gain the
benefit of God’s promises.
Jacob had to learn the correct way. We receive the benefit of God’s promises when we accept
them by faith (active belief and trust in God).
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As Jacob became older, he also became wiser. Hebrews 11:21 describes him near to the end of
his life. He holds his staff (stick), which shows his authority as head of his family. He is a holy
man, who gives honour to God. And he is living by faith.
Jacob did not need to appoint Joseph as leader of the family, because Joseph was already their
leader. But Jacob did bless both his own sons, and Joseph’s sons. And like his father Isaac, he
spoke words from God about their families’ future as he blessed them.
As a young man, Jacob did not understand that Isaac was speaking those words by faith. So
Jacob thought that he had to cheat in order to get better promises for himself. But as an older man,
Jacob understood that he must act by faith to bless his family.
So, as he blessed Joseph’s two sons, Jacob placed his right hand on the head of Joseph’s
younger son. He did it to show that God’s promises to that son were greater.
When Joseph saw it, he tried to move his father’s hand. Joseph wanted the older boy to receive
the greater promises.
But Jacob insisted that he had not made a mistake. Unlike his father Isaac, Jacob knew whom he
was blessing. By faith, he trusted God to give him the right promises for each son.
Jacob declared that he was adopting those two sons. In other words, the family should consider
them as if they were Jacob’s own sons. The families of both sons would become very great in
Israel.
The large families that came from Jacob’s sons are called ‘the tribes of Israel’. And among the
tribes of Israel are the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, Joseph’s sons.

The bones of Joseph
(Hebrews 11:22)
Jacob died in Egypt. Many years later, his son Joseph died there too. So they both died away
from Canaan, the country that God had promised to their family.
Both Jacob and Joseph wanted the family to bury their bodies in Canaan. So they each made
special funeral arrangements. They wanted to remind their family that, even at their deaths, they
still trusted God’s promises. They believed that God would give Canaan to their family in the
future. That is faith: active belief and trust in God. As Hebrews 11:13 says, they were still living by
faith at their deaths.
You can read Jacob’s instructions about his funeral in Genesis 49:29-32. The record of the funeral
itself is in Genesis 50:1-14. It was a great event because Joseph was very important in Egypt’s
government. The whole family travelled especially to Canaan in order to bury Jacob’s body there.
And many officials from Egypt went with them. After the funeral, they all returned to Egypt.
Joseph did not want his own funeral to be like that. He knew about the words that God had spoken
to Abraham (Genesis 15:13-16). God had told Abraham that the family would remain in Egypt for
400 years. And during that time, they would suffer much. But in the end, God would rescue them.
And he would bring them to Canaan, as he promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
God’s promises had given hope to Joseph while he suffered in Egypt (Psalm 105:17-19). That
seems to be the purpose of the promises that God gave to Joseph in his dreams (Genesis 37:510). And Joseph wanted to leave something so that God’s promises would give hope to the
family during their troubles. What he left was his own bones.
So Joseph asked the family not to bury his body. They should preserve his bones. Those bones
would remind them that they would not always live in Egypt. When God rescued them from
Egypt, they should carry Joseph’s bones with them. And then they should take the bones with
them into the country that God had promised to them (Genesis 50:24-26).

112

Joseph’s instructions were unusual, but the family obeyed them. They kept the bones in a coffin
(box) in Egypt. When Moses led them out of Egypt, they took the bones with them (Exodus 13:19).
When Joshua took them into Canaan, they brought the bones. You can read how they finally
buried the bones in Joshua 24:32.

The faith of Moses’ parents
(Hebrews 11:23)
The author of Hebrews has shown us how people in the Book of Genesis had an attitude of faith
(active belief and trust in God). Now, he encourages us to look for people with faith in other Bible
books, too.
We should expect to find examples of faith as we read the Bible. Faith is one of the most
important qualities that God’s people have. In the Bible, it is often the reason for their actions, even
if the Bible does not always explain that fact.
In Hebrews 11:23, the author gives us an example of this. If he was not writing by the power of
God’s Spirit, his explanation of Exodus 2:1-2 would be a guess. But Christians believe that God
showed the Bible’s authors what to write (2 Timothy 3:16).
The king’s law ordered Moses’ parents to kill their baby (Exodus 1:22). It is very difficult to hide a
baby in a small house. But Moses’ parents managed to hide him for 3 months.
The author of Hebrews gives two reasons why they did this. Firstly, they saw that Moses was
‘beautiful’. There was something impressive and noble in Moses’ character, even when he was
still a baby. This was not merely their opinion; God considered Moses beautiful, too (Acts 7:20). So
the parents believed that God had a special plan for Moses’ life.
The other reason was that they were not afraid of the king’s law. They had every reason to be
afraid. They were slaves, and the king was powerful. But they respected God more than they
respected that evil king. They had faith. So they believed that God would rescue their son.
You can read how God saved Moses’ life in Exodus 2:1-10.

How Moses started to have faith
(Hebrews 11:24)
When God saved Moses’ life as a baby, God did it in an astonishing manner. One of the king’s
daughters rescued Moses. She brought him up, as if he were her own son (Exodus 2:10). He lived
in the palace. He learned well from his teachers there. And he became a great man (Acts 7:22).
But Moses was not content to be an important man in Egypt. Moses knew who his real family
were. He probably learned this from his real mother. She had continued to look after him until he
was about 5 years old (Exodus 2:8-9). And it seems that she had taught him something about God
and his promises (Acts 7:25).
Moses saw how his relatives were suffering in Egypt. He cared about them and he wanted to help
them. But he did nothing about this matter until he was about 40 years old.
At some time, Moses made an important decision. The Book of Exodus does not record that
decision. It only records the result of his decision, in Exodus 2:11-14.
Moses’ decision was that he did not consider himself still as the son of the king’s daughter.
Instead, he considered himself an Israelite (one of the people who came from the families of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob).
The result of that decision was that he tried to fight on behalf of the Israelites. He wanted to
rescue them from their hard lives as slaves in Egypt. But he failed for several reasons. The
Israelites refused to accept him as their leader. He did not yet know God well enough. His methods
were wrong. And the time for God to free his people had not yet arrived.
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Moses had to escape from Egypt. He would not rescue the Israelites for another 40 years. But
something important had happened in Moses’ life. He had started to have faith, that is, to trust
God.

The decision to join God’s people
(Hebrews 11:25)
The author of Hebrews refers to Moses’ decision (Hebrews 11:24). Moses had become a great
man in Egypt; people considered him a member of the royal family. But then Moses decided that
he would consider himself as one of God’s people, called the Israelites. Moses had been born into
their families, and he wanted to join them.
It was a bold decision. The Israelites were slaves in Egypt. And Moses decided to join them before
he knew either them, or God, properly. But in all his troubles, Moses never changed that decision.
He wanted to be one of God’s people, although he would suffer much. And that was better than
to do the things that God considers wrong.
When people become Christians, they are making a similar decision. They choose to do the
things that God considers right. And they choose not to do those things that God considers wrong.
Their decision is a bold decision too. They have chosen to join God’s people (1 Peter 2:10).
That decision is like the decision to become a citizen of a foreign country (1 Peter 2:11).
Sometimes Christians have to suffer for that decision (1 Peter 3:17).
There is a good reason why people in this world are sometimes cruel to Christians. Many things
that people in this world enjoy, Christians consider to be wrong. Perhaps those things
brought pleasure to the Christians too, before they believed. Because Christians are not perfect,
perhaps they still do those things sometimes. But those things bring no pleasure when they
consider God’s opinion about them.
So the attitudes, thoughts and desires of Christians are often very different from those of people
that are not Christians.

What wealth really is
(Hebrews 11:26)
For many centuries, Egypt was one of the wealthiest countries in the world. Often in its history, its
royal family was the richest family on earth. Moses had a place in that family. But he left it in
order to serve God.
After that, Moses never knew wealth or luxury again. He lived in a desert, where the earth was too
dry for most plants to grow. He constantly had to travel in order to find water. For 40 years, he
looked after sheep and goats there. For another 40 years, he led his people through the same
desert. It was a hard life.
The author of Hebrews knew all these facts. He knew how, later, Egypt’s king insulted Moses. He
knew how cruelly Egypt’s leaders dealt with Moses. But the author makes an astonishing
statement. Moses had discovered what wealth really is. And he did not discover it in the
palaces in Egypt. He discovered it when he suffered because of his relationship with Christ.
Christians consider it a noble and honourable thing to suffer because of their relationship with
Christ. Paul considered it an honour to suffer as Christ had suffered (Philippians 3:10). But
Christians do not believe that pain is a good thing. In the perfect world, there will be no more pain
or death (Revelation 21:4).
Moses could remain strong during all his troubles because he expected 'the reward’. Jesus spoke
about this reward in Matthew 5:11-12. There is a wonderful reward for all who trust God to save
them: a home in heaven (Hebrews 11:6; John 14:1-2). But there is a special reward for those
people who have suffered because of their relationship with Christ. God will give them great
honour in heaven.
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Moses left Egypt in faith
(Hebrews 11:27)
Moses left Egypt on two occasions. The second time was when he led God’s people (the Israelites)
out of Egypt. But it seems that this verse is about the first time. That was when he had to escape
from Egypt alone, in Exodus 2:15. The author has been explaining that event in Hebrews 11:2426, and he seems to continue his explanation here.
Moses understood that God wanted him to rescue the Israelites (Acts 7:25). But Moses did not
know how God wanted him to do it. He tried to free his people by human effort. He killed one of the
cruel masters who ruled the Israelites as slaves. Moses thought that nobody had seen that event.
But he was wrong. Soon everybody knew about it.
Moses quickly realised that his plan to free the Israelites had failed. Exodus 2:14 tells us that he
was afraid. But Hebrews 11:27 tells us that he was not afraid of the king’s anger. He was afraid for
another reason. He was afraid because he had not served God in a proper manner. He believed
that God was sending him to free the Israelites. But he did not even know the first thing that God
wanted him to do.
The king became angry. Moses could not remain in Egypt because God had given him no
authority to do that. Moses had acted without God’s authority once, and he must not do it again.
He could not expect God to protect him in such circumstances. That would not be faith; it is the sin
(evil deed) called presumption. Presumption is when we try to achieve God’s purposes, but not by
his methods. Really, we are trying to control God; we are trying to force him to use our methods.
And that is a very wrong thing to do.
Moses could not remain in Egypt and ask the king to excuse him. To do that would be to deny what
God had shown him. So Moses left Egypt in faith. In other words, he left because he believed
God. Moses had not seen God, and he did not know God properly yet. But Moses had chosen to
stand firmly on God’s side. And he would wait patiently until God showed him what to do. He
remained in the desert for 40 years until God spoke to him at the burning bush (Exodus chapter 3).

Faith at the Passover
(Hebrews 11:28)
In Hebrews 11:24-27, we have been studying how Moses first tried to free the Israelites (God’s
people) from Egypt (Exodus 2:11-15). Moses tried to do it by his own method, and he was
completely unsuccessful. But Moses did manage to free himself from the control of Egypt’s
rulers. And in that matter, he had faith (active belief and trust in God).
After 40 years, Moses returned to Egypt. He now understood that he was God’s servant. And this
time, he would use God’s method to save his people.
It will not surprise readers of the Book of Hebrews to know that God’s method was the blood of a
sacrifice. A sacrifice is a gift that God considers valuable. For the Israelites it was the blood of a
young sheep. For Christians, it is the blood of Christ, who died on the cross to save them from their
sins (evil deeds). Christ’s death was the reality; God provided a copy to save the Israelites.
But before that, God showed the rulers of Egypt that he is the real God. And he urged them by
Moses that they must free the Israelites. He allowed terrible events (called the plagues) to happen
in Egypt. The false gods of Egypt could not stop those plagues. But the rulers of Egypt still
refused to free the Israelites.
God told Moses that the oldest son in every family in Egypt would die. This would be the last
plague. After it, the rulers of Egypt would allow the Israelites to leave.
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This plague would happen in just one night. And on that night, the Israelites would only be safe if
they obeyed God’s special instructions. Each Israelite family must kill a young sheep as a
sacrifice. They cooked the meat and they ate it. But they took the blood and they used it to mark
the entrances to their homes (Exodus chapter 12). God would see the blood, and he would
protect those homes.
That night was called the Passover. On that night, God protected the families who were trusting
him to save them. They had marked their homes with the blood of a sacrifice, as God had ordered.
God protected them, so that nobody died in those houses. But someone died in all the other
homes in Egypt, even in the king’s palace (Exodus 12:29-30).
On that night, God separated the people who had faith. In other words, he saved only the
people who trusted God. He showed that there is a difference between them and other people.

The Israelites cross the Red Sea
(Hebrews 11:29)
God’s greatest act to save his people, the Israelites, happened soon after they left Egypt. You can
read the account of it in Exodus chapter 14.
The Israelites had worked as slaves in Egypt. Soon after they left there, the rulers of Egypt sent
their army after them. The rulers regretted that they had allowed their slaves to leave. And they
wanted the army to bring them back.
Egypt’s army found that the Israelites had camped by the Red Sea. They could not go further
towards Canaan, the country that God had promised to them, because of the sea. They had no
way to cross it. So it seemed an easy matter to force them to return to Egypt.
The Red Sea is a shallow sea. It reaches between the country called Egypt and the desert called
Sinai. On the other side of that desert is the country called Israel, which was then called Canaan.
When the Israelites saw Egypt’s army, they were very afraid. But Moses told them not to be afraid.
God was on their side. They should believe and trust him. In other words, they should have
faith. God would rescue them.
Moses spoke those bold words. But it seems that he too felt desperate. God told him that he must
not continue to cry to him (Exodus 14:15). Instead, Moses must act. Faith must be active belief
and trust in God.
So Moses did what God told him. Moses gave an order that the Israelites should prepare to move
forwards, towards the sea. And Moses held his staff (long stick) over the sea.
When Moses did that, God acted too. God acts powerfully when people act in faith. God sent a
strong east wind. And that wind made the sea into dry land. The Israelites walked across into the
desert called Sinai.
There are reports that similar events have happened there by natural means, in modern times. But
what happened then did not happen by any natural means. It was an extraordinary act that God
did in order to rescue his people. He rescued them because they had faith, active belief and
trust in God.
We know that because the army from Egypt tried to cross the sea, too. But, of course, they did not
believe God, and they did not trust him. They had made themselves God’s enemies, and God
acted against them. While they marched across the sea, the water returned. They all drowned.

The faith of Joshua at Jericho
(Hebrews 11:30)
More than 500 years had passed since God first promised the country called Canaan to
Abraham’s family. And 40 years had passed since they crossed the Red Sea.
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During those 500 years, the family had increased to become the great nation called the Israelites.
But they were a nation without any land. Now they were entering Canaan to take possession of it
as God had promised.
The Israelites had a strong army. But God did not want them to trust in their military power. God
wanted them to trust him, that is, to have faith. So God gave them strange instructions for their
first battle, which was against the city called Jericho. They should not attack the city as an army
usually would. Instead they should just march round its walls. And God would hand over the city to
them.
They trusted God, and so, they obeyed him. They marched round the walls for 7 days. On the last
day, they marched round the city 7 times. Then the priests sounded their trumpets (loud musical
instruments). Everyone shouted. And the walls fell down.
They had done nothing that would cause the strong walls of a city to fall down. This was the work
of God; he caused the walls to fall. Without walls, Jericho had no defences. The Israelites
rushed in and they took the city. They destroyed it completely, as God had ordered them to do.
Other battles in Canaan happened in a more usual manner. But the Israelites had learned an
important lesson at Jericho. People do not receive the benefit of God’s promises by human
effort. We must receive them by faith. We must believe God, and we must trust him. You can
read more about the battle at Jericho in Joshua chapter 6.

The faith of Rahab, the prostitute
(Hebrews 11:31)
There was an important reason why God allowed his people, the Israelites, to take possession of
Canaan. The people who lived there before the Israelites were very wicked. God had allowed
them to continue to live there for several centuries. But in the end, God always punishes sin (evil
deeds). See Genesis 15:13-16.
But God saves people who have faith (active belief and trust in God). He does that whichever
nation they come from. He even saved a few people in Canaan, because they had faith.
Rahab was a harlot, that is, a prostitute. A prostitute is a woman who offers her body to men for
sex. She owned a house in Jericho. Jericho was an important city for trade; many traders passed
through it. Rahab offered them food, a place to sleep, and sex. That was how people in Canaan
behaved.
One day, two men came to Rahab’s house. They only wanted a safe place to sleep for the night.
But the king of Jericho sent a message to Rahab that she must hand these men over to him. The
Israelites had established a camp on the other side of the river Jordan from Jericho. These two
men had left that camp in order to explore Canaan. They were collecting information that would
help the Israelite army.
When Rahab heard this, she decided to protect the two men. She hid them. And she told the
king’s officials that the men had already left.
She explained why she protected the men in Joshua 2:8-13. People had told her how God helped
the Israelites during their journey to Canaan. So she believed that their God is the real God. He
rules heaven and earth. She had shown kindness to the Israelite men, and she asked them to be
kind to her, too. She asked them to save her life, and the lives of her family, when they attacked
Jericho. She was sure that God would give them success.
Rahab was not a good woman, but she did have faith (active belief and trust in God). She was
trusting God to save her, and she wanted to join God’s people. And God did these things for
her, because of her faith.
When the Israelites attacked Jericho, they saved Rahab and her family. She joined the Israelites,
and she married one of them. Israel’s royal family came from her family. And Jesus came from that
family, too.
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You can read more about Rahab in Joshua chapter 2, Joshua 6:22-25, and Matthew 1:5-6. Her life
is a wonderful example of how God can save people from every nation. He even saves people
who are from the most wicked nations.

Faith in the Books of Judges and Samuel
(Hebrews 11:32)
The author’s great desire was to show us faith (that is, active belief and trust in God) in the Bible.
He wanted to show us how important faith was in the lives of holy men and women there. He
wanted us to see what great things they achieved by their faith. But perhaps we should say, to see
what great things God did because of their faith. From these examples, the author wanted us to
learn that we must have faith too.
The author has given some wonderful examples so that we may begin our study of faith. But he
cannot complete his list of examples. Faith fills the lives of God’s people, and faith fills the pages of
the Bible. There are good and useful examples of faith in very many chapters of the Bible. We can
learn so much that the author of Hebrews did not have time to teach us. So we must read the
Bible for ourselves. We should continue the study that he has encouraged us to begin.
We could begin in the Book of Judges, where we shall read about Gideon, Barak, Samson and
Jephthah. Or we could begin in the Books of 1 and 2 Samuel, where we will read about Samuel
and David. Or we could study the books of the prophets (the holy men who spoke God’s
messages).
Gideon had faith when he rescued Israel from the army of Midian. God only allowed him to take
300 men with him when he began the battle against that vast army (Judges chapter 7).
Barak had faith. He led Israel’s army against King Jabin’s army. Barak was too afraid to do that
unless Deborah, a prophetess (holy woman) went with him. And not Barak, but another woman,
Jael, received the honour for Israel’s success in that battle. But the author of Hebrews gives
honour to Barak for his faith (Judges chapters 4 and 5).
Samson was a very strong man, who saved Israel from the armies of Philistia. He was so strong
that often, he fought alone. But although Samson was so strong, his character was weak. He did
many wrong things and, in the end, God took away his strength. His enemies made him blind and
they forced him to work as a slave. But when they took him to laugh at him in the house of their
false god, Samson’s faith returned. He prayed that God would give him strength to defeat his
enemies for one last time. Then, Samson pushed hard against the columns that held up the
building. At his death, he killed more enemies than during the rest of his life (Judges chapters 13 to
16).
Jephthah saved Israel from the armies of Ammon. He did not do that by his own strength. He
fought with power that came from God’s Holy Spirit. So Jephthah had faith (Judges 11:29-32).
Samuel was a holy man who heard God’s voice on several occasions. God told him to appoint
both King Saul and, later, King David. A good example of his faith is in 1 Samuel 7:7-13. By faith,
he saved Israel from Philistia’s army without even a battle!
David was the great king of Israel who loved God with all his heart (Psalm 116:1). Really, love for
God is the same thing as faith. A person who loves God believes God. And that person trusts
him.
The best example of David’s faith is the way that he waited to become Israel’s king. When David
was just a boy, Samuel appointed him (1 Samuel 16:1-13). But David refused to fight for power. He
could have started a revolution. He could have killed the previous king (1 Samuel chapters 24 and
26). But instead, David waited for God’s time.
David was not a perfect man; he did some evil things. But by faith, he knew that God had
forgiven him (Psalm 32:1-2). We can know that too, because of Christ’s death for us (Romans
4:5-8 and Romans 4:22-25).
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What faith achieves
(Hebrews 11:33)
The author has shown us faith (active belief and trust in God) in the lives of some of the greatest
men and women in the Bible. And now he wants to show us the wonderful things that people
achieve because of their faith. But he does not want us to think that only great people can have
faith. Faith is for all God’s people (Hebrews 12:1-2).
So he gives a list of things that people have achieved by faith. In Hebrews 11:33-34, he seems still
to be thinking about his list of names in Hebrews 11:32. But he does not follow the same order as
in Hebrews 11:32. In later verses, he will not give any names.
David overcame kings and their nations by faith. He did it in order to establish Israel as a strong
nation that served God (See 2 Samuel chapters 5 and 8).
Samuel carried out a judgement that was right and proper against King Agag (1 Samuel 15:3233). He did it because Israel’s king, Saul, had refused to do it.
David became king because God had promised that to him (1 Samuel 16:1). And he received
even greater promises about the future of his family (2 Samuel chapter 7).
God saved Daniel the prophet (holy man) from lions in Daniel chapter 6.
All these things happened through faith. God did these things for his people because they had
faith. In other words, they believed and trusted him.
Jesus said that faith can move mountains (Matthew 17:20). That is a word-picture. It means that
God does great and wonderful things because of his people’s faith. It is God alone who deserves
the honour for these great things. God both does these things, and he gives his people the faith to
believe for them. But God also gives honour to his people when they believe him. That is, when
they act by faith.

Faith is powerful
(Hebrews 11:34)
Faith is not something weak like a wish, a thought or an idea. Faith is powerful because God is
powerful. Faith means that a person is trusting God. And God wants people to trust him. That is
why he has given promises to help his people. When a person trusts God, that person declares
himself to be one of God’s people. That gives honour to God, and God is pleased to act on that
person’s behalf.
In Hebrews 11:34, the author continues to give examples, in order to show how powerful faith is.
These examples continue to be from the list in Hebrews 11:32, but in a different order.
Daniel the prophet (holy man) records how God saved his three friends from fire (Daniel chapter
3). The king tried to kill them – but they were trusting God (Daniel 3:17-18).
God saved Jephthah from swords when angry men attacked him (Judges 12:1-3).
Samson lost his strength when he broke his promise to God (Judges 16:17-21). But God gave him
strength again for his final battle (Judges 16:28-30).
Barak was afraid to lead God’s people in a battle (Judges 4:6-8). But God gave him the strength
to fight (Judges 4:14-16).
Gideon forced a foreign army to run away (Judges 7:22-25).
This list is very impressive. But the events in Hebrews 11:33-34 did not just happen on one
occasion. Many of these things happened frequently in Israel’s history. Whenever people have
acted in faith, God has acted powerfully on their behalf.
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The power of faith against death
(Hebrews 11:35)
We have been studying great examples of faith (active belief and trust in God). And certainly, the
events in 1 Kings 17:17-24 and 2 Kings 4:17-37 are great examples of faith. It is hard to imagine a
more wonderful event than a dead person who becomes alive again. Such an event can only
happen by the power of God.
The author of Hebrews has told us about many wonderful things that happened because of faith.
But the second part of Hebrews 11:35 may cause us a surprise, or even a shock. Even as faith has
caused dead people to become alive, so many people have died because of faith. We do not
expect to read that!
In English, we sometimes speak about people who ‘died for their faith’. We mean that people died
as martyrs, in other words, because of their religion. But in the Bible, ‘faith’ does not mean
‘religion’. ‘Faith’ means ‘active belief and trust in God’. So these people, to whom the Book of
Hebrews refers, did not die merely because of an argument about religion. They died because they
had faith. In other words, because they were actively trusting and believing God.
Faith was the reason why their enemies opposed them. Their enemies hated them because they
trusted God. But faith also gave them the strength that they needed during their troubles. They
had the opportunity to escape, but they chose to stand firm. They did not need to escape, because
they trusted God. Perhaps they did not even want to escape, because they wanted the opportunity
to give honour to God (Acts 21:10-13).
For them, and for all who die with faith, there is ‘a better resurrection’. ‘Resurrection’ means life
after death. That is what happened in the first part of this verse. Women received back their dead
sons, alive. After those events, the sons just lived normal lives. Their lives included, of course,
pain, troubles and in the end, death.
But 'the better resurrection' is very much better than that. Jesus promised that God's people would
receive life without end (John 3:16; John 6:40). Revelation 21:4 promises life without pain, tears,
or death.
So those people who died because of their faith had no reason for despair. They were trusting
God’s promises, and that gave them hope. And God did not disappoint them. They did not receive
a resurrection to a life that would end a few years afterwards. God took them to heaven. There
they have life that can never end. It is a much better life than the life that they knew in this world.
This is an important message wherever Christians suffer because of their faith. And so it was an
especially important message for the first Christians. They suffered many evil things because of
the cruel actions of their enemies (Acts 8:1; Hebrews 10:32-34). But they continued to believe God
and to trust him. They continued to have faith.
The result of their faith was that God rescued some of them (Hebrews 13:23; Acts 12:1-17). But
others died (Acts 7:55-60; Acts 12:2; Revelation 2:13). They did not have less faith than the
people whom God rescued. Perhaps they had even more faith. They had faith to stand firm
when cruel enemies attacked them (Hebrews 10:32-36). We need to trust God completely in such
situations.

Faith when we suffer
(Hebrews 11:36)
It is a real benefit to everyone in a town when God’s people live among them. Their attitudes are
kind; and their actions are generous. They help poor people; and they look after weak people.
They respect the laws of the countries where they live. But the main difference between them and
other people is that they have faith. In other words, they trust God and they believe him. And that
fact is enough to cause many people to hate them.
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The author’s words may remind us of Joseph or Jeremiah, who both spent time in prison (Psalms
105:17-18; Jeremiah chapters 37 and 38). But Jesus taught that many of God’s servants had
suffered in this manner (Matthew 5:11-12; Mark 12:2-5). And very many of the first Christians
suffered like this, too.
Sometimes God’s people suffered pain and insults. But their enemies allowed them to go free.
Sometimes God’s people suffered in prison. Their enemies did not allow them to be free. In fact,
sometimes God’s people were not even free to move about the prison, because chains were on
their feet.
And sometimes the enemies of God’s people did not even allow them to remain alive. But it did
not seem enough just to kill them. So those wicked enemies invented new and even more cruel
ways to murder God’s people (Hebrews 11:37).
No innocent person should have to suffer like that. They had done nothing wrong. But they had
stood for what is right. And that was why their wicked enemies were so cruel.
Their troubles were not without purpose. And they did not die in vain. It is right that there should be
a test of faith (1 Peter 1:7). A test proves whether something is genuine. Through all their
troubles, and even their deaths, these men and women still trusted God. That was proof of their
faith.

Trust God during troubles
(Hebrews 11:37)
When God’s people expect to die, then they still trust God. They trust God even if they must die
in a very cruel manner.
And some have died in such a manner. Zechariah the priest died when people threw stones at
him (2 Chronicles 24:20-21). Uriah died by a sword (Jeremiah 26:20-23). There is an old story
that King Manasseh used a saw to kill Isaiah. But that story is not in the Bible.
Their enemies had many evil reasons for their actions. They were acting as if holy people do not
belong in this world. But there are many ways to do evil things. And wicked people have other
ways to show that good people do not deserve to live among them.
So, the enemies of God’s people took away their possessions, and they made them poor. Those
enemies took away their homes, and they forced them to live away from the towns. The first
Christians knew about such troubles, because they themselves had suffered in this way (Acts 8:1).
They wore rough clothes. They suffered insults. They had nothing. But they continued to trust
God. And in their desperate situation, they learned how good God is. He provided their daily
food. He protected them when nobody else would help them. He provided clothes for them (Luke
12:27-28). They were right to trust him.
The people in this world did not care about them. Even their own relatives neglected them. But
when they had nothing, they still had God in their lives. He was their companion when they were
alone. He was their friend when enemies surrounded them. He was their guide when they did not
know where to go.
When God’s people suffer terrible troubles, then they still trust God. And God is good to them.

When enemies send God’s people away
(Hebrews 11:38)
‘The world was not worthy of them’ that is, of God’s people. God’s people are holy, in other
words, they belong to God – not to this world. Other people belong to this world; they did not
deserve even to have God’s people among them.
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Somehow, the cruel enemies of God’s people understood this difference. So they tried to separate
themselves from God’s people. Because God’s people were strangers and foreigners in this
world (Hebrews 11:13-16), their enemies sent them away. Often, they could not stay in the towns
or cities.
Their enemies said that they did not deserve a place in this world. They forced God’s people to
leave the parts of the world where people live. But then, the world itself seemed to receive them.
It gave them the honour that people had refused to give them. The vast mountains and deserts
became their possession. The earth provided holes where they could find shelter (1 Kings 19:1113). The earth gave them caves to live in (1 Samuel 22:1).
So they became like Christ. The world belonged to him. But when he came to his own home, his
own people did not receive him (John 1:9-11). He too knew the deserts (Mark 1:12-13) and the
mountains (Mark 9:2-8). And he chose such places for prayer (Mark 1:35; Mark 6:46).
Like Christ, God’s people were often poor in this world, although the world itself will be theirs
(Matthew 5:5). Also like him, they trusted God, even when they suffered the most terrible
troubles. And they waited, even as we wait, for God to complete his promises to them.

Why God allows his people’s troubles
(Hebrews 11:39-40)
We have been reading about people who suffered much because of their faith. That is, because of
their belief and trust in God. But God cares about his people, and he knows about their troubles.
So we may ask why God allowed this to happen. God had made promises to his people, and he
could have carried out those promises immediately. Clearly, there was an important reason why he
did not do it.
There are several good answers that the author of Hebrews could give. He could explain about the
nature of faith. It only pleases God when we accept his promises by faith (Hebrews 11:6). And
faith must be in something that we cannot yet see (Hebrews 11:1). If God’s people always received
his promises immediately, they would not need faith. And that would not please him.
Or, the author could explain about the nature of God’s judgement. Unless God allows people to
carry out wicked acts, his judgement against them would seem unfair (Romans 3:4-18). Other
people’s wicked acts are clear evidence that God’s people really do belong to him. When God’s
people continue to trust him, they are declaring God’s judgement by their actions (Hebrews 11:7).
Or, the author could explain that God uses our troubles to improve our relationship with him
(1 Peter 1:6-7). It is not God’s desire merely to save us from troubles. He is establishing a
relationship with his people that will last always (Hebrews 11:16).
The author could explain that there is a proper time for God to carry out his promises
(Galatians 4:4; Mark 13:32). That is because God is not just making nice promises without any real
purpose. The purpose of all his promises is the same: to establish the rule of his Son, Jesus
Christ, on earth. And in order to do that, he must end the power of the evil forces that now control
the world. These things must happen at the proper time and in the proper way. So there is a proper
time for God to carry out all his promises.
All these explanations seem good to us. But they are not the explanation that the author of
Hebrews chooses to give in this passage. So the answer that he gives here must be especially
important for us to know.
His answer is that this was for our benefit. God’s people did not receive the things that he had
promised immediately in order to benefit us. That is, the people who live between Jesus’ death
and his return. God wanted his promises to benefit us too, as well as the people who originally
received those promises.
Peter gave a similar explanation in 2 Peter 3:9. There, he explains why Christ has not yet returned.
His delay gives people an opportunity to turn to God. Until Christ returns, people still have the
opportunity for God to save them. But God has given his promise; and Christ will return to rule at
the proper time.
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It is God’s plan that all his people, together, should become the people of God (Galatians 3:28).
He chooses not to separate them but, in a moment, he will change them all completely (1
Corinthians 15:51-52). That is the moment when God will declare them to be his children (Romans
8:18-21). That moment is the beginning of a new age (Hebrews 2:8; Revelation chapters 21 and
22).

Hebrews chapter 12
Christians are like runners in a race
(Hebrews 12:1)
The author of Hebrews urges Christians to grow and develop in their relationship with God. They
should trust God more, especially when they have troubles. And they should avoid sin (evil
behaviour in their lives).
This reminds the author of the runners in a race. We are sure that the first Christian leaders did
not approve of those races. It was at such events that the government in Rome chose to kill many
Christians (see 1 Corinthians 15:32). The crowds drank too much wine; and people were praying to
false gods. For example, they prayed to the god of luck, or to the god of success. But there was a
lesson to learn from the attitude of the runners there.
The runners acted as if nothing else in life mattered, except the race. Christians should have a
similar attitude: only Christ matters to them. The runners took off the clothes that might cause them
to run more slowly. In the same manner, Christians should avoid all wrong and evil behaviour. It is
like a weight that will stop the progress of their relationship with God. The runners continued to
run, even if the race was long and hard. And Christians must continue to trust God, even when
they have serious troubles.
A vast crowd encouraged the runners and urged them to run well. Sometimes so many clouds fill
the sky that we cannot even begin to count them. That became a word-picture for a very large
crowd, so the author refers to a ‘cloud of witnesses’. Most Bible teachers think that these witnesses
are the people in Hebrews chapter 11. But I am not sure. They are not here to encourage us now.
Hebrews 11:39 says that someone else witnessed their trust in God. But it does not say who did
this. So perhaps those witnesses are the angels, God’s special servants from heaven (Hebrews
1:14). They are there to help us when we have troubles (Mark 1:13).

Joy in Jesus
(Hebrews 12:2)
The runners in a race must look ahead, towards the end of their race. And Christians must look
towards Jesus. In other words, they should constantly think about Jesus.
A Christian’s relationship with God begins, and ends, with Jesus. It is Jesus who shows Christians
how to trust God. It is Jesus who made it possible for Christians to trust God. Jesus began their
relationship with God, and he will complete it. It is Jesus who will make their relationship with God
perfect (Hebrews 11:40).
Christians must continue actively to trust God during their troubles. Jesus did that too. His
death on the cross was a terrible death. He died in a manner that brought much shame (Galatians
3:13). But Jesus knew that his death would bring about great joy in heaven. It would bring great
joy to God the Father, because his Son had obeyed him completely. And it would bring great joy to
God’s people too, because God would forgive their evil deeds.
But when Christians suffer, they should not just think about Jesus’ death. They should remember
where Jesus is now. He sits in the place of greatest honour in heaven. There in heaven they will
join him. And there, they will share his joy. He will give them honour too, because they trust him
(Hebrews 11:16).
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That joy is for the future. But many Christians have described a sense of great joy now, even
while they were suffering. See, for example, the Book of Philippians, which Paul wrote in prison.
Perhaps those Christians felt that joy because they were not thinking about their troubles. They
were thinking about Jesus.

A Christian’s battle
(Hebrews 12:3)
It is very wrong to pretend that Christians will have no real difficulties in this world. Sometimes
people do give that impression when they urge someone to become a Christian. But it is very
wrong.
When a person becomes a Christian, they join in a battle. It is a battle between God, and the evil
forces that control this world. Although we do not see that war, it is real. It is the most important
war that exists anywhere. And we do see its effects.
For clear evidence of that fight, we only have to think about Jesus’ life. Jesus was completely
good, so there was no proper reason for anyone to oppose him. But evil people were constantly
opposing him. And on many occasions, they tried to kill him (for example, Mark 3:6; Luke 4:29;
John 7:19 and Matthew 26:4).
Christians are in that same battle. So of course evil forces oppose them. Of course they will
have problems and difficulties. They have the problems and difficulties that everyone suffers.
And in addition, they may have extra problems and difficulties because of their relationship with
God.
But Christians do not need to be afraid of their difficulties. God is stronger then the devil; and he
makes Christians strong during their troubles, too (1 John 4:4). As they think about Jesus, God will
give them the courage to stand firm. As they trust him, he will give them the power to go on
(Isaiah 40:31).
The battle is not their battle, but God’s battle. They are on God’s side, so God supports them.
Nobody can overcome God. And nobody will separate them from the love of God, their father
(Romans 8:31-39).

When Christians die for their beliefs
(Hebrews 12:4)
Nobody from that particular church had died yet because of their relationship with Christ. The
statement is clear, but the fact may surprise us. Most people think that the original readers of the
Book of Hebrews lived in Judea. But Christians in Judea were the first to die because of their
relationship with Christ (Acts 7:60; Acts 12:2).
Perhaps Acts 11:19 explains this. Christians from Judea established churches in many different
places. So perhaps the original readers of this book belonged to one of those churches.
Nobody had died yet, but these Christians certainly had suffered. Hebrews 10:32-34 explains
how they suffered. People had insulted and attacked them. They had taken away the Christians’
possessions. They put some Christians in prison. And Hebrews 13:3 shows that some Christians
were still in prison.
We know from history that many of the first Christians did die because of their beliefs. That
had not happened in this particular town yet – but the Christians should prepare themselves. It was
likely that it would happen in their town too. Perhaps some of the original readers of this book
would die because of their love for God. These things were happening everywhere. It was not likely
that they would escape.
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The author had shown them how to behave in such circumstances (Hebrews 11:35-38). Like God’s
people who suffered before them, they too must trust God. God would help them to be strong,
and he would give them the words to say (Mark 13:11). Perhaps evil people would kill their bodies,
but their spirits would go to live with God in heaven. There, they would have life that never
ends. And the struggles, problems and difficulties of this life would be over.

Why do Christians suffer?
(Hebrews 12:5-6)
The author of Hebrews has been explaining why Christians have troubles and difficulties in this
world. Those troubles are the result of the battle between God and the evil forces that rule this
world (Hebrews 12:3). These troubles do not come from God, because God never does anything
evil. However, God uses them for his own purposes. Christians do not suffer in vain, because God
uses their troubles and difficulties to teach them.
It was Solomon who originally gave this advice, in Proverbs 3:11-12. He was a wise king who
wanted to teach his son to be wise. Solomon saw that God too is a father. If a father loves his son,
he teaches that son. And sometimes that includes punishment. So, the son sometimes suffers
because of his father’s love for him.
In the same way, God’s people sometimes suffer. But that can be evidence that God really does
consider them to be his children. He is teaching them because he loves them.
Sometimes Christians suffer after they have done something wrong. God allows this to happen
because he loves his children. He wants them to be holy. He wants to teach them how they
should behave. Then, in the future, they can do the things that please him.
But sometimes Christians suffer although they did not deserve it (1 Peter 2:20). God loves them
too; he is teaching them to be more like Christ (1 Peter 2:21). During their troubles, they learn to
trust God more. And the qualities in their lives that come from the Holy Spirit improve – for
example, their patience, kindness and love (Galatians 5:22-23; 2 Peter 1:5-7).

How God uses a Christian’s troubles
(Hebrews 12:7)
At the time of the Bible, parents did not usually send their children to schools. Instead, parents
considered that they themselves had a duty to teach their own children. The father would
teach his sons, and they would learn to do the father’s work. If the father was dead, absent, or too
ill to teach his sons, another male relative would do this. And in a similar way, the mother would
usually teach the daughters.
When parents punished their child, they did it in order to teach right behaviour to that child. A
parent should not punish merely in order to express anger, but rather to teach.
If a child did not behave, it was the custom to hit that child with a stick (Proverbs 22:15). The
purpose of the punishment was to teach the child that he had done something wrong. He should
know clearly that his father did not approve of his actions. It was not always necessary for
such a punishment to cause pain. But it had to be hard enough for the son to learn his lesson. That
lesson might save his life one day (Proverbs 19:18).
At the time of a punishment, the son may think that the father does not love him. But that is not
true. Really, a good father punishes his son because he loves him. The father punishes his
son because he wants to help him (Proverbs 23:13-14).
The author of Hebrews says that God deals with his people in the same manner. During their
troubles, it sometimes seems as if God does not care about them. But the truth is that God still
loves them. And they should be proud to be his children. They should gladly learn the lessons that
he teaches them (Proverbs 13:1).
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How Christians become the children of God
(Hebrews 12:8)
When we call God ‘our Father’, we claim to be his children. In many modern families, it has
become the custom to deal with all children in the same manner. But that did not happen in the
ancient world. There were different types of sons, with different rights in the family. A daughter
received her rights from her husband’s family on marriage, so we shall not discuss daughters here.
But let us think about some types of sons, and their relationship with God’s family.
The father’s first son was called the first-born, and he was the most important son. On his father’s
death, the first-born became head of the family. And the first-born received twice what his brothers
received.
In God’s family, Jesus is called the first-born Son (Hebrews 1:6). In fact, he is called God’s only
Son (John 3:16). When the first-born son was also the only son, he was even more important.
Everything that the father had would become his.
The author of Hebrews mentions another type of son: the illegitimate son. That means a son
whose mother was not married to the father. People considered that such a matter brought great
shame to the father. The father might deny that the son was his. He took no responsibility for his
son, and he refused to teach him.
God has no illegitimate sons. If someone is not a child of God, then that person does not
belong to God’s family. That person has no right to call God his Father. That person has no
relationship with God.
So, God has only one Son, his first-born, and no illegitimate sons. That fact would seem to mean
that nobody except Jesus has a relationship with God. But the author of Hebrews insists that this is
not so. He writes that God deals with Christians as sons. God is teaching them all as a father
teaches his sons.
In fact, there was another type of son in the ancient family. It is the son whom the father adopts.
That was not an uncommon arrangement in the ancient world.
When a man adopted a boy, that boy received all the rights of a son. The boy called the man
‘my father’ and the man called him ‘my son’. Servants and slaves in the family had to deal with that
boy as they dealt with the man’s other sons. Those other sons had to accept the boy as their
brother. And the boy received the same rights as those brothers did on the man’s death.
Christians believe that God has adopted them into his family (Galatians 4:5-7). They were not
the sons of God before that; in fact, they had no relationship with God (1 Peter 2:10). But God
chose to adopt them into his family (Ephesians 1:5). That did not happen because of something
that they did. It was God’s action that saved them. He sent Jesus to die on their behalf, so that
God could forgive their evil deeds. God offered them a relationship with him, and they accepted it.
So God made them his sons.
That is why Jesus calls them his brothers (Hebrews 2:11).
That is why they call God ‘our Father’ (Matthew 6:9; Galatians 4:6). It is not just words – it is the
reality. They really are the children of God (1 John 3:1).

The meaning of God as our Father
(Hebrews 12:9-10)
God is a much better Father than our fathers are on this earth.
For ‘fathers on this earth’, the author uses the phrase ‘fathers of our flesh’. ‘Flesh’ means the
human body. The Bible often uses that word in order to express the idea that people are weak.
The Bible considers people weak because they must die. Our bodies are weak because they
cannot last in the grave.
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And our fathers were weak. Perhaps they tried to teach us, and we respected them. Perhaps
they wanted to teach us what is right. But they could only teach what seemed right to them
(Hebrews 12:10). In fact, the word ‘right’ is not even in that verse in the original language. They
taught us whatever they wanted to teach us. They punished us whenever they wanted to punish
us. Perhaps they tried hard, but their best efforts were weak.
The opposite of the flesh is the spirit. So God is called ‘the Father of spirits’. And God teaches our
spirits to make them strong, so that they will always live (John 3:16).
We respected our fathers on this earth, so certainly we should respect God. By their best efforts,
they could only teach us what seemed right to them. But God knows what is right. He knows when
to teach us, and he knows when to punish us. All his lessons will benefit us. Even when we suffer,
we do not suffer without a proper purpose. God even uses our troubles to teach us lessons that will
benefit us.
God’s purpose is to make us holy. He wants us to belong to him completely. We are his sons
and daughters but still we often do wrong things. So it is very important that we respect him as our
Father. And it is very important for us to learn the lessons that he teaches us.

The reward when we learn from God
(Hebrews 12:11)
The author begins Hebrews 12:11 with the idea that God is teaching his children. But the author
does not end there. Like in Psalm 126:5-6, he ends with the reward, that is, the harvest.
When a father teaches his sons, sometimes he must punish them. The lessons may be hard, and
the punishments may be painful. But there is a purpose for all of this. The father is teaching right
behaviour to his children. And if they learn well, their father will be pleased with them.
God too is teaching his children. They included the original readers of the Book of Hebrews. We
know that they considered the author’s lessons hard (Hebrews 5:11). They had to learn to trust
God, because they would suffer much (Hebrews 10:36; Hebrews 12:4). That was not a pleasant
idea; we do not like to suffer.
In the same way, it is not pleasant for a very poor farmer to sow seed. That seed is grain that he
and his family could eat. Because he sows it, his children will be hungry. But unless he sows it,
they will have no food whatever next year.
So he sows, and perhaps he sows with tears. It is difficult for him, but he must think about the
harvest. If his crops grow well, there will be plenty of food for everyone. And that is his reward.
There is a reward from the lessons that God teaches us. God wants us to develop in our
Christian lives (Hebrews 5:14). If we do, our lives will please him. We will be like the soil that
produced a good harvest (Mark 4:20). And the result of our lives will be to give honour to God.
That is a truly worthwhile life. And it is worth all the pain and difficulty that we now suffer.

God changes lives
(Hebrews 12:12-13)
Hebrews chapter 12 begins with the word-picture of a race (Hebrews 12:1). Now the author returns
to that same word-picture, but in an extraordinary manner.
There is a prize to win – and it is a great reward. It is righteousness (2 Timothy 4:7-8; Hebrews
12:11). That means that God will declare us to be righteous, in other words, good, right and holy.
And that is a wonderful honour which God wants us all to receive.
So we should not be lazy. And we should not be slow to learn (Hebrews 5:11; Hebrews 6:12).
God wants us to trust him for the rest of our lives, and especially when we have problems and
difficulties (Hebrews 10:35-36). So the author urges us to be like runners in a race. And that is
when his description becomes extraordinary.
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The author describes the runners. We expect to read about strong, healthy young men. But these
runners cannot even walk! They are too weak even to lift their arms! Such runners cannot even
begin the race; they certainly cannot win it! God does not want his people to be like that.
The author may be using humour, but he has a very serious message. His readers are much too
weak in their relationship with God. But this is a race that every Christian can win. Every
Christian can win the reward that God will declare him or her righteous. There is no reason to lose
hope. God began his good work in their lives, and he is able to complete it.
In fact, the author’s extraordinary word-picture is not new. He is referring to Isaiah chapter 35;
Hebrews 12:12 refers especially to Isaiah 35:3 and Isaiah 35:6. That chapter describes the effects
when God acts to save his people.
When God saves his people, he changes everything completely. Flowers grow in the desert
(Isaiah 35:1). Even people who are weak and afraid become strong (Isaiah 35:3-4). Blind
people see, and deaf people hear (Isaiah 35:5). In other words, God changes his people’s lives
completely. Things that seemed impossible for them, they can now do. So people who could not
walk can jump (Isaiah 35:6).
Isaiah 35:8-10 also describes a road for God’s people to travel along, as Hebrews 12:13 does. It is
called ‘the holy road’. Only people whom God has saved can go on it. It leads to God’s house. And
joy will fill the hearts and minds of all God’s people.
The author of Hebrews tells people who cannot walk to be strong. Like Isaiah chapter 35, he
urges them to follow a holy life. A journey is a frequent word-picture in the Bible for how people
live their lives.
The author’s description of these people is also a word-picture. He does not really mean that his
readers cannot walk. He means that their relationship with God is too weak. But he believes
that God can change their situation. He believes that God changes everything.
Like all the first Christians, he had seen God do such things. It was not merely a word-picture when
God cured the man in Acts 3:1-8. It really happened. That man, who could not walk, became
able to walk and to jump! God wanted to change the lives of the original readers of Hebrews like
that. And he wants to change our lives like that, too.

Peace and holiness
(Hebrews 12:14)
The author of Hebrews is describing how Christians should live. He mentions two qualities that are
especially important for them: peace and holiness. They should have peace in their relationships
with other people. And they should have holiness in their relationship with God.
Peace here means right relationships with other people. It is a quality that evil people do not
have in their lives (Isaiah 59:8). They do not care about right relationships with other people,
because they do not care about other people. They care only about themselves. When they seem
to be friendly with someone, they do it only for their own advantage.
Christians have a duty to love other people. Jesus described this rule as the second most
important command that God has given (Matthew 22:39). Paul repeats this advice in Romans
12:18. It is true that some people will not accept kindness from a Christian. But Christians should
always be ready to offer it.
Holiness is a wonderful word. It means the nature of all that is God’s. It describes God’s perfect
character (Isaiah 6:3). And it describes the people who have separated themselves to be his,
always. They are his holy people; they belong to him.
Jesus said that the most important command is to love God (Matthew 22:37). We must love him
with all our heart, mind and spirit. A person who does this is holy. That person belongs to God.
This is something that all people can do. We love God, so we invite him into our lives. We are
not perfect, so we confess our evil deeds to him. And he makes us holy, so that we belong
to him.
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God’s people will see him in heaven. And they will always be his (Revelation 22:4). It is very
wonderful to know that one day we shall see God (1 Corinthians 13:12).

People who cannot benefit from God’s kindness
(Hebrews 12:15)
Hebrews 12:15-16 mentions three groups of people who cannot benefit from God’s kindness.
Each person should examine his own heart and mind to make sure that he does not belong to
these groups.
The first group is people who ‘fail’ to obtain God’s kind gifts. The author used the word for ‘fail’
before in Hebrews 4:1. Then, the author had just described the people whom Moses led through
the desert (Hebrews 3:16-19). God had promised to give the country called Canaan to those
people. But they failed to complete their journey. They all died in the desert, before they reached
Canaan.
That happened because of their unbelief. In other words, they refused to believe God, and they
refused to trust him.
The same thing can happen to people today. God has made promises in the Bible, and they could
benefit from those promises. But they refuse to believe God, and they refuse to trust him. And for
those reasons, they cannot benefit from his promises.
The author describes the second group as a ‘bitter root’. By ‘bitter’, he means ‘poison’. He is
referring to Deuteronomy 29:18. That passage describes people who are not loyal to God. In
particular, it describes people who want to serve false gods. Like a poisonous root in a field, their
wrong desire is originally secret. But a farmer must remove any such roots as soon as they start to
grow. Otherwise, the poisonous plants will produce seeds. They will spread across the field and
they will ruin the harvest.
In the same way, someone who is not loyal to God can cause trouble for many people. He can
persuade other people to have the same wrong attitudes. The result can be that none of them
benefit from God’s kindness.
The last group is people who allow evil desires to rule their lives; we will discuss them in our
next study.

How Esau sold his right to have a relationship with God
(Hebrews 12:16)
Esau was the older of Isaac’s two sons; his brother was Jacob. You can read how Esau lost his
rights as the first son of Isaac in Genesis 25:29-34.
Esau was hungry, and he did not care about his rights. Jacob had food, and strongly desired those
rights. That was how Esau sold his rights for a single meal.
If those rights were property or money, then Esau would have just been foolish. But Esau was
Abraham’s grandson and Isaac’s son. God had made promises to Abraham and Isaac about the
future of that family. Those promises could have been for Esau’s benefit – but he sold them.
So Esau sold his right to have a relationship with God. That was a very terrible thing to do.
And Esau did it because he wanted food. He allowed his desires to rule his life.
The author compares Esau with a fornicator. A fornicator is someone who has wrong sex. Sex is
wrong when it is against God’s law. If a fornicator continues to do that wrong behaviour then, like
Esau, he allows his desires to rule his life.
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1 Corinthians 6:9-10 is very clear. A person who allows evil desires to rule his life cannot enter
heaven. But many people who have done these evil things will be in heaven. Christ died so that
God can forgive evil people (Romans 5:8). But they must turn to him. In other words, they must
confess their evil deeds to God. They must invite him into their lives. And with his help, they can
stop their wrong behaviour.
But if people refuse to do these things, God will not forgive them. Like Esau, they will lose
their right to benefit from God’s promises.

When must people repent?
(Hebrews 12:17)
Esau had not cared about God’s promises to his family. The result was that his brother Jacob took
the benefit of those promises away from Esau. Their father Isaac declared that those promises
were for Jacob, not Esau. And Isaac was not speaking his own thoughts, but the word of God. He
was acting in faith (active belief and trust in God) – Hebrews 11:20.
Hebrews 12:17 refers to Genesis 27:34. After Isaac had blessed Jacob with those promises, Esau
too wanted Isaac to bless him. To ‘repent’ means to change your mind. Esau repented; he had
changed his mind. He too wanted the benefit of God’s promises. But his decision was too late; he
had lost his opportunity.
Today, God will forgive everyone who repents (Acts 2:38-39). That is God’s promise to people
in our present age, and it is his promise to you, now. You should confess your evil deeds to
God, and you should invite him into your life. God wants to change your life completely, but you
must not delay your decision. That is because God’s promise is for today (Hebrews 3:7-15;
Hebrews 4:6-7).
God is very kind, and he may give you another opportunity to repent (2 Peter 3:9). But he does
not promise that. You cannot be sure that you will be alive tomorrow (Luke 12:16-21). If you are
alive tomorrow, you may not want to repent then (Ecclesiastes 12:1).
It is a terrible thing to lose your opportunity to repent. God gives you the opportunity to repent
now. You must not delay (Luke 16:19-31).

A special reason to be grateful to God
(Hebrews 12:18)
Through the whole Book of Hebrews, the author constantly urges Christians to continue to trust
God. They should stand firm during their troubles. They should develop and become mature in
their relationship with God. And they should desire the closest possible relationship with him.
The author has given many reasons why Christians should do these things. And here, he adds one
more reason. They should be grateful to God, because he has been so very kind to them. He
has not spoken to them in a manner that made them very afraid. He has not caused them to feel
great fear of himself. Instead, with great love, he has invited them to have a relationship with
him. He has offered them wonderful things. There is joy without limit for them.
These facts should cause Christians to love God deeply. But he is still the same God who spoke
to Moses. His character has not changed since he spoke his commands. He still deserves great
honour, and we must respect him. He is the God who never changes (Hebrews 13:8; James 1:17).
Hebrews 12:18-21 refers to the occasion when God spoke his commands to Israel’s people. You
can read about that event in Exodus chapters 19 and 20. It happened at the mountain called Sinai.
God came down in a fire; smoke covered the mountain. The people stood round the mountain;
God did not allow them to go upon it. They were very afraid (Exodus 20:18).
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That was how God dealt with them then. His purpose was that they should know the fear of God.
If they felt the fear of God, they would obey his commands (Exodus 20:20). We should still feel fear
of God, but we should be grateful too. He has made it possible for us to serve him in a manner
that pleases him (Hebrews 12:28). Because of the death of Christ, we can have a right relationship
with him (Hebrews 9:14).

When God spoke his commands
(Hebrews 12:19)
Travel writers have described the desert called Sinai as one of the quietest places on earth.
People there can hear their own footsteps as they walk through the sand. They can even hear their
own hearts beat. There is nothing to disturb the complete silence.
But on the day when God gave his commands to Israel, the people heard the loudest sounds.
First, they heard the sound of a trumpet (Exodus 19:16), which became even louder (Exodus
19:19). The trumpet is a loud musical instrument. It was so loud that city guards used trumpets to
sound the alarm. Their trumpets had to be loud enough to wake the inhabitants of an entire city
(Ezekiel 33:2-6; Nehemiah 4:19-20).
The voice that made the people so afraid was God’s voice. He spoke to declare his commands
in Exodus 20:1-17. Those ten commands show that God’s standards are perfect. Everyone is
guilty when God is our judge (Romans 3:9-20; James 2:10-11). God is right when he punishes
us for our evil deeds. That was why the people were so afraid to hear God’s commands. So they
urged Moses that God should speak only to him (Exodus 20:19). Moses would tell them what God
had said. But it was too frightening for them to hear God’s voice. The people were sure that they
would die.
But now God has spoken to us by his Son (Hebrews 1:2). And his words brought life, not death
(John 6:63; John 6:68). However, we must believe him and we must trust him (John 6:69). If we
invite him into our lives, he will save us. But if not, there will be another terrible day when God is
our judge (Hebrews 12:25-26). And because we have not obeyed his commands, he will certainly
punish us (Revelation 20:11-15).

It is a serious matter to approach God
(Hebrews 12:20)
The author of Hebrews has urged Christians to have the closest possible relationship with God
(Hebrews 10:19-22). But that is only possible for them because Jesus died to save them. They
have invited him into their lives, and so they have become his holy people (1 Peter 2:9-10). Without
Jesus, they could not have such a close relationship with God. Until God has forgiven a person’s
sins (evil deeds), that person cannot come near to God.
We see that when God gave his commands to Israel. Three days before, he announced that he
would come down to the top of the mountain called Sinai. The people had to prepare for that event.
They camped round the mountain, but they could not go onto it. Even their animals would die if
they went there (Exodus 19:12-13). Nobody should approach God, because he is too holy and
perfect for them.
The people had a duty to kill any person or animal that went on the mountain. If they did not do it,
then God himself would act against that person (Exodus 19:21-22). An unholy person – or even
an animal – must not approach the place where God is present.
The people considered these instructions terrible; and they were very afraid. It is right to feel fear
when God is present. We must respect him. He is holy and perfect. We are all guilty when he is our
judge.
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But God is very kind. He has made it possible for us to have a relationship with him. He has done
this wonderful thing by the blood of Jesus, that is, by Jesus’ death. Jesus’ death gives us a new
and living way to approach God (Hebrews 10:20). In fact, Jesus is the only way that we may
approach God (John 14:6-7). We do not need to be afraid when God has forgiven us (John 14:1;
John 14:20-21).

Moses’ fear
(Hebrews 12:21)
Moses spoke these words on the day when God gave his commands to Israel’s people (Exodus
chapter 20). Moses was God’s principal servant, and he was completely loyal to God (Hebrews
3:5). But on that occasion, even he felt great fear.
The Book of Exodus does not record these words of Moses. But this was the reaction of all the
people when God spoke his commands (Exodus 20:18). Moses was among them then. God’s
commands were for Moses, as well as all the other people. Moses felt what they felt. Like them, he
understood that God’s standards are perfect. Like them, he knew that nobody can obey all
God’s commands perfectly.
We do not think that, like them, Moses was worried because of his own evil deeds. Moses trusted
God completely (Hebrews 11:24-29). He trusted God to forgive him. And God was pleased with
Moses (Exodus 33:17). God even allowed Moses to see him (Exodus 33:18 to Exodus 34:7).
Moses was worried because God had given him the responsibility to lead Israel’s people (Exodus
33:12). Moses' task was to establish the relationship between God and Israel (Exodus 32:30). He
spoke to God on Israel’s behalf, and he spoke to Israel’s people on God’s behalf. But when Moses
heard God’s commands, that task seemed impossible. He knew the character of the people
(Exodus 34:9). He had heard how perfect God’s nature is. And Moses could not see how it was
even possible to establish a relationship between them and God. They would die if they came
close to him.
Moses could not deal with this, but God could. God would live among his people, but he would
be separate from them. He showed Moses how to build the holy tent called the tabernacle for this
purpose (Exodus chapter 26). The people could not approach God, but his priests could do it on
their behalf (Exodus chapters 28 and 29).
Also, there had to be sacrifices (Leviticus chapters 1 to 7). If the people even approached God,
they would die because of their sins (evil deeds). But God wanted them to serve him and to pray to
him. So God accepted the death of an animal instead of their deaths. Those animals were the
sacrifices. And because of the sacrifices that priests offered at God’s tabernacle, the people could
have a relationship with him.
That relationship was not perfect or complete, because God was separate from his people. But
God has now established a new and better relationship with his people. He has done this by the
death of Jesus. And we shall read how wonderful it is in Hebrews 12:22-24.

The New Jerusalem
(Hebrews 12:22)
In Hebrews chapter 12, the author gives two descriptions of the place where God is present. As in
Galatians 4:24-26, he contrasts two mountains: Sinai and the New Jerusalem.
The author described Sinai in Hebrews 12:18-21. On that mountain, God gave his commands. The
people were very afraid. They understood that his standards are perfect. Nobody can achieve a
right relationship with God by their own efforts. It is a terrible thing for an unholy person to be near
the place where God is present.
But that is not the kind of relationship that Christians have with God. God has forgiven their evil
deeds, so they approach him as his children. And God receives them with love.
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So in Hebrews 12:22-24, the author gives a second description of the place where God is
present. It is a beautiful description of a wonderful place. But this place is not for everyone. It is
only for those people who have invited God into their lives. They have confessed their evil
deeds to God, and God has forgiven them because of Jesus’ death. They are God’s children, not
his enemies (Ephesians 2:12-13). And God has prepared a wonderful home for them (John 14:2;
Revelation 21:1-4).
This place has three names. Firstly, it is ‘the mountain called Zion’. In ancient times, the top of a
mountain (or hill) was a good place to build a city. The mountain made the city safe and strong
against its enemies, so all God’s people are safe here. Zion was the hill in Jerusalem where God’s
house called the temple stood (Psalm 134:3). It became, as here, another name for Jerusalem
(Isaiah 62:1).
Secondly, this place is the ‘city of the God who is always alive’. It is a city, and not just a
building, so there is room for all God’s people there. Ezekiel wrote that the city would be called by
God’s name (Ezekiel 48:35). It is not merely a place that God visited, like Sinai. It is the place
where God lives with his people (Revelation 21:3).
Thirdly, it is Jerusalem, the city of peace. But it is not the present city called Jerusalem, which
belongs to this earth (Galatians 4:25-26). It is the New Jerusalem that John described (Revelation
chapters 21 and 22). It belongs to heaven, and it will come from heaven (Revelation 21:2). That
wonderful city will always be peaceful. And there God’s people will have their permanent home
(Revelation 22:5; Hebrews 11:16)

Citizens of the New Jerusalem
(Hebrews 12:23)
Here is a good reason why Christians can approach God’s home without fear. God’s home is a
great city, and they are citizens of that city. In that city, there is a joyful sacred holiday.
The author described the city in Hebrews 12:22; there is a longer description in Revelation
chapters 21 and 22. Next, the author describes the inhabitants of the city.
He has already mentioned the angels. They are God’s special servants, but, by his command,
they also serve God’s people (Hebrews 1:14). There are a vast number of angels.
Here, the author calls God’s people ‘the first-born’. Really, that word means the eldest (first) son
in a family. The first-born son had special rights in a family (Hebrews 12:16). But here, all God’s
people are called ‘the first-born’ because all the citizens in God’s city have special rights. And they
have those rights because of their relationship with God, their Father.
God is present there, and he is their judge. A judge does not merely punish evil people. A judge
must also save (rescue) people from their evil enemies. And this is what has happened here; God
has saved his people.
They are the people whose names God has recorded in heaven. There can be no mistake. God
knows the people who are his (Daniel 12:1; Luke 10:20; John 10:14; Revelation 21:27). Their
bodies may die, but their spirits will always live. They are not righteous (completely good) because
of their own works, but because God has declared them righteous (Romans 4:1-8). He makes
them perfect (Hebrews 11:40). These wonderful things happen only because Jesus, God’s Son,
died for them (Hebrews 12:24).

The blood of Abel and the blood of Jesus
(Hebrews 12:24)
You can read about the murder of Abel in Genesis 4:3-10. His brother killed him, and his blood
poured onto the ground. You might expect that the blood of a holy man like Abel (Hebrews 11:4)
would make the ground holy too. But in fact, the opposite happened (Numbers 35:33). Even the
blood of Abel spoilt the earth (Genesis 4:11-12).
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But the blood of Jesus has a much better effect. It makes people holy (Hebrews 9:14). By it,
Jesus has established the new covenant (agreement) between God and his people (Hebrews
9:15). Because of it, they can approach God with confidence (Hebrews 10:19). Jesus’ blood makes
them citizens of the city that God has prepared (Hebrews 11:16; Hebrews 12:22-24).
The author has described the events when God spoke his commands at Sinai (Hebrews 12:18-21).
When God speaks, his message is very important. And today, God speaks to us by the blood of
Jesus. In other words, there is a very important message for us in the blood of Jesus.
It is only by the blood of Jesus (in other words, the death of Jesus) that God can save us. Jesus
died so that we can have a right relationship with God. We must confess our evil deeds to God
and we must invite him into our lives. Then God can forgive us because Jesus died for us.
If we neglect that message about Jesus’ blood, then God will not save us. We certainly will
not avoid the punishment for our evil deeds (Hebrews 2:3). The people in Hebrews 3:15-18 refused
to obey the voice of God that they heard at Sinai. They could not escape their punishment. So we
certainly shall not escape if we neglect God’s message now. By the evidence of the blood of
Jesus, God warns us from heaven.

God warns us, too
(Hebrews 12:25)
You must be careful, because God has warned us too.
When he warned the people at the mountain called Sinai, he did it in a very powerful manner.
There was fire, darkness and wind (Hebrews 12:18). The whole mountain shook (Exodus 19:18).
They all heard God’s voice when he declared his commands (Hebrews 12:19; Exodus 20:1-19).
They were very afraid, because his standards are perfect. His perfect laws proved that they were
all guilty in God’s opinion.
Those people should have realised that only God could save them. The only proper reaction was
to believe and to trust God. But instead, although they had heard God’s voice, they refused to
believe him (Hebrews 3:7-11). The result of their unbelief was that they could not benefit from his
promises (Hebrews 3:19).
God has chosen a particular time when we must trust him. That time is today (Hebrews 4:7). And
he has warned us, by the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 12:24). Because of our evil deeds, we all
deserve God’s punishment (Romans 6:23). But Jesus died to suffer our punishment, if we will
invite him into our lives (Isaiah 53:6; Hebrews 9:14).
So we too should realise that only God can save us. For us too, the only proper reaction is to
believe and to trust God. We did not hear his voice when he declared his commands on earth.
But his message comes to us from heaven, where Christ sits on the right side of God the Father
(Hebrews 1:3).
And the message is this. Christ has completed his work so that God can forgive our sins (evil
deeds) – Hebrews 9:26. When he returns, he will rescue his people. They are the people who
eagerly wait for his return. But people who refuse to believe him cannot escape the judgement
and punishment for their sins (Hebrews 9:27-28; Hebrews 2:3).

God’s voice shakes the heavens and the earth
(Hebrews 12:26)
The voice of God shook the earth when he declared his commands on the mountain called Sinai.
Exodus 19:18 records that the whole mountain shook.
That is the effect of God’s voice on this world. His words are powerful (Psalm 29:3-9). They show
that he has authority over this earth. When he shakes the earth, he ends the power of kings and
rulers and their armies (Haggai 2:21-22). By his powerful word, he establishes the rule of his
Son (Haggai 2:7; Psalm 2:4-11; Psalm 110:1-6).
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God’s voice shook the earth at Sinai to show that he has authority over people. There, he
declared commands that all people must obey always (Exodus 20:1-17; Matthew 5:18-19). God
has promised that in the future, he will shake both heaven and earth. That promise is in Haggai
2:6-7 and Haggai 2:21-22. He will shake the earth to destroy the power of evil kings and rulers
who now have authority on earth. He will shake heaven to destroy the power of the evil spirits
that control those rulers (Ephesians 2:2; Isaiah 24:21-22).
When God does this, many terrible events must happen, both in the sky and on earth. The Book
of Revelation describes those events. There are shorter descriptions in Isaiah chapter 24 and Mark
chapter 13.
The purpose of all these events is Christ’s return to this world (Mark 13:26). Although these events
will be terrible, Christ’s return is good news. That is why the author of Hebrews calls this: God’s
‘promise’. God will defeat the evil forces that have been so cruel to his people (Hebrews 1:13).
Christ will rule both heaven and earth as king. And his rule will be completely good and right
(Hebrews 1:8-9).

The authority of God
(Hebrews 12:27)
In Hebrews 12:26, the author referred to Haggai 2:6. Here, he repeats some words from that
passage to show that it describes a future event. In the past, God has shaken the earth. In other
words, he has shown his authority over it. For example, he has stopped the rule of some evil
kings.
However, God has not yet shown his complete authority over the earth. He still allows evil
forces to have some power. But, at that future time, God will show that he has complete authority
over everything.
In fact, he will remove everything that has a temporary nature. Only those things that really are
permanent will remain.
So, the evil systems in this world will end. Those include its trade and its money (Revelation
chapter 18). Trade and money are not evil themselves, but people do many evil things because of
the love of money (1 Timothy 6:10).
Also, the evil governments in this world will lose their power (Revelation 17:12-14 and Revelation
19:19-21). They have been very cruel to God’s people. But their rule must end, because it opposes
the rule of Christ.
And the devil and all evil spirits will lose their power, too (Revelation 20:1-3 and Revelation 20:710). Even death will lose its power (1 Corinthians 15:50-57).
In the end, even heaven and earth will not last (2 Peter 3:7; 2 Peter 3:10-12). Even they are just
temporary. But God’s rule is without end. God will create a new heaven and a new earth where
his people will live. And there, everything will be good and right (2 Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1-4;
Hebrews 12:22-24).

God’s people love to serve him
(Hebrews 12:28)
God has done wonderful things for us in the past. He sent his Son, Jesus, to suffer the
punishment for our sins (evil deeds). He has forgiven us if we have invited him into our lives. And
he has made it possible for us to have a close relationship with him (Hebrews 10:19-22). God’s
relationship with his people is so close that he is adopting them as his sons and daughters
(Hebrews 12:5-7).
And God’s promises for the future are even more wonderful. We have read about those promises
in Hebrews 12:22-24. God will end the power of the evil forces that control this world (Hebrews
12:26). He will rule with his people (Hebrews 2:6-8). And his perfect rule will never end.
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Here, the author of Hebrews begins to discuss our reaction to these wonderful things. Firstly, he
says that we should give thanks to God. Our attitude is more important than our words are. Of
course we should praise God. But it is even more important for us to be grateful to him.
If we are grateful to God, then we will want to serve him. It is a great honour to do God’s work.
And what we do will please him. That is the real meaning of worship: to live in a manner that
pleases God (James 1:27).
People felt great fear when God declared his commands (Hebrews 12:18-21). God is very great; of
course we must respect him. But we do not have to feel the same kind of fear as people who do
not want to obey him. God’s people love to obey him; his law is in their hearts (Hebrews 8:10).
So they are careful to respect God and they have a serious attitude towards him. They are humble
towards God, their Father.

God is like a burning fire
(Hebrews 12:29)
These words were originally Moses’ words; you will find them in Deuteronomy 4:24. There, Moses
warned that God’s people must serve God alone. They must not pray to images, and they must not
serve false gods. God is a jealous God. In other words, he wants his people to belong only to
him.
‘Jealous’ means to desire something in a very intense (strong) manner. So fire is a powerful
word-picture for God’s attitude here (see Deuteronomy 32:21-22). Fire burns in such an intense
manner that nothing can control it. That is like God’s desire for his people. He very much wants
them to respect him and to be completely loyal to him.
Fire sometimes describes punishment in the Bible (Hebrews 10:27); but that is not always so.
When God spoke to Moses on the mountain called Sinai, his glory (greatness) appeared as a fire
(Exodus 24:17). When Israel’s people travelled through the desert, God’s fire gave them light at
night (Exodus 40:38). That fire showed God’s love for Israel. Song of Solomon 8:6 describes
love as a fire.
The ideas of love and punishment may seem opposites, but that is not really so. Because God
loves his people, he punishes their cruel enemies. We must make sure that we belong to God’s
people, and not to his enemies. Fire is much more powerful than us, so we cannot really control
it. The same fire that cooks our food can destroy our houses. The same fire that warms us can kill
us.
God, of course, is much more powerful than anyone or anything else. But we can know whether
we are his friends or his enemies. We can know his love. We can be sure that he is using his
great power to defend his people. And for that reason, we must respect him.

Hebrews chapter 13
Christian love
(Hebrews 13:1)
Christians should love each other. God is their Father, so all Christians are really brothers and
sisters in the same family (Hebrews 12:5; Hebrews 3:1). And brothers and sisters should look
after each other.
In its original Greek language, there are just three words in this sentence. The author did not think
that he needed to write much about Christian love. He knew that his readers really did love each
other (Hebrews 6:10). So he did not need to give long explanations about love, as we read in the
Book of 1 John. But the author still mentioned the subject. It is always good to encourage people
who are doing the right things.
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We show love not by emotions, but by practical action. The original readers of this book showed
their love when they served other people (Hebrews 6:10). We can help people whom, perhaps, we
do not like. Jesus taught that we should love our enemies, not just our friends (Matthew 5:43-46).
The most important command is to love God; the second is to love other people (Matthew 22:3739). God gave that command in Leviticus chapter 19. Leviticus 19:18 says that we must love our
relatives and people from our own country. Leviticus 19:34 says that we must love foreigners and
strangers, too.
In the same way, the author of Hebrews uses two special but similar words for love here. In
Hebrews 13:1, the word is PHILADELPHIA. That word means love for a brother. In Hebrews 13:2,
the word is PHILOXENIA. That word means love for strangers. Christians should not just love
other Christians; they should love all people.

Strangers and angels
(Hebrews 13:2)
Near the beginning of his book, the author of Hebrews told us that angels serve God’s people
(Hebrews 1:14). Now, near the end, he tells us that sometimes the opposite can be true.
Sometimes God’s people have served angels. They have been guests in our homes. Or, they
have shared our food. But we have not known who they really were. We were simply carrying out
our duty, as Christians, to love strangers.
The fact astonishes us. We consider it a great honour when an important person is our guest. We
prepare our home especially for the visit. We serve our best food and we use our best plates.
Angels are especially important. They are God’s special servants, who bring messages from
heaven. For that reason, they deserve great honour.
The author mentions this to show that Christians should be kind to strangers. And that is
especially so if a stranger needs food, or a place to stay. If an angel visited, he might seem to be a
stranger. And a Christian would not want to send that visitor away. So, Christians should always be
ready to help strangers.
Abraham believed that he should look after strangers. He urged them to stay for a meal, and he
provided water for them to wash (Genesis 18:1-15). Lot also looked after strangers. He urged
them to stay in his home, and he protected them (Genesis 19:1-17). Samson’s parents wanted to
provide a meal for a stranger (Judges 13:15-16). But on each of these occasions, the visitors
were really angels. We do not know whether that happened to the first Christians, too. But we do
know that sometimes, angels visited them (Acts 10:3; Acts 12:5-11).

Bind us together, Lord
(Hebrews 13:3)
My Bible tells me to ‘remember’ the prisoners, and that is a fair translation. But, of course, the
author did not intend his readers merely to think about them.
And the prisoners did not only want people to visit them for friendship. They needed food, warm
clothes (2 Timothy 4:13), and perhaps medicine. They needed people to look after their families
while they were in prison.
Christians help all people, whether they are Christians or not. But, here and in Hebrews 10:34, the
meaning is especially Christian prisoners who did not deserve any punishment. They were in
prison because their enemies had accused them unfairly. Really, those Christians were suffering
because they trusted God, and for no other reason.
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There is a popular Christian song called ‘Bind us together, Lord.’ It is a prayer that the Lord (God)
will join Christians by means of love. To ‘bind’ means to attach people or things together. In
prison, the guards would bind chains to the prisoners’ feet so that they could not escape. In Acts
12:6, the guards attached Peter to two soldiers in this manner. But more usually, they attached a
prisoner to other prisoners.
The author of Hebrews uses that idea as a word-picture. There is a link between the Christians
who are in prison and the other Christians. A person would look after his relatives if they were
in prison. Christians are sons and daughters of God, so they should behave like brothers and
sisters. It is as if a chain joins the free Christians to those in prison.
During our lives on earth, we all sometimes suffer. That is just part of the nature of the human
body. So we should help Christians who suffer because of their relationship with Christ. Our
lives are like theirs. And their enemies may, in the future, be cruel to us, too.

What the Bible says about sex and marriage
(Hebrews 13:4)
It is right and good for men and women to marry. It is wrong and evil for them to carry out sex acts
that are against God’s law.
Marriage is something that God himself has established (Genesis 2:21-24). It is not merely a
law that governments have made. Its origin is not merely human. God did it for a purpose. He
wanted to provide a companion for the man he had created (Genesis 2:18). Then, they could look
after each other and, together, they could bring up their children well (Colossians 3:18-20;
Proverbs 6:20).
But it is possible to use something that God has provided in a wrong manner. It is possible
for us to use our bodies to satisfy our own evil desires (1 Corinthians 6:12-16). Such behaviour is
foolish and dangerous (Proverbs 6:23-35).
However, God is very kind. He desires to forgive even people who have done many wrong and
evil deeds (Luke 7:36-50).
Jesus died to suffer the punishment that all people deserve (Romans 6:23; Hebrews 9:28). We
should confess our evil deeds to God. He forgives us when we invite him into our lives.
Not everybody has the opportunity to marry. Paul was not married, but most of the first Christian
leaders were married (1 Corinthians 9:5). And not every marriage is a good marriage. In a good
marriage, the husband and wife have chosen to love each other. They look after each other
carefully: because they have given themselves to each other completely. That relationship helps us
to understand the relationship between God and his people, or between Christ and Christians. See
Ephesians 5:22-33 and the Song of Solomon.

Trust God, not your money
(Hebrews 13:5)
The author of Hebrews liked to contrast similar words as he wrote in the Greek language.
Teachers often do that because it can help people to remember the lesson.
In Hebrews 13:1-2, the author contrasted words that mean ‘love for a brother’ and ‘love for
strangers’. Now in Hebrews 13:5, he uses another similar word that contrasts with them both. It
means ‘without love for money’.
In 1 Timothy 6:10, Paul warned Timothy about the love of money. He explained that it causes all
kinds of evil behaviour. Paul’s advice in 1 Timothy 6:3-10, and his statement in Philippians 4:1013, explain Hebrews 13:5 well. Christians should be content, whether they are rich or poor. They
should love God, and not money. As Jesus said, it is impossible for both God and money to rule a
person’s life at the same time (Matthew 6:24).
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Christians do not need to worry about money because they trust God. He will provide for them
(Matthew 6:25-34).
As evidence of that fact, the author refers to Moses’ words in Deuteronomy 31:6. Moses originally
spoke those words to Israel’s people before they entered Canaan. They should not be afraid of
their enemies, because God was with them. He would not leave them.
Moses was God’s loyal servant (Hebrews 3:5), and a servant has authority to speak on behalf of
his master. So really, Moses was declaring God’s words to his people. God’s people have no
reason to be afraid because God is with them. And when they have troubles, he will not leave
them.

Why Christians can be confident
(Hebrews 13:6)
God is with each one of his people (Hebrews 13:5), and that is a wonderful promise. He will
certainly not leave the person who belongs to him. He will certainly not disappoint that person.
God is our guide, to lead us; and he is our guard, to defend us (Psalm 121). He looks after his
people in every situation (Psalm 91). He desires to help them each day, like someone who takes
care of sheep (Psalm 23).
These facts cause God’s people to be confident and joyful, even while they suffer troubles
(Habakkuk 3:17-18; Acts 16:25; Philippians 1:13-18). They are not, of course, glad because of
their troubles. They are glad because of their relationship with God. All their troubles seem
unimportant when they think about God’s goodness to them (Philippians 3:8).
The author uses words from Psalm 118:6-7 to express our reaction to God’s promise to be with us.
We boldly declare that God is with us. Because of that, we are not afraid, whatever our
troubles may be. Nothing can separate us from God’s love. No enemy and no trouble can destroy
the relationship that God has given us by the death of Christ (Romans 8:35-39).
The verse asks – and perhaps we ask, too – ‘what can people do to me?’ Clearly, there are many
things that our enemies can do. They can take away our possessions (Hebrews 10:34). They can
force us to leave our homes (Acts 8:1; Hebrews 11:38). They can kill our bodies (Hebrews 11:3637; Hebrews 12:4). But they cannot do anything that really matters. They cannot separate us
from God, who loves us. They cannot take away our home in the New Jerusalem (Hebrews 12:22;
Hebrews 13:14). And they cannot kill our spirits, which will always be safe with God (Hebrews
12:23).

Great Christian leaders
(Hebrews 13:7)
The author has urged his readers to imitate those people who have faith (active belief and trust
in God) – Hebrews 6:12. And he has given many examples from the Bible (Hebrews chapter 11).
But people with faith do not just belong to past centuries. All Christians, and especially their
leaders, should live by faith. So Christians can learn much from the way their leaders have
remained loyal to God. They trusted God through their lives, and they were still trusting God at
their deaths.
In the first Christian churches, many people wanted to be leaders. But they did not all want to
teach God’s word, that is, the Bible (1 Timothy 1:3-7; James 3:1). Often, those people only
wanted to impress other people with their opinions. And often, their lives showed that they were not
really loyal to God (Romans 2:17-23; 1 Timothy 6:3-5).
So the best Christian leaders teach God’s word; and they live by faith. Perhaps their
speeches do not impress people; and perhaps other people do not consider them important. Some
good Christian leaders only have a few members in their churches. And there are some good
Christian leaders who have many troubles in their own lives.

139

Most people in this world would not want to imitate such leaders. But they are the leaders that the
author of Hebrews urges Christians to imitate. Those leaders continued to trust God, even
when their troubles were great. They were constantly loyal to God. They believed the Bible, and
they taught its message. And their relationship with God remained strong, even when their
bodies were weak.

Jesus Christ is always God
(Hebrews 13:8)
In the world and in our churches, many things change. Fashions change. Popular opinions change.
New leaders replace the old ones. And sometimes people have new beliefs about God.
But God is still the same. He never changes.
Hebrews 13:8 teaches very clearly that Jesus is God. He is the same God who, in the beginning,
created the heavens and the earth (John 1:1-3). He is the same God whom Abraham knew (John
8:58). He is the same God whom Moses served (Hebrews 11:26; Hebrews 3:5-6).
The author of Hebrews has taught this lesson before, in Hebrews 1:10-12. Hebrews 1:8 shows that
that passage is about Jesus Christ, God’s Son. He is God, even as God the Father and the Holy
Spirit are God. They are not three Gods, but one God, who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
So today Jesus Christ, who is the God of Abraham and Moses, can be our God too. His
character has not changed. He described himself to Moses in Exodus 34:6-7, and that description
is still true today. His promises have not changed. Not even one of his words will disappear until
all his plans are complete (Matthew 5:18). His attitudes have not changed. He is still the God who
must punish us for our sin (evil deeds). But he is also the God who desires very much to forgive
people. And that is why, on the cross, he himself suffered the punishment for our sins (Hebrews
9:28).
Jesus will always be the same God. In the future, he will rule, and everyone will recognise his
authority (Philippians 2:9-11). People will not be able to choose what they want to believe then. But
today, we do have a choice. We can choose whether or not to invite him into our lives, to be
our God always.

New ideas about religion
(Hebrews 13:9)
Strange and different ideas about religion have become popular again. People like to hear
someone whose ideas excite their imagination. But Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today
and always (Hebrews 13:8). And his good news will never change (Galatians 1:6-9).
The first Christian leaders knew this problem well. That is why they constantly referred to the Old
Testament (the first part of the Bible). They wanted to prove that they really were teaching God’s
word. During their lives, God was doing things that he had promised to do long before. So their
message was not different or strange. It was the same message that God had always declared
to his people.
The problem was that, even in the first Christian churches, some people were already teaching
strange and different messages. And often, they too said that their ideas came from the Old
Testament. But they were not teaching people to believe and to trust in Jesus. They were not
teaching people that only God’s grace (love and kindness) can save them by the death of Jesus.
Instead, they taught people to obey rules, customs and traditions. And they taught that people
could save themselves by that method. That is why those ideas were strange and different. And
they were also wrong, foolish, and dangerous.
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Those wrong teachers often emphasised laws about foods. The Old Testament contains many
rules about foods. The purpose of those rules was to teach people to think about their relationship
with God constantly. So there were rules for all of Israel’s people. And there were special rules for
the priests when they ate holy food from the sacrifices (the gifts that they offered to God). But
Christians have received something that is even more holy. They have benefited from the
death of Jesus, God’s perfect sacrifice. And for that reason, they must not follow the strange and
different ideas that people may try to teach them.

An altar for Christians
(Hebrews 13:10)
The altar was the place where Israel’s priests offered gifts to God. A fire burned there
continuously, and the smoke rose towards God in heaven.
Before the priests burned those gifts, God told them to take certain parts for themselves (Leviticus
7:28-36). Those parts were still holy, but they were for the priests and their families to eat
(Leviticus 22:10-13). So, the priests were sharing a meal with God. That meal was evidence of
the relationship between the priests, Israel, and God. God had provided that meal for his
priests from his altar.
As we have seen elsewhere in the Book of Hebrews, those arrangements were temporary. God
used them to teach people about the death of Christ. So, in Hebrews 13:10, the altar is a wordpicture for Christ’s death. In other words, God provides for his people by means of Christ’s
death. God gives his people a relationship with him by means of Christ’s death. Food can give
strength to a person’s body, but Christ’s death gives life to a person’s spirit (Hebrews 13:9).
That is what Christ meant by his strange words in John 6:53-58. He told people to eat his body and
to drink his blood. He did not mean that they would actually do that. He meant that their spirits
would receive strength and life by his death. Because of his death, God could forgive them.
And so God would give them life that lasts always.
That is also the meaning of the ceremony called communion, where Christians share bread and
wine. Christ taught that the bread and wine mean his body and blood (Mark 14:21-24). Of course,
that ceremony does not benefit anyone who is not really trusting Christ to save them. But at
communion, each person has the opportunity to declare that Christ’s death was for them. The
ceremony cannot save them, and they cannot save themselves. But Christ gave his life so that
they could receive life in their spirits. And that life will never end (John 3:16).

The perfect sin offering
(Hebrews 13:11)
Leviticus chapters 1 to 7 contain rules for 5 different types of offerings. These offerings were gifts
that the priests offered by fire to God. One of them was the ‘offering because of sin’. Here, ‘sin’
means wrong or evil deeds.
Usually, when people gave an offering because of sin, the priests ate the meat (Leviticus 6:24-26).
But on some very important occasions, God did not allow this (Leviticus 6:30). They included an
offering because of the sin of the whole nation (Leviticus 4:13-21). And they also included an
offering because of the chief priest’s own sin (Leviticus 4:1-12).
On these occasions, the priest brought the blood of the offering inside God’s house. For that
reason, these offerings were especially holy. So God told the priests that they must burn the
complete animal, including its meat. But they could not burn it in the usual place, that is, in front of
God’s house. Instead, they took it outside the camp, and they burned it there.
The most important offerings of this type were on the Day of Atonement. (That means, the day
when God forgives his people’s sin – Leviticus chapter 16.) On that day, the chief priest did not just
take the blood into God’s house, but into its most holy place. Someone else took the rest of
those animals outside the camp to burn them (Leviticus 16:27).
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When Jesus died, he took his own blood into the real most holy place, in heaven (Hebrews
9:22-26). His death was the perfect offering because of sin (Hebrews 10:11-12). By his death,
God can forgive all our sins (Hebrews 10:14).
Unlike the offerings, Jesus’ death did not happen inside the walls that surrounded God’s house in
Jerusalem. He suffered in a place that was outside the city’s gates (John 19:17). But God had
established a second place, outside the camp, where the priests burned the offerings because of
sin.
So, like those offerings, Jesus offered his own body outside the city. God’s law said that it had to
happen there. And Jesus obeyed God’s law perfectly. That was necessary because his death is
the perfect offering for all our sin.

Christ’s shame
(Hebrews 13:12)
Jesus died in a place called Golgotha or Calvary. It was near to the city called Jerusalem, but
outside the city walls. That was the usual place where soldiers killed criminals to punish them for
their evil deeds. Jesus died on a cross in the same manner that criminals usually died. It was
a painful way to kill someone. Anyone who died in that manner suffered much.
The soldiers had chosen these arrangements in order to bring shame upon the person that they
killed. People who passed in and out of the city would laugh at the dying man.
It is awful, of course, for anyone to suffer a cruel death. And people consider it especially bad
when it happens in public. But the manner of this death seemed even worse for anyone who knew
God’s law. Because the dead man’s body hung from a tree, God’s law declared the death to be
especially terrible (Deuteronomy 21:23). The manner of the death showed that God was against
that person (Compare 2 Samuel 18:9-15 and 2 Samuel 19:1-4).
That was how Jesus suffered. But he was not a criminal. He had done nothing wrong (Hebrews
7:26-27). Even Pilate, who ordered his death, declared him innocent (Luke 23:13-15). On three
separate occasions, God himself spoke to show that he was pleased with his Son (Mark 1:11;
Mark 9:7; John 12:28).
But just before his death, Jesus asked why God had left him alone (Mark 15:34; Psalm 22:1).
That question is astonishing because the Father, Son and Spirit have always been together, one
God. But at that moment, God the Father left his Son. That shows how much shame Jesus
suffered. And he had done nothing wrong.
These facts astonish us. But long before, God showed Isaiah why these things had to happen.
All people have done wrong and evil things that are against God’s law (Romans 3:23). God’s
desire is to forgive each person who invites him into their life (Exodus 34:7). However, there must
be a punishment for those evil deeds, because God is completely good. So God sent Jesus to
suffer that punishment instead of us, his people (Isaiah 53:5).
But that cannot be the complete reason for Christ’s shame. In fact, we consider it honourable to
suffer for someone else. However, Isaiah 53:6 gives the reason why Christ suffered great shame. It
says that God placed on Christ all our evil deeds. At that moment, Christ accepted the
responsibility for every evil thing that people have done. He declared himself guilty, so that God
the Father could declare us righteous. ‘Righteous’ means completely good – not, of course,
because of our own deeds, but because of what Christ did for us.
Hebrews 9:28, John 1:29 and Galatians 3:13 also explain that Jesus took our evil deeds upon
himself. But in order to benefit from his death, we must confess our evil deeds to God. And we
must invite him into our lives.
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Christians’ shame
(Hebrews 13:13)
Jesus said that people must ‘take up their cross’ to follow him (Mark 8:34). He meant that
Christians must be willing to suffer insults and shame because of him. They must be ready to
suffer cruelty from people who opposed God’s work. And sometimes a Christian would have to die
because of his relationship with God. Jesus suffered in that manner, and Christians cannot always
avoid those troubles (Matthew 10:24-25).
The laws of Moses said that priests had to carry out certain tasks ‘outside the camp’ (Hebrews
13:11). And some other things had to happen ‘outside the camp’ too. For example, people with
certain types of illness had to live ‘outside the camp’. During the life of Moses, Israel’s people were
camping in the desert. But afterwards, God gave the country called Canaan to them. There, they
built homes and they established cities. Strong walls surrounded the cities, with gates to enter
inside. So, things that formerly happened ‘outside the camp’ now happened ‘outside the gate’ of
the city.
In Hebrews 11:38, the author described how God’s people had to leave their homes in the
cities. They had to live in deserts and on mountains because of the cruel actions of enemies. That
happened to many of the first Christians (Acts 8:1-4). Their enemies wanted them to feel too
ashamed to speak about Jesus. But those Christians knew that Jesus had also suffered ‘outside
the gate’ of Jerusalem. They considered it an honour to suffer as he had suffered. And so,
wherever they went, they spoke about him (Acts 11:19-21).
They were not afraid to lose their homes in the cities, because God had prepared a better city
for them (Hebrews 11:16). They were not afraid of insults, cruelty and shame, because Jesus
had suffered these things before them. They were not afraid of death, because they would always
live with God (Hebrews 12:22-23).

A city that has real wealth and security
(Hebrews 13:14)
People like to live in cities because cities seem so strong, wealthy and permanent. A city seems
to offer everything that people need. And there are many opportunities to become rich there.
But these ideas are not the reality. The safety that a city seems to offer is not real. Enemies have
destroyed completely every city that has existed in the past. In fact, that has happened many times
to most ancient cities. We should not imagine that modern cities will really last.
The wealth is not real, too. Most people in any city are poor. Even the richest people can lose
their wealth in a moment. Whole cities become poor when businesses fail. Even our systems of
money can fail (Hebrews 12:26-27).
If our cities are weak, then our lives are even weaker. God only allows us to live for a short time
(Psalm 90:10). We do not know how soon we shall die (Luke 12:16-20). We cannot establish a
permanent home anywhere, because we ourselves will not be on this earth permanently.
The Bible teaches that God is establishing a city (Hebrews 11:16; Hebrews 12:22-23; Revelation
chapters 21 and 22). That city really will be permanent, because it is God’s work. And he will
give it real wealth, and real security.
The citizens of that city will be the people that God has saved. They are the people who have
faith (active belief and trust in God) – Hebrews chapter 11. By their deeds, they are not good
enough to deserve a home in that city. But Christ, God’s Son, died so that God could forgive
them. So they have confessed their evil deeds to God, and they have invited him into their lives.
And God has promised that they will always live with him (John 3:16; John 14:1-3; Revelation
22:1-5).
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How Christians worship God
(Hebrews 13:15)
The author of Hebrews has written much about the sacrifices (gifts) that Israel’s priests offered
because of sin (evil deeds). But the purpose of sacrifice was not only to deal with sin. In fact, that
was not even its main purpose.
The main purpose of sacrifice is to worship God. That is, to give honour to him. Christ is the
perfect sacrifice for sin and no other sacrifice for sin is necessary or possible (Hebrews 10:14). We
cannot bring another sacrifice for sin – but we must always worship God. Our duty to praise him
will never end.
Everybody ought to worship God but in fact most people never do it. Christians worship God
because they ‘confess his name’. In other words, they declare that they belong to God. He is
their God, and they are his people. The result of this is a constant desire to worship God.
Christians do not, of course, offer animals as sacrifices, as Israel’s priests did. But Christians do
offer their lives to serve God. Before God saved them, they were unholy. They were guilty of sin,
and God would not accept an unholy gift. But now, because of Christ’s death, God has forgiven
their sin. They have become his holy people; they belong to him (1 Peter 2:9). And because they
are holy, their gifts please God (1 Peter 2:5).
Those gifts include their words, with which they praise God. And those gifts also include the good
deeds and kind actions that they carry out to help other people (Hebrews 13:16). When
Christians do such things, God is pleased.

Can our works please God?
(Hebrews 13:16)
Romans 4:1-3 is clear. Abraham did not receive a right relationship with God because of any good
works that he (Abraham) did. God gave that right relationship to Abraham because Abraham
believed him.
And Romans 4:4-8 explains that the same is true for all of us. We can only receive a right
relationship with God when we start to trust him. We receive it as God’s gift, because Christ died
for us (Romans 4:23-25). We cannot earn it for any good works (Romans 4:4-5).
However, Hebrews 13:16 may surprise us, because it seems to say the opposite. God is pleased
with our good works, it says. Especially, he is pleased when we share our possessions. In other
words, when we use our possessions to help other people.
In fact, these passages are not opposites, because they are describing different times in a
person’s life.
Before a person invites God into their life, it is impossible to please God by good works
(Romans 3:19-20). That is because we have all done wrong and evil things (Romans 3:9-18).
Anyone who does not obey even one of God’s laws is still guilty in front of God (James 2:10-11).
And so that person’s good works cannot give them a right relationship with God. Their efforts to
save themselves cannot impress God.
When God saves a person, his Holy Spirit changes that person completely (John 3:3). It is a new
birth, from the Holy Spirit (John 3:6). God forgives that person (John 3:16-18). He gives that person
a right relationship with himself.
After that, the Holy Spirit guides that person (John 3:8; Galatians 5:16). The result is that the
person desires to do good things (Galatians 5:22-23). So of course those good works please God
then. They are not an effort by the person to save himself. They are the result of God’s work in that
person’s life.
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Why Christians should obey church leaders
(Hebrews 13:17)
The Bible teaches that Christians should meet together (Hebrews 10:25). They should pray
together and they should study the Bible together. And they should encourage each other to trust
God. That is why, wherever possible, Christians should join a church. They should choose a
church whose leaders believe the Bible (Hebrews 13:7).
It is right for a church to have leaders. Paul taught that those leaders should behave in a
responsible and careful manner (1 Timothy chapter 3; Titus 1:5-9). They should teach the truth
about God and they should be humble (Mark 10:42-44).
It is not easy to be the leader of a church. God has made the leader responsible for other
people in their relationship with God. And that is a very serious matter (James 3:1). The church
leader will have to give an account in front of God. In other words, he will have to explain how he
has looked after each member. It will be a joyful account if that member became mature and
strong in his relationship with God. It will be a sad account if that member’s relationship with God
remained weak.
So Hebrews 13:17 tells us to obey the people whom God has appointed to lead us in our Christian
lives. We should trust them, and we should allow them to guide us. We should always respect
them, because they have taught God’s word to us (Hebrews 13:7). But perhaps we will not
always belong to their church. We may have to leave if they start to teach wrong things
(Galatians 1:6-8). Or perhaps God will send us elsewhere for other reasons.
Today, people sometimes say that the Book of Hebrews is mainly for church leaders, and not for
members. But that is not what its author intended. Hebrews 13:17 shows that he was writing to the
members of a church.

A request for prayer
(Hebrews 13:18)
We can see that the author of the Book of Hebrews was humble. In this great book, he has not
even placed one record of his own name. Clearly, he was not trying to become famous, or to be
important in the churches. He was just carrying out his responsibility to teach the Bible. He was
loyally serving God in the same manner that he urged other people to do.
It is only here, near the end of his book, that the author refers to himself. And he only does that
because he wants to request prayer. He has written to Christians who are not mature in their
relationship with God (Hebrews 5:11-14). They have been weak in faith (active belief and trust in
God) – Hebrews 6:12. But the author is still humble enough to ask for their prayers. We do not
know what his problems were. But he needed prayer.
The author declared that his conscience was right. He had examined his own thoughts and the
reasons for his actions. And he believed that they were right and proper in God’s opinion. We are
not sure why he wrote that. Perhaps, like Paul in Acts 20:26-27, he means that he had carried out
his duties as a Christian leader properly. In this Book of Hebrews, he had written all that God
wanted him to write.
But perhaps the author means that other people were accusing him. They were trying to prove
that he was guilty of some wrong deed. It is possible that the author wrote this book in prison. He
could not be sure what the judge would decide about him. But the author was confident that God
considered his (the author’s) actions right and proper.
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The author’s love for his readers
(Hebrews 13:19)
We have often seen how powerfully this author urges his readers, in such passages as Hebrews
2:3, 4:1, 5:11-12 and 10:19-31. Perhaps we have asked why the author felt able to write in this
manner. But now, at last, the answer becomes clear. The author knew his readers well. He really
loved them. And he felt desperate that they should make progress in their relationship with God.
They needed to know God better and to trust him more. Otherwise, they would never be able to
deal with the terrible events that must soon happen (Hebrews 12:26-27).
In fact, many Christians were already suffering greatly (Hebrews 10:32-33; 12:4 and 13:3). And
perhaps the author was one of them. He loved his readers, and he wanted to be with them soon.
But something was preventing him. And he urged them to pray much, because he needed God’s
help in order to visit them.
We could guess that the author was in prison. His friend Timothy had just been in prison
(Hebrews 13:23). If the author was in prison, he was suffering because of his relationship with
God. In Hebrews 13:18, the author insisted that his conscience was right. So, people were
speaking false things against him. Or, enemies were causing trouble for him.
We know that the authors of several Bible books wrote from prison. Those books include
Philippians, Colossians, 2 Timothy, Philemon and Revelation. When Christian leaders could not
speak to the Christians, they sometimes put their messages into long letters instead. Perhaps that
is the reason why we have the Book of Hebrews. Even if he was in prison, the author wanted to
use his time well. But he very much more wanted to be with the people whom he loved. And
he urged them to pray that God would make that possible.

Jesus, the great shepherd
(Hebrews 13:20)
Hebrews 13:20-21 is a favourite prayer for many church leaders. They may work very hard to look
after God’s people (here called his ‘sheep’), but they cannot do everything. So it encourages those
church leaders to know that Christ is looking after his people. He is like a shepherd who looks
after his sheep (Luke 15:3-7; John 10:1-18).
A shepherd is someone who takes care of sheep. Ezekiel chapter 34 explains how God is like a
shepherd. A good shepherd gives special attention to any sheep that are weak or ill. He makes
sure that the sheep have enough food and water. He defends them from wild animals and thieves.
He leads his sheep (Psalm 23).
Christ, as the great shepherd, cares very much about his people. He understands their
weaknesses (Hebrews 4:15). He warns them when they do wrong things (Hebrews 12:5-6). And
that brings them comfort as he leads them (Psalm 23:4). They must pass through some difficult
places, but he has gone there ahead of them (Hebrews 2:14-15). He suffered death in order to
overcome the power of death.
We have evidence that Christ is alive (Hebrews 2:4 and Mark 16:20; Hebrews 7:8; Hebrews
7:24). He had to die so that his blood would make our covenant with God certain (Hebrews 9:1624). He has to be alive to serve as the priest of that covenant (Hebrews 7:25-26; Hebrews 5:6;
Hebrews 13:8).
A covenant is a peace agreement (Ezekiel 34:25). That is why Hebrews 13:20 calls God: ‘the God
of peace’. Here, peace means a right relationship between God and his people. That is the
result of the covenant (Hebrews 8:10-12). And it will never end. It is as certain as the fact that
Christ is God (Hebrews 1:8-12; Hebrews 13:8). It is so certain because it depends on God’s
promises (Hebrews 6:17-18). And God’s word never fails.

146

A prayer for God’s people
(Hebrews 13:21)
Christians pray for each other, and not just for themselves. The author has requested prayer from
his readers (Hebrews 13:18-19), and now he himself prays for them.
In the first part of his prayer, he called Jesus ‘the great shepherd of the sheep’ (Hebrews 13:20). A
shepherd looks after his sheep and, in the same manner, Jesus takes care of God’s people. In this
second part of the prayer, the author asks God to provide for his readers and to guide them.
He trusts God to do these things by means of Jesus, the ‘great shepherd’.
The author asks God to provide every good thing for his readers. It is right to ask God for this.
James 1:17 says that every good and perfect gift comes from him. The author does not request
these gifts so that people can satisfy their own desires. Like a father, God teaches his people to do
the things that please him (Hebrews 12:5-11). And that is the purpose of the good things that the
author requests in his prayer.
Then the author asks God to do good things in the lives of his readers. They need to develop as
Christians. Their relationship with God needs to become more mature. God is adopting them as his
sons and daughters. So they must be sons and daughters who please God, their Father. Mere
human effort cannot achieve this. They will please God because of the things that God is doing in
their lives.
This is a prayer in the name of Jesus. That is, the author mentions Jesus’ name as the reason for
his prayer. In the ancient world, people did not like to request things from important people merely
for their own benefit. So they would say that the request would benefit someone else. For example,
someone might want the king to help him. So that person may say, ‘The king’s son will receive
great honour if the king carries out my request.’ Because the king cares about his son, he would
want his son to receive honour. An ancient king might carry out such a request even if there was
no real connection with his son. Afterwards, the person who made the request would tell everyone
about it. And that is how the king’s son would receive honour.
But the author is not using Jesus’ name merely to get attention for his request, as in the above
example. The author is asking God to do these things because of Jesus. The author wants God to
do these things by means of Jesus. And the author has Jesus’ authority to use his name in
prayer, as all Christians do (John 14:13-14).

How we should read the Bible
(Hebrews 13:22)
The author of the Book of Hebrews urged his readers to study his book carefully and patiently.
That is always good advice when we study the Bible. It is God’s word, and we have much to learn
from it.
Earlier, the author complained that his readers became tired too soon (Hebrews 5:11). They
considered his messages difficult to understand, and they wanted to hear simpler messages. But
the author taught these subjects because his readers needed to learn these things. This was what
God wanted him to teach. So these subjects really were important.
It is always important for us to know what God is saying to us. In fact, it is essential. Nothing can
ever be more important than God’s words to us. And we will always find God’s words to us in
the Bible.
So, the Book of Hebrews explains the earlier books in the Bible very carefully. But it does that
briefly. The author’s explanations could have been much longer. He did not have the time to
explain everything that he wanted to say (Hebrews 9:5; Hebrews 11:32).
If we want a relationship with God, then the instructions are simple. We should confess our evil
deeds to God, and we should invite him into our lives. We should start to trust him, and we should
allow him to change our lives. He will accept us because Christ died for us.
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That is wonderful, but it is just the start of our relationship with God. He wants our relationship
with him to develop and to become mature (Hebrews 6:1). He wants us to know a hope that is
certain (Hebrews 6:19). He wants us to be strong when we suffer troubles (Hebrews 10:36).
For all these reasons, the author urges us to have the closest possible relationship with God
(Hebrews 10:19-23). That is the kind of relationship that God wants us to have with him. Jesus
died to make that possible. God has given us his word, the Bible, so that we can know him
better. It is a good and wise thing to study the Bible (Acts 17:11). The Bible teaches us, and it
gives us hope (Romans 15:4). It benefits us, and it shows us our errors (2 Timothy 3:16). It is
God’s good news that changes our lives (1 Peter 1:23-25). Its words come from God himself (2
Peter 1:20-21).
So we should read the Bible patiently. And we should study it carefully.

Love and the first Christians
(Hebrews 13:23)
The last few lines of the Book of Hebrews remind us that, originally, it was a private letter.
Probably its author expected that only a few people would read it. He wrote it in order to teach
those people about the Bible at a time when he could not visit them.
We know neither the author’s name, nor the circumstances and event to which he refers here. But
is seems that both he and Timothy had been in prison because of their relationship with God.
Timothy was now free. The author requested prayer that he too would be free soon (Hebrews
13:19). Then he and Timothy could travel together. The author wanted to bring Timothy to visit the
people who had received this book. Then the author and Timothy would both be able to teach them
more.
These plans are evidence of how much the first Christians cared about each other. They
desired to see each other. They wanted to travel together. The leaders wanted to teach the
members. And, they did not allow any trouble to stop them. There was genuine love between the
church leaders and the church members. That love was evidence that they really were God’s
children (1 John 3:1).
There is only one man called Timothy in the Bible; he worked with Paul. In fact, Paul wrote the
Books of 1 Timothy and 2 Timothy as letters to him. For that and other reasons people guess that
Paul wrote the Book of Hebrews. But that is only a guess. However, the love that the first
Christians had for each other is a clear fact. Jesus told them to do that (John 15:12). And the
Bible often refers to it (see, for example, Acts 2:44-47).

How Christians greet each other
(Hebrews 13:24)
These are, of course, just friendly greetings. But even a greeting has its purpose.
The author of Hebrews was a Christian leader and a Bible teacher. He has mentioned his desire to
travel to the church that his readers belonged to (Hebrews 13:23). Probably, he would want to
teach there.
But that church already had leaders (Hebrews 13:17). By his greeting, the author showed clearly
that he respected those leaders and their authority. He would not oppose them or cause trouble
for them. The author was not trying to make himself important – he was serving God.
So the author asked his readers to greet their church leaders on his behalf. He also asked them to
greet the ‘saints’. That word just means ‘the holy people’, or, in other words, God’s own people.
That is a description of all Christians (1 Peter 2:9-10). The author was asking his readers to give
his greetings to all the other Christians whom they knew.
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Then, some Christians from Italy had asked the author to send their greetings to his readers.
Christians in one country wanted to greet Christians in another country. We do not know
whether they already knew each other or not. But clearly, they could not know each other well.
However, they still wanted to be friendly.
And that is how it should be. Wherever they may live, all Christians have God as their Father. So
all Christians are brothers and sisters in God’s family, even if they have never met (Hebrews 2:1112). It is God’s command that they should love each other (1 John 3:23).

A blessing
(Hebrews 13:25)
At the end of his book, the author briefly blesses his readers. He has taught them, and now he
blesses them. In other words, he writes words that declare God’s goodness to them. Paul did
this at the end of each of his letters, and other Christian leaders also did it (for example, Revelation
22:21).
God told Israel’s priests that they should bless the people (Numbers 6:22-27). That is, they should
speak words to declare God’s goodness to them. But the custom that a priest should bless God’s
people is much more ancient than this. Melchizedek blessed Abraham (Hebrews 7:6-7).
When a priest blessed someone, it was both a prayer and a declaration. So, there is a prayer, as
here, that the person would know God’s kindness. The priest spoke that prayer on behalf of the
person.
But, at the same time, the priest made a declaration on God’s behalf. The priest was declaring
that God would show his kindness.
The first Christian leaders did not teach that they alone were priests. Jesus was their chief priest
(Hebrews 3:1). But every Christian belonged to God’s nation of priests (1 Peter 2:9). Every
Christian could have the closest possible relationship with God (Hebrews 10:19-22).
Every Christian has both the authority and the duty to work for God (Matthew 7:21). But God
has appointed some people especially to serve other Christians (Ephesians 4:11-12). We usually
call those people ‘leaders’, but they should consider themselves God’s servants, or even his slaves
(Mark 10:43-44). And it is those people who now bless God’s people. They bless by their
actions, and not just by their words.

Hebrews: a study guide
About the Book of Hebrews: its author, readers and date
People who study Bible books often begin with these subjects. I have chosen to end with these
subjects because they are less important than the contents of the book.
The Book of Hebrews does not tell us its author’s name. It does not tell us where the original
readers of the book lived. And its date does not appear in the book. We are trying to study the
Bible, not people’s opinions about the Bible. It is possible to guess some of the answers, but
the Bible does not tell us those answers clearly. So therefore, we do not believe that the answers
are important for us to know.
However, it is important for us to understand that the Bible is God’s word (Hebrews 4:12). There
were human authors, of course, and God allowed them to use their own skills, language and style.
But in the end, the author of the Bible is God himself. There were original readers too, but God
did not provide these books only for them. In fact, Hebrews 3:12 and Hebrews 4:1 show clearly
that God provided these books especially for you. It is you that God intends to learn from these
books! And Hebrews 3:13 contains a date. It is today that God wants you to learn from the Bible.
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The author of Hebrews
But, as I have said, there was a human author. Many people have thought that he was Paul. The
style of the book is sometimes like his style, but sometimes it seems different. So we cannot be
sure.
Clearly, like Paul, the author knew his Bible well, and he was a good teacher. It seems very likely
that the author was a Jewish Christian. By ‘Jewish’, we mean that his family came from the
families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is possible that his name is completely unknown to
Christians today. Even at its beginning, the first Christian church had 3000 members, so there
were always many leaders (Acts 2:41). We only know a few of their names.

The original readers of Hebrews
The book’s title is Hebrews, which means Jewish people. It is called that because the author
probably wrote it originally for the benefit of Jewish Christians. Some of its subjects are especially
important for them. We do not know where that group of Jewish Christians lived. However, Judea
seems possible. The first Christian churches were in Judea and many Jewish people lived there.

The reason why the author wrote his book
The author knew his readers well. He wrote his book when he was living elsewhere. He wanted to
return to them, but something was preventing his return. So he wrote this book as a long letter.
And probably, another Christian offered to go and to take the book to the first readers. When the
book arrived, they probably read it aloud in their church. And they made copies, so that other
churches could read it, too.

The date of the book
A few verses (for example Hebrews 13:7) seem to show that the book’s date is several years after
Christ’s death. The book says that Israel’s priests were still carrying out their work at God’s house
called the temple. That work continued until an army from Rome destroyed the temple in the year
70 A.D. That is, about 40 years after Christ’s death. Clearly, the author wrote at some time
between these two events. Anything more accurate than that would just be a guess.

Why the Book of Hebrews is so important
Lastly, we should think about the reasons why the Book of Hebrews is so important for Christians
to study. There are many reasons, because it is a wonderful book. Here are some of the main
ones:
(1) The Book of Hebrews declares powerfully who Jesus is. Chapter 1 shows us that he is God
the Son. Hebrews 2:5-18 teaches that he became a man, for us.
(2) The Book of Hebrews shows us how to understand the Old Testament (the first part of the
Bible). It teaches us that the whole Bible declares the same message. It is all about Jesus.
(3) The Book of Hebrews, especially in chapter 11, teaches the importance of faith (active belief
and trust in God). And, especially in Hebrews 3:7 to 4:11, it warns us severely about an attitude of
unbelief.
(4) The Book of Hebrews explains clearly the reasons for Jesus’ death (Hebrews 9:15). It
teaches that God can forgive us only because of Jesus’ death. It tells us that Jesus’ death was the
most important event ever.
(5) The Book of Hebrews shows us what Jesus is doing in heaven now (Hebrews 7:25). And it
explains where Jesus is, now. He sits in the place of greatest honour in heaven, at God the
Father’s right side. There he will remain until he returns to rule the world (Hebrews 1:13, Hebrews
9:28).
(6) The Book of Hebrews explains many of the reasons why God’s people suffer in this world.
And Hebrews shows what their attitudes should be during their troubles.

150

(7) The Book of Hebrews shows us God’s plan for his people’s lives. He wants them to have the
closest possible relationship with him (Hebrews 10:19-22). He is making his people perfect
(Hebrews 11:40). So he wants Christians to develop and to become mature in their relationship
with him (Hebrews 6:1).

Hebrews – a 13 week study guide (to print and use)
Please print this section if you would like to study the Book of Hebrews with a group of
people.

Week 1 – Hebrews chapter 1 – The importance of God’s Son
Read Hebrews chapter 1, then discuss these questions:
(1) How has God spoken to his people in the past? Compare Hebrews 1:1 with Psalm 19.
(2) What does Hebrews chapter 1 say about the relationship between God the Father and God the
Son?
(3) What does Hebrews chapter 1 teach us about angels (God’s special servants from heaven)?
(4) What does Hebrews chapter 1 tell us that Jesus is doing now? And what does it say that Jesus
will do in the future?

Week 2 – Hebrews chapter 2 – God with us
Read Hebrews chapter 2, then discuss these questions:
(1) How has God shown us that he wants to save us?
(2) Why is Jesus not ruling the world now? Compare Hebrews 2:6-9 with Philippians 2:5-11 and 2
Peter 3:3-9.
(3) What does Hebrews chapter 2 say about the relationship between Jesus and the people whom
he saves?
(4) Why was it necessary for Jesus, God’s Son, to become a man?
(5) What does Hebrews chapter 2 say that Jesus has done to save his people? And what is he
doing now to help them?

Week 3 – Hebrews chapter 3 – Moses and the people whom he led
Read Hebrews chapter 3, then discuss these questions:
(1) Why is Moses so important in the Bible? Why is Christ even more important than Moses?
(2) In this chapter, ‘unbelief’ does not mean sincere doubts. It means an attitude that people
choose on purpose, not to allow God to rule their lives. What was the result of that attitude for the
people that Moses led? Why is that attitude so dangerous?
(3) Read the whole of Psalm 95. What does that Psalm tell us that our attitude towards God should
be?
(4) Why does Hebrews chapter 3 emphasise the word ‘today’?

Week 4 – Hebrews chapter 4 – Rest for God’s people
Read Hebrews chapter 4, then discuss these questions:
(1) What does Hebrews chapter 4 say about the Sabbath (the weekly day for rest)? And what does
the chapter mean by ‘God’s rest’?
(2) Why are some people unable to benefit from God’s promises and from his good news? Who
are these people? What wrong attitude do they have?
(3) What attitude should people have towards God? How can we receive the benefit of the
promises in his word (the Bible)?
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(4) Compare Hebrews 4:15 with 1 Peter 2:21-24. Why is it important to us that Jesus never carried
out any evil deed?
(5) What does Hebrews 4:16 teach about prayer?

Week 5 – Hebrews chapter 5 – Reasons to make progress in our knowledge of
Christ
Read Hebrews chapter 5, then discuss these questions:
(1) What was the work of Israel’s chief priests? How is Christ’s work as our chief priest similar to
their work?
(2) Read Psalm 110. Then read Mark 12:35-37 and Acts 2:29-36. Discuss how these passages
use Psalm 110. Psalm 110 describes a king who was also priest. Discuss why its message was so
important for Jesus and the first Christians.
(3) Compare Hebrews 5:7 with Mark 14:32-42. What do these passages tell us about the nature of
Jesus’ prayers?
(4) Explain why Christians need to develop and to become mature in their relationship with God.

Week 6 – Hebrews chapter 6 – How to receive the benefit of God’s promise
Read Hebrews chapter 6, then discuss these questions:
(1) What do Christians believe about the subjects in Hebrews 6:1-2?
(2) Sometimes a person who understands clearly about Christ refuses to serve God. Why is that
behaviour terrible? If God gives that person another opportunity to trust him, what should that
person do?
(3) Read 1 Corinthians chapter 13. Explain what Hebrews 6:10-12 says about faith (active belief
and trust in God), hope, and love. Then read what Galatians 5:22-23 says about love, kindness,
and patience.
(4) Explain why a Christian’s hope in God is certain. What has God done to give his people
confidence that his promises are certain?

Week 7 – Hebrews chapter 7 – Christ, the only priest that we need
Read Hebrews chapter 7, then discuss these questions:
(1) Read Genesis 14:18-20. How was Melchizedek different from Israel’s priests? And how was he
similar to Christ?
(2) How does Hebrews chapter 7 show us that Christ was greater than Israel’s priests? What facts
does the author give in order to prove that?
(3) Read Hebrews 7:24-35. Why is it so important for us that Jesus is alive now? What work is
Jesus doing now as our chief priest?
(4) Read Hebrews 7:27. Why was Jesus’ death the most important event in history? How can we
benefit from it now?

Week 8 – Hebrews chapter 8 – The new relationship between God and his people
Read Hebrews chapter 8, then discuss these questions:
(1) Why did God provide copies on earth of things that are in heaven? What can we learn from
those copies?
(2) Hebrews chapter 8 refers to two covenants (peace agreements) between God and his people.
What was the first covenant? What happened when people were not loyal to it?
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(3) What is the new covenant? How is it different from the first covenant? Compare this passage
with 2 Corinthians 3:3-11. Read what Jesus said about the new covenant in 1 Corinthians 11:2326.
(4) How can people know God? How can God forgive their evil deeds? How does God change
people’s lives? Read John 3:1-16 and 2 Corinthians 5:17.

Week 9 – Hebrews chapter 9 – The purpose of Christ’s death
Read Hebrews chapter 9, then discuss these questions:
(1) Why did God not allow Israel’s priests to enter the inner room of the temple (God’s house)?
What special arrangements were necessary on the one day each year when the chief priest
entered it?
(2) When did Jesus enter the most holy place in heaven? Why did he enter there, and what was
the result?
(3) Explain the effect of the blood of animals in Hebrews 9:18-22. Explain the effect of the blood of
Christ in Hebrews 9:14 and 9:23.
(4) Why is Christ’s death the perfect sacrifice (gift that God considers valuable)?

Week 10 – Hebrews chapter 10 – How God makes people holy
Read Hebrews chapter 10, then discuss these questions:
(1) Explain how Christ has completed the work to forgive his people’s wrong deeds. What is the
evidence that this has happened?
(2) Who can have the closest relationship with God? What is the nature of that relationship? What
did Christ do to make that possible? What must we do to receive it?
(3) Holy means ‘separate for God’. Read 1 Peter 2:9-10. Explain how Christians are God’s ‘holy
nation’. How can we become more holy?
(4) What is the right attitude for a Christian to have during great troubles? Compare Matthew 5:212 with Hebrews 10:32-39.

Week 11 – Hebrews chapter 11 – Faith
Read Hebrews 11:1-22, then discuss these questions:
(1) In the Bible, faith means active belief and trust in God. Why is it necessary to trust as well as to
believe? Why does faith need to be active? Why is it impossible to please God without faith
(Hebrews 11:6)?
(2) Discuss the life of Abraham. How did Abraham show faith? What was the result of his faith?
Read Romans 4:13-22 and discuss the relationship between Abraham’s faith and God’s promises
to him.
(3) Read Hebrews 11:23-40, then read Hebrews 11:13-16 again. Why are God’s people strangers
and foreigners in this world? Where is their real home? And what is the city that God has prepared
for them (Hebrews 11:16 and Hebrews 12:22-24)?

Week 12 – Hebrews chapter 12 – How Christians deal with this world’s troubles
Read Hebrews chapter 12, then discuss these questions:
(1) Why do we call God ‘our Father’? Who has the right to call God ‘Father’? In what ways does
God act as a father does? What lessons would we like God to teach us?
(2) Compare Hebrews 12:16-17 with Genesis 25:29-34. Why were Esau’s attitudes wrong? How
do people today refuse the good things that God wants to give to them? And for what reasons do
people refuse God’s gifts? Read Luke 14:15-24.
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(3) Read Hebrews 12:22-24 again. Why is it important for Christians to know that God has
prepared a home for them? Who are the citizens of the New Jerusalem? Why is the blood of Jesus
important in the description of this city?
(4) What does Hebrews 12:26-28 tell us about troubles in this world? How severe will those
troubles be, and where else will they affect? Is there anywhere that cannot suffer from these
troubles? How can we be safe?

Week 13 – Hebrews chapter 13 - How Christians should live
Read Hebrews chapter 13, then discuss these questions:
(1) How should Christians behave towards other Christians? How should Christians behave
towards strangers? In what practical ways can we show God’s love to people who are not
Christians?
(2) What three instructions does Hebrews chapter 13 give about church leaders? What is the
correct attitude for church members to have towards their leaders? And what is the correct attitude
for leaders towards the members?
(3) ‘Jesus suffered shame so that Christians do not have to suffer shame.’ Why is that statement
wrong? How should Christians behave when their enemies are cruel to them?
(4) Why should Christians praise God? Why should they pray for each other?
(5) Read Hebrews 13:9. How can we protect ourselves from people who teach wrong things about
God?
(6) Read Hebrews 13:8. Try to learn that verse. What change has Jesus made in your life? Or,
what change will you ask him to make in your life?
For explanations of every verse in the Book of Hebrews, visit www.usefulbible.com.
© 2012 Keith Simons
This book is in EasyEnglish Level B (2800 words), which was developed by Wycliffe Associates (UK).
February 2012
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Ecclesiastes: Bible Study and
Commentary

How to have a worthwhile life
A Bible Study in EasyEnglish (2800 word vocabulary) on the Book of Ecclesiastes

Keith Simons
EasyEnglish is a system of simple English designed by Wycliffe Associates (UK).

Ecclesiastes chapter 1
What can people achieve during their lives?
(Ecclesiastes 1:1-3)
Ecclesiastes 1:3 tells us the main subject in the Book of Ecclesiastes. It asks what a person really
achieves by all his hard work in this world.
Jesus asked a very similar question in Matthew 16:26. His opinion was that, without a right
relationship with God, a person achieves nothing worthwhile. Of course a person may become rich
or famous but these things do not last. At death, that person loses all such things. And afterwards,
nothing matters except that person’s relationship with God.
The Book of Ecclesiastes uses Solomon’s life to teach that lesson. Solomon was the ‘teacher’ or
‘leader’ that Ecclesiastes 1:1 refers to. He was Israel’s greatest king, and he made his country
wealthy. He was wise, and he became famous.
We may consider that Solomon achieved great things in his life. Certainly, Solomon worked hard
and his efforts seemed successful (Ecclesiastes 2:4-9). But the Book of Ecclesiastes tells us the
truth about Solomon’s life. That is, it shows us God’s opinion about Solomon’s greatness.
Towards the end of his life, Solomon was not loyal to God. Formerly, Solomon had a close
relationship with God. But Solomon lost that, and he even began to serve false gods (1 Kings 11:710).
And after Solomon’s death, the things that he had achieved did not last. There were wars and
great troubles in Israel. The country lost much of its wealth, and the new king lost much of his
authority.
Even such a great man as Solomon could achieve nothing that lasted. He seemed such a powerful
man, but in God’s opinion, Solomon’s best efforts were very weak. They were as weak as
Solomon’s own breath, because, in the end, Solomon was just a man. And all people must die.
In the original language, Ecclesiastes 1:2 repeats the same word 5 times. It does that in order to
emphasise the word in the strongest possible manner. The King James Bible translates that word
‘vanity’, which means ‘in vain’ or ‘without purpose’. It is a description of all that people can
achieve in their lives.
Some people translate that word ‘just a breath’. A person’s work is as weak as his breath,
because all people must die. So the word ‘breath’ is a word-picture for people’s weakness. But
the Bible compares God’s work to a great wind or a powerful storm (Psalm 29; John 3:8; Acts 2:2).
A person’s breath seems very weak when we think about the wind during a great storm. And even
the work of a powerful king seems very weak when we think about God’s work.
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The Book of Ecclesiastes does not say much about God’s work in people’s lives. Its subject is what
people can achieve without a right relationship with God. But right at the beginning, the book
reminds us about someone who really did have a right relationship with God. That person was
King David (Ecclesiastes 1:1). David did not obtain that relationship with God because of his own
works (Romans 4:4-8). David had that relationship because he genuinely loved God (1 Kings
11:4). God wants everyone to do that (Mark 12:29-30). People who love God do his work, not their
own work. And God’s Holy Spirit makes them strong (Galatians 6:8; Ephesians 6:10-11).

Who can change the world?
(Ecclesiastes 1:4-7)
Some of the most noble people who have ever lived have wanted to change the world. They
wanted to make the world a better place. So they worked hard, and used every effort to achieve
that.
They did many good things, and they helped many people. But still, the results disappointed
them. There were very many more things that they could not do. There were very many more
people whom they could not help. The improvements that they made were not permanent. They
tried so hard to change the world but, in the end, the world remained the same.
There are much more powerful forces in this world than the power of men and women. The
sun produces much more light and heat than all our fuels can. The wind is a stronger force than
any army is. Water has a greater effect in our world than any king or ruler. These things were
operating on our world before any person lived. And they will continue to operate after our deaths.
But even these powerful things cannot change our world. They simply follow the rules that God
gave them in the beginning. They repeat the same actions, day after day and year after year.
They go round in circles. The sun returns to the same place in the sky. The wind blows back and
forward. Clouds rise over the sea to give water to the rivers that flow back to the sea.
Only God can really change the world. He created it, and he can change it (Romans 8:19-21). In
the future, he will make a new heaven and a new earth. And only there will this world’s troubles
end permanently (Revelation 21:1-4).

Can our desires ever satisfy us?
(Ecclesiastes 1:8-11)
Most people have a genuine desire to achieve something good during their lives. They would
like to make life better for the people who live after them.
That may be our desire, but usually our lives seem much too hard to do anything about it.
Everything that we do feels like a hard task. Although we work hard, we cannot even satisfy our
own immediate desires. Even if we do manage to do something to help people in the future, they
will not be grateful. Soon, they will forget that we even existed.
Our desires should be an expression of the best things that we hope for. In our desires, we
imagine that we can find the solution to the world’s problems. But there is something very wrong
about our desires. Our wrong and evil desires have become the cause of the world’s problems
(Galatians 5:19-21). We have found that we cannot control our own desires. In fact, our wrong
desires control us (Romans 7:17-20).
We are in a desperate state. All the old solutions have failed. Our own efforts cannot save us. Our
money cannot save us. We struggle like slaves, because the world operates like that (Galatians
4:3). We desire to find some new solution, but there are no new solutions. It seems that nothing
can rescue us.
With God, all things are possible (Mark 9:23). God can do something that is completely new (2
Corinthians 5:17). He can make people who once were slaves into his children (Galatians 4:3-7).
He can make people free (Romans 8:1-2). He can change their desires completely. And he can fill
them with his Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23).
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Why is life so hard?
(Ecclesiastes 1:12-15)
King Solomon was famous across the world for his wisdom (1 Kings 4:29-34). He had studied
hard to become wise. And now he wanted to use his wisdom to help other people. He saw how
hard they struggled, often because of wrong and foolish decisions. And he thought that, perhaps,
he could help them.
Solomon quickly realised that he had given himself an extremely difficult task. In fact, it would be
impossible to complete that task. People have more problems than anyone can count. It is
impossible for a person to make right everything that is wrong.
And the thing that is most seriously wrong in this world is the state of people’s hearts. In other
words, their desires, attitudes and thoughts are completely wrong in God’s opinion (Romans
3:9-20). People’s wrong deeds are the result of the state of their hearts (Mark 7:20-23).
For that reason, God has ruled that people must work hard for their whole lives (Genesis 3:1719). God did not intend that people should never rest (Exodus 20:8-10). But for many people, life
seems a constant struggle. (Psalm 90:7-10). It is hard for them to earn their money. It is hard for
them to provide for their families. It is hard to do what seems right or necessary. Solomon
discovered that it was hard for him even to think about these matters.
These facts make Jesus’ offer in Matthew 11:28-30 even more impressive. He invited people to
serve him and to learn his wisdom. He would not give them tasks that are too hard for them. He
offers them comfort and rest.

Does wisdom improve a person’s life?
(Ecclesiastes 1:16-18)
Foolish and stupid behaviour does not improve anyone’s life. That is a clear fact. People suffer
much because of their foolish decisions.
When Solomon decided to study people’s behaviour, he also chose to study foolish and unwise
behaviour. Usually Solomon liked to study, but this kind of knowledge brought him no pleasure.
He saw how people were wasting their lives. He realised that they were causing unnecessary
trouble for themselves. Their situation seemed hopeless, because they did not even want to be
wise.
And Solomon’s situation seemed hopeless too. He had hoped to use his wisdom in order to save
people from their troubles. But the people did not want Solomon’s wisdom. And Solomon could not
even convince them that wisdom was a good thing. Even Solomon had to declare that his
knowledge about these things made him sadder and more serious. The people could not believe
that it was good to be sad, like their king!
It is interesting to compare Psalm 1 with Ecclesiastes 1:16-18. Most people do not have a
relationship with God, and they do not even want to know God. They think that knowledge of God’s
word (the Bible) would make them sad. They would be sad if they knew God’s opinion about the
true state of their lives.
But the author of Psalm 1 declared that constant study of God’s word (the Bible) gave delight
(Psalm 1:2). This is the kind of wisdom that changes people’s lives completely (Proverbs 3:1316). And it comes only from God (Job 28:28; Proverbs 2:6).
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Ecclesiastes chapter 2
Is there a worthwhile way to live?
(Ecclesiastes 2:1-3)
Solomon believed that he could discover the truth by careful study and thought. That remains
a popular opinion today. It is how science operates.
There is a different opinion that has always been more popular than that. It is the opinion that,
really, people should just try to enjoy their lives. They should do whatever can make them
happy at the present moment. People should not think about serious matters, for example truth,
the future, or their problems. Such thoughts will only make them sad.
Of course, that is a very foolish opinion. But that is how many people choose to live. And that is
how Solomon decided that he too would behave.
Solomon always knew that he was doing something stupid. He never really thought that laughter
and pleasure would achieve anything worthwhile. But, as a wealthy king, he had every opportunity
to enjoy himself. And he desired by his own experience to know what really is the best kind of life.
In Ecclesiastes 2:4-9, Solomon describes what he did. And in Ecclesiastes 2:11, he tells us what
he discovered. He had discovered absolutely nothing and he had achieved absolutely nothing. It
was a complete waste of time.
Solomon’s efforts to be wise achieved nothing (Ecclesiastes 1:12-18) and his efforts to be foolish
achieved nothing. In the end, all human effort is just hard work.
God does not reward people for their effort (Romans 4:5). He rewards people who trust him
(Hebrews 11:6). That is how God wants people to live (Galatians 3:11).

Is it foolish to please yourself?
(Ecclesiastes 2:4-8)
In Ecclesiastes 2:4-8, Solomon tells us about some of the great things that he did for his own
pleasure.
This hardly seems like a list of Solomon’s evil deeds. And it hardly seems like a list of activities that
achieved nothing. But to find out whether an action was good or evil, we must think about the
reasons for that action. And to know whether an activity achieved anything, we must think about
its results.
Solomon’s first great activity during his rule was to build the house of God (called the temple) in
Jerusalem. God had said that Solomon should do that (2 Samuel 7:12-13). Clearly, that had an
important purpose. And Solomon was careful not to include it in this list of things that he did to
please himself.
When Solomon finished the temple, he began to make his palaces, gardens and pools. At the
start, perhaps even he did not realise that he was doing anything wrong. He was just doing what
any other rich king would do. But in fact, he was behaving like a fool. He was serving himself
instead of God. Wrong desires and selfish ambition had taken control of Solomon’s life. See
James 3:14-17.
So Solomon collected silver and gold. He collected wives, horses and slaves. And then everyone
thought that he really was a great king. But that was not God’s opinion about Solomon’s
behaviour (1 Kings 11:9). In the end Solomon even chose to serve false gods (1 Kings 11:4-6).

158

Why do our feelings of satisfaction not last?
(Ecclesiastes 2:9-11)
What Solomon saw with his eyes, he desired in his heart. When he satisfied his desire, he felt a
sense of pride. So Solomon thought that he was carrying out his work well. He was achieving the
things that he wanted to do. His work gave him a feeling of satisfaction. And therefore, his work
seemed right and good to him.
When Solomon completed each task, he desired something else. So his work began again. And it
seemed that his work would never end. He even wanted things that nobody had ever seen (2
Chronicles 9:17-19). Solomon had to work much harder to obtain those things, but the feeling of
satisfaction seemed greater.
Only afterwards did Solomon realise that all this work had no useful purpose. That feeling of
satisfaction was the only reward for all his hard work. And that feeling did not even last.
Few people have such great wealth, but Solomon’s experiences are not unusual. People have
similar experiences whenever they allow their desires to rule their lives. John wrote about
such desires in 1 John 2:16-17. He warned that the world and its desires would not last. These
desires come from the world, and not from God. So, it is wrong to follow those desires. Instead,
people should do what God wants them to do. If people do that, then they will live always. And that
is a much better way to live.

How does a person benefit if he is wise?
(Ecclesiastes 2:12-16)
Solomon had learned to be wise, and he had also behaved in a foolish manner. Now, he
compares the two experiences. They were similar in some ways.
Both Paul and James wrote about two kinds of wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:18-30; James 3:13-17).
One kind of wisdom is a gift that comes only from God. It causes a person to respect God and to
refuse evil things. We read about that kind of wisdom in the Books of Proverbs and Job (Proverbs
3:5-6; Proverbs 9:10; Job 28:28).
But the Book of Ecclesiastes seems to have a lower standard of wisdom. Here, we read about the
kind of wisdom that comes from this world. To become wise in this manner, a person must think
clearly and study carefully. Like Solomon, that person must learn all that he can from this world.
So, a wise person understands what is happening. He is like a person who carries a lamp at night.
The light may not actually make him safer, but at least he can see the dangers! But the foolish
person pretends that there are no dangers. Or he does not care about danger. Or he is not patient
enough to study about such things. Risks and dangers are unknown to him.
A wise person can protect himself from some troubles. But only a fool imagines that he can protect
himself from every trouble. So a wise person realises that he will certainly die. He has learned
from his study of this world that he cannot remain in this world. And then somebody else will
receive everything that the wise man obtained by his wisdom. And after a time, people will forget
both the wise man and the things that he learned in this world.
But the wisdom that comes from God brings life, not death (1 John 2:17; Proverbs 8:32-36).

Can a person’s efforts achieve anything that lasts?
(Ecclesiastes 2:17-21)
Solomon had wanted to find a better way to live, by his careful study of this world. But this world
and its wisdom disappointed Solomon. Neither wise nor foolish behaviour had taught Solomon a
better way to live. These things had only taught him that he must certainly die!
Solomon does not say whether he felt any fear of death. His fear was of the things that would
happen after his death.
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A person works hard to earn his wages. It upsets him if he loses any part of them. Solomon had
worked hard but, at death, he would lose everything. That might not matter if the new owner of
those things used them wisely. But Solomon could not be sure about that.
We know from 1 Kings 12:1-19 that Solomon’s son behaved in a very foolish manner. 1 Kings
14:25-28 tells how he lost much of his father’s wealth.
What upset Solomon most was the loss of all his effort. He worked so hard because he wanted
to achieve something during his life. But the things that he was achieving belong to this world. And
nothing in this world lasts.
Jesus taught that people can achieve something permanent during their lives. But they will not
achieve it by means of the wisdom that comes from this world. In other words, careful study,
sensible thought and hard effort will not achieve permanent results. What we need is to have God’s
wisdom. God gives us that wisdom by his word (the Bible). And unlike the wisdom that we can
learn from this world, God’s wisdom will never disappoint us (see Matthew 7:24-25 and John
12:49-50).

Without God, can anyone have a good life?
(Ecclesiastes 2:22-26)
Usually, a person’s daily tasks are hard. People do not even receive a proper reward or
payment for their efforts. That is the nature of life in this world. We cannot really expect anything
else. What happens in this world is not usually fair, right or good.
But sometimes, for some people, life does not seem so hard. Their work feels pleasant, and they
feel content. They begin to enjoy their lives.
God has been especially kind to those people, and they should be very grateful to him. All good
things come from God (James 1:17). But those people should not imagine that their happiness will
continue for their whole lives. They must still be loyal to God, even when their time of
happiness ends. God deserves honour whatever the state of our lives may be.
Job was a man who had a very pleasant life (Job 29:1-6). Job 1:10 gives the reason. Job was
God’s servant, and God was protecting him.
But then Satan (the devil) wanted to test Job, and God allowed it. So Job suffered much. The
purpose of the test was to see whether Job would still give honour to God.
Job proved that he really was loyal to God. Job praised God even when he was suffering most. He
did not serve God just because God was kind to him. He served God because God deserves
honour.
After Job’s troubles, God showed special kindness to him again (Job 42:10-17).
We cannot earn God’s kindness, and we cannot obtain it by human effort. It is God’s gift; it is not
a payment or a reward.

Ecclesiastes chapter 3
A time for everything
(Ecclesiastes 3:1-8)
The Bible contains many great poems. Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 is one of the most popular poems in
the Bible.
It declares that every human activity, whether small or great, has its proper time. There is a right
time and a wrong time to do all these things. When a person carries out these actions at the right
time, his efforts are usually successful. But at a wrong time, the same efforts would not be
successful.
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This is a kind of natural wisdom that God has placed in the world. Sometimes, plants and
animals seem to understand it better than people do (Song of Solomon 2:11-13). Nobody teaches
the plants and animals, but they are still able to carry out their activities at the right time each year.
But people must study if they want to know the right time to do each task. A wise person uses
that knowledge when he arranges his work. That is how a wise farmer decides when to sow his
seed. That is how a wise king decides when to make peace with his enemies. That is how
everyone should arrange every activity.
A foolish person also knows that there is a right and wrong time for each activity. But he does not
study like the wise person. Instead, the foolish person thinks that it is just a matter of chance.
When his work fails because of his foolish decision, he blames his luck. Or he blames God. In fact,
he will blame anyone – apart from himself!
But God has arranged that there is a proper time for everything. There is even a proper time when
people should trust God to save them. That time is now (2 Corinthians 6:2).

Time and eternity
(Ecclesiastes 3:9-15)
Ecclesiastes 3:2-8 contains a long list of activities which can happen either at the right time, or at a
wrong time. God has arranged a right time for all these activities. And people should study to
know what is the right time.
When such things happen at the right time, they are beautiful. The harvest is beautiful, but the
farmer must gather it at the right time. Even death can seem right when a person has completed
his life’s work (for example Numbers 20:22-29; Luke 2:25-32). Even war can seem right if it is
necessary to save people from a cruel enemy.
At the right time, things are beautiful. But God has shown people something that is even more
wonderful than time. It is eternity. Eternity describes a time that can never end. It lasts always,
even as God himself is always the same (Hebrews 13:8). We can think about eternity, but we
struggle to imagine it.
All the things that God does seem too wonderful for us. Everything that he does lasts always. Our
words last for a moment; God’s word never changes (Psalm 119:89). When God saves a person,
he saves that person for eternity (John 3:16). His promises are always true, through all centuries
(Luke 1:48-55). He knows the past, the present and the future.
But the work that people do lasts only for a moment. The things that they achieve are never really
permanent. So, they need God’s Holy Spirit to guide them (John 3:8; John 4:24). Without the
Holy Spirit, they cannot understand God’s thoughts (1 Corinthians 2:9-16). But with the Holy Spirit,
people do not just work for the present time. They prepare for their eternity with God (Hebrews
11:13-16).

God is the perfect judge
(Ecclesiastes 3:16-17)
Today, many people are unsure whether God will be their judge. The author of Ecclesiastes
believed that fact strongly. And he had evidence to prove it.
God has arranged our world so that everything has its proper time. For example, unripe fruit
tastes awful. So does fruit that is too old. But when the fruit is completely ripe, it is beautiful. And
that is true about every human activity too (Ecclesiastes 3:1-8; Ecclesiastes 3:11).
If God has arranged a time for everything, then clearly he has arranged a time for judgement.
God cares very much about right judgement. All that he does is good, right and proper. He has
arranged this world so that there is a proper time even for the smallest things. Clearly he would not
neglect the proper time for judgement; he considers it very important (Deuteronomy 17:8-13).
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The author of Ecclesiastes expresses shock. He saw the judges and he heard their judgements. Of
course any human judge makes wrong decisions sometimes. But the situation was much worse
than that. These judges did not even care about what was right and proper for them to do. They
cared only about their own importance. Or, they cared only for the person who could give them a
large gift (Proverbs 17:23; Micah 3:11).
Job understood this matter (Job 24:1-12). He asked why God had not yet chosen a time to act as
judge. The author of Ecclesiastes believed that he knew the answer. That time must still be in
the future, he explained. And when God acts as judge, his judgements will be perfect. That
must be correct, because God has chosen a proper time for every activity.

Life after death
(Ecclesiastes 3:18-22)
Life after death is one of the most important subjects that a person must think about. It is a hard
subject to study, but it matters very much. If there is life after death, then nothing matters more
than a person’s relationship with God.
The author of Ecclesiastes has just proved that, in the future, God will be the judge of everybody
(Ecclesiastes 3:17). Clearly, that does not happen during everyone’s life. That fact proved to Job
that there must be life after death (Job 19:25-27). Job knew that God would rescue him from his
troubles. If God did not do it during Job’s life, he must do it after Job’s death.
The author of Ecclesiastes thought that it was a hard test to believe these things. But God had
arranged that test so that people could see their own weakness. In this life, death surrounds us.
God made our bodies from dust (Genesis 2:7), and at death they return to the dust (Genesis 3:19).
Until then, we must carry on our work in this world (Ecclesiastes 3:22).
It is clear that the bodies of people return to the earth at death. That happens to animals, and it
happens to people in the same manner. But the author insists that the body is not everything. A
living body has life, a dead body is without life. So a person’s life must be something other than the
body. Therefore, people must have a spirit, which the death of the body does not destroy. It is the
spirit that is the real person.
But we still have not proved what happens to a person’s spirit after the death of the body. The
author of Ecclesiastes asks: who knows about such things? The answer, of course, is that God
knows. People can only know when God shows it to them. This is not a matter of human wisdom.
Only the wisdom that God gives can answer such questions. We study the Bible so that we can
learn God’s wisdom.

Ecclesiastes chapter 4
The power of wealthy people
(Ecclesiastes 4:1-3)
You may be rich and powerful. In fact, you may be so powerful that you can force other people to
obey your orders. Perhaps many people work hard for your pleasure or for your profit.
But there is one important fact that you need to know. The day is coming when you will lose
your power. You will lose it suddenly, in a moment of time. And it may happen soon.
Your power, like your wealth, belongs only to this world. Elsewhere, in heaven and hell alike,
strong people do not control weaker people (Job 3:18-19). In hell as in heaven, everyone
recognises God’s power and authority (Philippians 2:10).
On the day when you lose your power, you will also lose all your wealth. When God is your
judge, you cannot pay him to be kind to you. All his judgements are right and proper (Ecclesiastes
3:17).
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It seems a strange statement that death is better than life (Ecclesiastes 4:2). But after death, God
is our judge, and all his judgements are right. That is better than this world, where judgements
are often wicked (Ecclesiastes 3:16).
It seems even stranger to say that it is better never to live (Ecclesiastes 4:3). The author says that
in order to emphasise how terrible people’s cruelty can be in this world. It would be better if we
never had to see such cruelty. The author wanted his readers to know that God hates this cruel
behaviour. The Bible constantly explains that fact - see Isaiah 1:21-26; Micah 3:8-12; James 5:16. The modern idea that God does not punish even cruel and wicked deeds is completely untrue.

Jealous and lazy attitudes
(Ecclesiastes 4:4-6)
When we first read this chapter, there seems no connection between the cruelty (in Ecclesiastes
4:1), the jealous attitudes (in Ecclesiastes 4:4), and the lazy behaviour (in Ecclesiastes 4:5). But
with the help of the Book of James, we can discover a connection.
James was worried about Christians who cared too much about money (James 2:1-7). They were
making plans to make themselves rich (James 4:13-16). James warned them that they were
allowing themselves to become jealous of other people (James 4:1-4).
James saw the truth about the easy and comfortable lives that those Christians so much desired.
Those Christians were trying to imitate some rich people who were lazy and cruel. Of course a rich
person can have an easy life if he is lazy. And of course he can have a comfortable life by means
of cruelty to other people. But God will punish anyone who behaves like that (James 5:1-6).
Or perhaps we should say that those people bring about their own punishment (Ecclesiastes
4:5; James 5:5). They have allowed jealous attitudes to control their lives completely. They have
become so lazy that they will not even lift a hand to work (Ecclesiastes 4:5).
Near the end of their lives, a farmer feeds his animals plentifully. He wants the animals to be very
fat when the butcher kills them. A cruel person may imagine that he is living well. But really, he is
getting himself ready for his own punishment (Ecclesiastes 4:5; James 5:5).
Jealous attitudes can ruin your life. Such attitudes cause people to do many evil and cruel
things. It is better to be poor than to behave like that (Ecclesiastes 4:6).

Work that never satisfies
(Ecclesiastes 4:7-8)
As the author of Ecclesiastes studied the world, he saw one particular man. This man’s behaviour
seemed truly extraordinary. But in fact, the man was just behaving as all people behave. From his
actions, we can learn a useful lesson about our own human weakness.
The man’s strange idea was that he could make himself content by his own effort. So, he worked
continuously. His idea was strange because all that work had never made him content. His
continuous efforts proved that he was not content.
Even the man himself knew that his work was without any proper purpose. He did not need the
money. And he had no family who could benefit from his work. But still he worked. And he was
unable to relax.
The man’s problem was that his work, like all human effort, belonged to this world. And nothing in
this world can satisfy us. The man’s efforts were as weak as the man himself. A man must die
and a man’s efforts cannot really satisfy him. He may feel a temporary feeling of satisfaction with
his work. But it will not last. Only God can satisfy us (John 7:37; Psalm 62:1-2). We can trust him
completely and he will not disappoint us.
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The man already knew that his efforts would never satisfy him. That fact was clear to him
because of his wealth and his family circumstances. He realised that his actions were foolish. But
most people never realise that fact. And they continue to do things that can never satisfy them.
They still believe that, somehow, something in this world will give them real satisfaction. And
because they believe that, they will not trust God.

Advantages of love and friendship
(Ecclesiastes 4:9-12)
The author of Ecclesiastes believed that this world is in a terrible state because of people’s evil
deeds. But he saw that love still remains in this world. And love is good.
The author had not seen the perfect love that comes from God (1 Corinthians chapter 13). He saw
something that was weaker. It was the kind of love that people show for each other. It was like an
agreement that says, ‘I will help you if you help me.’ Or, ‘I will show you love because of the
benefits that I will receive.’
People wanted to get love more than they wanted to give love. But even that kind of weak love
achieved good things. When a man fell, his friend helped him to stand again. When a man lay with
his wife, she kept him warm (1 Kings 1:1-4). When robbers attacked, a man’s companion fought on
his side.
If you wind three pieces of string together, the string will support a heavier weight. In the same
manner, people’s relationships with other people make them all stronger. That is true about
friendship, marriage and even business relationships.
But of course, a string will always break in the end, however strong it seemed. In the same
manner, when the strain becomes too much, people will disappoint us.
Only God can show us perfect love. Only God will never disappoint us.

The weakness of people’s support
(Ecclesiastes 4:13-16)
The author of Ecclesiastes has just explained how good it is to have support from other people
(Ecclesiastes 4:9-12). Now he will show us how weak people’s support really is.
He tells us about a powerful king who had ruled for many years. However, this great king became
foolish. His advisers warned him that the people did not like his laws. But the king would not listen
to their advice. He was becoming very unpopular, but he would not recognise that fact.
So that old king lost the people’s support. And, instead, a young man from a poor family became
popular. Suddenly, everybody wanted that young man to rule. They took him out of prison to be
their new king.
You could imagine that such a popular and wise young ruler would always have the support of
his people. But that did not happen. After a few years, people were not happy with his rule.
Perhaps he even became as unpopular as the old king whom he had replaced.
Nobody could have had more people to support him than that young man had. That support
seemed extremely strong. People were willing to fight and even die for him. But really, that
support was very weak. It did not last. And perhaps there was no proper reason why the young
ruler lost the people’s support.
David was a popular king. But he did not imagine that his rule depended on the support of his
people. He declared that God alone kept him safe (Psalm 62:1-2).
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Ecclesiastes chapter 5
Foolish and wise prayers
(Ecclesiastes 5:1-3)
Many people are very foolish when they pray. They try to convince God that they deserve his help
and support. They tell God how much better than other people they consider themselves (Luke
18:11-12). They think that they can impress God by a long prayer (Mark 12:40) or an expensive
gift (Micah 6:6-8).
When people recognise their true state in front of God, they are humble. They know that they do
not deserve any kindness from him. They confess that they are guilty of many wrong things against
God’s law. They ask God for help because of his great kindness, not because of anything that they
have done (Luke 18:13-14).
The Bible often warns people about proud attitudes. And that is especially important when
people pray. They should remember how great God is. They should respect him as they pray.
They should listen to his word, and they should obey him.
In prayer, it is more important to have the right attitudes than to say the right words. God
already knows what we will ask. And he knows what we really need (Matthew 6:8).
In prayer, it is more important to trust God than to pray a long prayer (Mark 11:23-24). People
often pray long prayers for the wrong reasons (Matthew 6:7; Mark 12:40). But sometimes it is right
to pray for a long time, for example, Mark 1:35 and Acts 1:14.
Many people who have a close relationship with God pray constantly (Luke 18:1; 1 Thessalonians
5:17). And their prayers please God.

Promises to God
(Ecclesiastes 5:4-7)
Some people try to control God. They promise to give a generous gift to him if he helps them.
Really, they are offering to pay for his help. They are behaving in the same way as people behave
towards a false god.
Other people promise gifts to God for right and proper reasons. For them, their gifts are an
expression of their thanks and love to God.
In Israel, people gave their gifts to God at his house, called the temple, in Jerusalem. Most people
lived a long way from the temple; they could not go there often. So when they wanted to give a gift,
they made a promise. And when they next went to Jerusalem, they handed over their gifts to the
priests there.
Promises matter to God. And that is especially true when people promise to make gifts to God.
As soon as a person promises to give something, God accepts that gift. So the gift already belongs
to God, and the giver has a duty to hand it over (Leviticus 27:9-10).
Jesus was probably thinking about Ecclesiastes 5:5 when he spoke the words in Matthew 5:33-34.
He too warned people about their promises to God. It is better not to make a promise than to
make a promise that you do not carry out.
The problem is that people do not think properly about their duties to God. We owe our whole
lives to God, and not just our gifts. People try to satisfy God with a promise when they will not allow
him to rule their lives.
God does not just want our gifts. He wants us to obey him completely.
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Responsibilities towards poor people
(Ecclesiastes 5:8-9)
There are two types of workers:
(1) Some people must use their physical strength to work. They are often poor, and, of course,
they must work hard. They include farm workers. By their efforts, they provide the food that
everyone needs.
(2) The other group of people are those people who organise the work. In any society, their work
is essential, too. Without good leaders, people struggle even to provide the food for their own
families. Someone needs to deal with the difficulties that would stop the work.
In this second group are government officials, judges and even the king. If they are wise and
careful, then wealth may come to the country. And everyone can benefit from that wealth.
But officials and rulers often use their opportunity to make wealth in a wrong manner. For
example, they may force poor people to work too hard. They may pay wages that are too low. Or
they may make decisions and judgements that are not right and proper.
They do such things because they want only to benefit themselves, and not other people.
God cares about all kinds of people, but he especially cares about poor people. He has made
some people powerful so that they can look after poorer and weaker people. But when wealthy
people use poor people for their own advantage, God is angry. Those cruel people will not avoid
their punishment.

Love of money
(Ecclesiastes 5:10-12)
A person who loves money can never get enough money to satisfy his desire. He will always want
more money than he actually obtains. That is why the love of money causes people to do all kinds
of evil acts (1 Timothy 6:10). In the end, it controls people like a god (Matthew 6:24).
However, a person who desires possessions may be able to obtain those things. But he should
not imagine that he will benefit from those possessions. Other people want those things, too. And
they will use every effort to obtain those things from him. He loves his wealth, but those other
people would love to have it, too.
So the person who loves wealth is never content. And his wealth is never safe. If he sleeps by
night, he cannot protect it. But even when he is awake, people are constantly trying to take it from
him. He should not imagine that more wealth would give him a better life. In fact, the increase of
his wealth only causes him to worry more.
All that person’s luxury cannot give him a good night’s sleep. But a poor person can often sleep
well, even if he is hungry. He may own nothing, but, by night, he is comfortable. His life is much
more pleasant than the life of someone who loves money or possessions.
It is wrong to love money or possessions. We should show our love to God with everything
that we have, including our wealth and possessions (Mark 12:28-34). And when we love God, he
protects us (Psalm 121).
A good night’s sleep is God’s gift, which no amount of money can provide (Psalm 127:2).

Things that lose their value
(Ecclesiastes 5:13-17)
A person can work for his whole life but gain nothing. That is a very sad fact, but it is not
unusual.
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In fact, we could say that it happens to everyone. There is nothing in this world that we can take
with us at death. We must leave behind everything that we earned in this world. Even as we were
born without possessions, we must die without our possessions.
Money, wealth and possessions are things that belong only in this world. So in both heaven and
hell, they have no value. In fact, even in this world, money, wealth and possessions sometimes
lose their value.
A man may work hard for his whole life to provide for his son. That man may save his money very
carefully. But his son may still receive nothing. That, too, often happens.
Jesus spoke about this matter in Matthew 6:19-21. He said that people must not merely think
about the value of things in this world. Many things destroy the possessions that people have in
this world. And there are thieves who steal our possessions. So we should realise that our wealth
in this world cannot last.
It matters much more whether something is valuable in heaven. That is, whether God considers
it valuable. So, nothing is more valuable to a person than that person’s relationship with God
(see Matthew 13:44-46). Nothing can destroy the things that are valuable in heaven. And they
never lose their value.

Wrong reactions to God’s kindness
(Ecclesiastes 5:18-20)
Usually, a poor person must work very hard. His work is difficult and unpleasant. He does not
earn enough money so he does not get enough food.
However, sometimes God shows special kindness to that poor person. So, that person enjoys
his work. And he has enough to eat and to drink. He should be very grateful to God for his
kindness; many people do not have these things.
The wealth of a rich person does not really give him a better life than the poor person has. Of
course, the rich person has both money and food. But often rich people suffer because of wrong
desires or jealous attitudes (Ecclesiastes 4:4; Ecclesiastes 5:10). Their wealth does not satisfy
them. They believe that they need even more money.
But sometimes, God shows special kindness to a rich person. The result is that the person can
enjoy his wealth. He is content with the wealth that God has provided for him. So that person does
not waste his energy in an effort to become richer. That is God’s kindness, and that person should
be very grateful.
But people often show a wrong reaction to God’s kindness. They should be grateful for the joy
that God has put into their hearts. But often, they just feel pleased about the things that they have
in this world. They allow the things that are in this world to satisfy them. They forget that soon they
must leave this world. They neglect the fact that God will be their judge (Ecclesiastes 3:17). So
their present happiness benefits them only during their short lives in this world.

Ecclesiastes chapter 6
A rich person who cannot enjoy his wealth
(Ecclesiastes 6:1-2)
When a person receives wealth, possessions and honour, many people do not respect that
person. Instead, they try to work out how they themselves can benefit from that wealth, those
possessions, or that honour.
A rich man’s enemies often pretend to be his friends. They can start to borrow things that they
will never return. They can do business with him for their own advantage. They can look after his
property in a manner that benefits themselves but not him. They can give him too much wine to
drink, then urge him to make unwise promises to them.
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Other thieves pretend nothing. They make schemes to rob the man. They would gladly murder
him in order to get just a small amount of his wealth.
People believe that wealth, possessions and honour are some of the best things that anyone can
possess. They will do almost anything to get these things. They believe that these things will give
them a good life.
But the author of Ecclesiastes has told us about a man who had all these things. They were God’s
gift to him; he did not even have to work hard to get them. If wealth, possessions and honour
really could give a person a good life, then this man would have a good life.
We do not know why God did not allow the man to benefit from these things. Perhaps it was to
show the man that he must not trust in his wealth, possessions and honour. Such things
belong in this world only; they cannot help us after our deaths. Only trust in God benefits us both in
this life and after death.

What is a good life?
(Ecclesiastes 6:3-6)
The author of Ecclesiastes is showing us how wrong popular opinions can be. People used to
say that a man with many sons had a successful life. They still do say that a long life must be a
good life. And in the grave, people said that a man ’rested with his fathers’ (for example, 1 Kings
16:6).
So, the author tells a story about a man who seemed to have a good life. He had many children.
He lived longer than anyone can imagine. But then he died and the truth about his life became
clear.
The man’s many children did not care enough about that man even to bury him. That would mean
that wild dogs or birds would tear his body apart (1 Kings 16:4).
The only reason why the family did not care about the body was that it had no value. But such a
family would fight like dogs for that man’s possessions! It was a terrible end to what seemed an
honourable life.
Of course people could not say that such a man ‘rested’. During his life, the man would not rest if
he saw such things! It seems even worse because these terrible things happened in public. When
an unborn child dies, its whole life has happened in secret. That child never achieves any of the
things that people consider great, good or honourable. It simply passes from life to death.
And that, of course, is where all people must go. Whether in a proper grave or not, their bodies
return to the dust of the earth (Ecclesiastes 3:20). But it is different for their spirits. They must
stand in front of God, who is their judge (Ecclesiastes 3:17; Ecclesiastes 3:21; Luke 16:19-31).

Rest for the soul
(Ecclesiastes 6:7-9)
English Bible translations usually have the word ‘desire’ or ‘appetite’ in Ecclesiastes 6:7 and 6:9.
Appetite means desire for food. However, these verses are about something that is much more
important than food. In the original language, the word for ‘desire’ or ‘appetite’ in these verses is
the same word that we usually translate: ‘soul’.
The soul means the real person. It is from our soul - not our body - that our most important
desires come. For example, our body needs food, so we feel hunger. But our soul needs a right
relationship with God, and our soul cannot rest without him.
People work hard for their food, but food cannot satisfy the soul’s desire. That is why the wise
person and the fool alike cannot find satisfaction without God. In this most important matter, the
wisest person has no advantage. Careful study and thought do not give anyone a right relationship
with God.
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A poor person can hide the fact that he is poor. He can pretend that he is not hungry. People may
believe him, but his own soul will still not find any satisfaction.
It is better to be content with the things that we have. Everyone knows that. But the things that
we can see in this world cannot satisfy our souls. So the soul remains without rest, and people
remain in a desperate state without God. And there is no remedy in this world.
But there is a remedy in God’s promises. A person who trusts Christ will find rest for his soul.
Jesus promised that in Matthew 11:29. See also John 6:27 and Psalm 62:1.

Who would argue against God?
(Ecclesiastes 6:10-12)
In Ecclesiastes 6:10, the author seems to ask: ‘Who is this? What kind of person would try to
argue against God, who made him (Job 40:2)?’
Since the beginning, we have known the answer: this is ADAM. Adam, of course, was the name of
the first man. In the language called Hebrew, it became a general word for all people. The word
reminds us about the origin of man, whom God created from the dust of the earth (Genesis 2:7).
And it reminds us about the weakness of all people, who at death must return to the earth
(Genesis 3:19).
Although they are so weak, people constantly argue against God. They argue that his opinion
about their lives is not correct. They argue that God should approve of them because of their
efforts. But all their efforts in this world only show how weak they are. And all their arguments only
prove how wrong they are.
With this thought, the author begins the second part of the Book of Ecclesiastes. He has said
enough about the weakness of people’s efforts to please God by their own works. He has
proved that riches, honour and a long life do not really satisfy anyone.
Now, he will try to answer the question at the beginning of Ecclesiastes 6:12. In this world, a
person’s life is short and weak (Psalm 90). And nobody can control what will happen in the world
after his death. So, what should people do during their lives? It is the author’s desire to show
the proper way for people to live. He will try to answer his question by careful study of people’s
behaviour in this world.

Ecclesiastes chapter 7
When the truth is unpleasant
(Ecclesiastes 7:1-2)
If something smells awful, you can use a substance with a sweet smell to hide the bad smell. But
you have not dealt with the real problem. Whatever caused the bad smell is still there.
A ‘good name’ means a good, honest character. That is the character of a person who loves the
truth (John 1:47). That person does not hide problems, because the truth matters to him. So he is
honest, both with himself and with other people.
Of course, most people agree that the truth is better than a lie. But still, they prefer not to think
about facts that they consider unpleasant.
So, they go to happy parties. They need every opportunity to forget their troubles and to think
happier thoughts. But they might learn more if they went to funerals instead of birthday parties!
At a funeral, they would learn an important lesson. There, they would understand that all people
must die. When people remember that fact, they have an opportunity to become wiser. People
should prepare now for the day when God is their judge.
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Jesus said that the truth makes people free (John 8:32). But of course, not every true fact has
that effect. We cannot just think about the fact that we must die. That fact is true, but it will make us
miserable. We must also think about the fact that God sent his Son to save us. So we must invite
him into our lives (John 3:16). When we do that, then we really will be free (John 8:36). And the
result will be the kind of life that never ends (John 8:51).

Serious thoughts
(Ecclesiastes 7:3-4)
Many people are constantly trying to make themselves happy. They say that the purpose of life is
to be happy. The author of Ecclesiastes believed that such people are foolish. They have allowed
their emotions to rule their lives.
A person who wants to be wise must have a different attitude. A wise person does the things that
are right and proper for him to do. He chooses to be serious, because people’s lives are difficult.
He chooses to be careful, because his thoughts must be sensible.
Happiness is not, of course, evil, but the desire for happiness causes people to do many evil and
stupid things. Nobody likes to be sad. But until we are sorry about our evil deeds, we will not
ask God to forgive us. Until we desire a complete change in our lives, we will not invite God into
our lives. Sad feelings bring about serious thoughts. And when these thoughts are right and
proper, they can achieve good results.
So it is not the happy parties that are wrong. It is the attitude of people at those parties. That is
why Jesus chose to be present at such events. He ate with people who were guilty of many wrong
and evil deeds. But Jesus did not join in their foolish laughter. He went there to help people who
needed God’s help. He spoke serious words there about how God wanted to rule those people’s
lives. And all his words were wise (Matthew 11:19; Mark 2:15-17).
When we have known sad feelings, then we can know the greatness of God’s comfort (Matthew
5:4).

Foolish songs and laughter
(Ecclesiastes 7:5-6)
The people in Israel loved to sing. They sang at home, and they sang at work. They sang at
weddings and they sang at funerals. Solomon had a collection of 1005 songs (1 Kings 4:32).
Of course, the foolish people were not singing to praise God. Foolish people do not do that. When
they sing, it is for their own pleasure. That is how foolish people behave. They think constantly
about themselves; they care only about their own feelings.
Usually, we do not like anyone to tell us that we are wrong. But that attitude is foolish. It would
offend those foolish people if someone complained about their songs.
But the person who desires to be wise has a different attitude. He wants to know about every
wrong thing that he is doing. He needs to know these things so that he can change his behaviour
(Proverbs 9:8-9). That is how a person becomes wise.
Those foolish people are at a party. They have finished their song, and now they are laughing. But
their laughter, like their song, has no purpose. It is just a sound that they make. It does not even
mean that they are happy. When foolish people cannot laugh about something, they laugh at
someone.
In the original language, the word for ‘pot’ in Ecclesiastes 7:6 is the same as the word for ‘thorn’.
The same word has two meanings. Thorns are bushes with sharp points. They are a nuisance to
collect and they do not even burn well.
So the thorns are like the fools. They both make a lot of noise, but they achieve no useful purpose.
The thorns are fit only for the fire, even as the fool is fit only for punishment.
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The danger of money
(Ecclesiastes 7:7)
The author of Ecclesiastes wanted people to study so that they could become wise. He constantly
warned people about their foolish behaviour. But sometimes he thought that it was necessary to
warn wise people, too.
People like to have wise rulers, wise officials and wise judges. There are many good
opportunities for wise people. If a wise person uses those opportunities well, he can make himself
successful. And that is the danger. The purpose of wisdom is not to give a person power,
importance and wealth. The purpose of wisdom is to show a person how to make decisions that
are right, proper and wise.
It is not right, proper or wise to love money (1 Timothy 6:9-10). The love of money causes people
to do all kinds of wrong and evil actions.
For example, the love of money causes judges to accept secret gifts. Then they issue judgements
that help the giver. Such a judge must not imagine that he has acted wisely. His decision is not
wise; it is foolish and evil.
The love of money causes employers to force their employees to work too hard. The love of
money causes lenders to act unfairly. The love of money causes rulers to use their power in an evil
and cruel manner.
These powerful people became important because of their wisdom. But there is no wisdom in
their actions now. People may still consider them clever and intelligent. But now these powerful
people live only to serve their own desires, as foolish people do.

The reward for patience
(Ecclesiastes 7:8-10)
‘The end of a matter is better than its beginning.’ Someone should have reminded Solomon
about those words. He began his rule so well (1 Kings 3:4-14), but he ended it in a terrible manner
(1 Kings 11:4-9).
Patience is essential for any task that we cannot complete immediately. Only a person who
completes a task is successful in that matter. And no task is ever greater in someone’s life than
how that person lives his life.
We often feel a sense of pride when we begin well. But the beginning is often the easiest part,
because our troubles have not started yet. There will certainly be troubles. If the task is great, then
the troubles will be great too.
We need the same kind of patience that Job had during his troubles (James 5:7-11). He continued
to trust God, even through the worst troubles. If we are not patient, then we will become angry. We
may feel so angry that we complain against God. That is a foolish and wrong thing to do. God is
good, and holy, and perfect. We must not blame him when we suffer troubles.
The wise person does not ask why the beginning of his task was so much easier. He intends, with
God’s help, to complete his task, whatever the problems may be. And he wants to complete it in a
manner that pleases God. That desire gives him the patience to continue the work during
difficulties and troubles.
When the task is to serve God, there is a great reward for our patience (Hebrews 10:35-36).

The best gift for your children
(Ecclesiastes 7:11-12)
If you love your children, then of course you want to provide for them. And you hope that your gift
will continue to benefit them long after your own death.
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Most people try to save some money for that reason. But they worry about it.
They hope that their children will use the gift wisely. If they do, then the money can protect them
from many troubles. It can support them when their lives are difficult. And it can offer real benefits
to them.
But everyone realises that a gift of money can actually cause many problems. Often, the
children waste the money, or someone else takes the money from them. And then the gift has
failed to achieve its purpose.
There is another kind of gift that a wise parent can give to his child. Even the poorest parent can
afford to give this gift. If the child accepts this gift, then it will certainly benefit him. And it will
continue to benefit him for his whole life. This gift is the gift of wisdom (see Proverbs 8:10-11).
A parent gives this gift when he teaches his child to be wise. The parent must teach the child how
to make right decisions, and how to behave in a proper manner. But especially, he must teach the
child how to respect and to serve God (Proverbs 3:5-6). All true wisdom comes from him (Job
28:28; Proverbs 2:5-6).
People who love this kind of wisdom receive life. That is, the best kind of life (Proverbs 3:17-18).
Like money, their wisdom can protect them from dangers, but wisdom does much more wonderful
things than that. God’s wisdom gives people a right relationship both with God and with other
people. Then people are content in their lives, and their lives are worthwhile.

Why we need troubles
(Ecclesiastes 7:13-14)
God did not originally intend that people’s lives would be hard. He gave the first people a home
where their lives would always be pleasant (Genesis 2:8-9). But when people chose not to obey
God, God changed those arrangements. In the future, they would have many troubles. And they
would have to work hard for the things that they needed (Genesis 3:16-19).
Because God has done these things, people cannot change them. Sometimes he allows a person
to know wealth, health or happiness. But when these things do not continue, that person must not
complain against God. God is not evil and he does not cause our troubles (see Job chapters 1-2).
But he does allow us to suffer some troubles so that we can learn a very important lesson.
The lesson is this. God wants people to serve him, and only him, as their God (Deuteronomy
5:7-10). Because people do not obey the real God, they often choose money, success or
happiness as their gods. But people must learn that these false gods will always fail in the end.
They must understand that only the real God can satisfy them. Their trust in anything else must
disappoint them.
It is a hard lesson, but it is for a good purpose. If people felt completely happy without God, they
would never trust God. If money satisfied people completely, they would see no reason to obey
him.
God has already prepared a future home where, again, people’s lives will always be pleasant
(Revelation 21:1-5). But that home is not for everyone. It is for the people who have chosen God
as their only God (Revelation 22:12-15).

Wrong attitudes about goodness and wicked behaviour
(Ecclesiastes 7:15-18)
We say that a good person deserves a long life. And we think that the life of a very wicked person
should be short. That seems fair and proper to us, but it does not always happen in this world.
But in fact, good people sometimes die at a young age. That is clear evidence that a person’s
own goodness cannot save that person.
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It is also true that wicked people sometimes have long lives. But of course, that fact does not show
that people should be wicked! It does not benefit anyone to live a long life if they are living in a
wicked manner. During their long lives, wicked people constantly add to the evil deeds for
which God will punish them.
The author warns that people can have wrong attitudes towards goodness, as well as wicked
behaviour. Of course people should always do what is right and wise. But some people trust their
own goodness so much that they even accuse God (Romans 3:3-7; 1 John 1:10). They imagine
wrongly that their own goodness can save them (Romans 3:20; Luke 18:9-14). Such people are
bringing about God’s judgement against them (Romans 2:1-5).
Everybody carries out wicked deeds; nobody should deny that fact (Romans 3:9-19). But people
must not use that fact as an excuse to carry out even more wicked behaviour (Romans 3:7-8).
God will certainly punish such wicked behaviour. Those wicked people may even die before the
proper time because of God’s judgement against them (Numbers 16:28-35).
The person who respects God can avoid these wrong attitudes. He asks God to forgive his evil
deeds (1 John 1:9). He allows God to show him how to live (1 John 1:7). And he trusts only in
God’s goodness to save him (Romans 3:21-24). So the person who respects God does not trust
in his own goodness.

Wisdom and goodness
(Ecclesiastes 7:19-20)
Wisdom is powerful, but it is very rare. In fact, it is impossible to obtain perfect wisdom from
anything or anyone in this world.
The author of Ecclesiastes considered that wisdom and righteousness (goodness) are really the
same thing. Real wisdom is always good; and goodness is always wise.
In Ecclesiastes 9:13-16, the author will tell a story to prove that one wise man is stronger than a
whole army. In that passage, the wise man defends his own city. Here in Ecclesiastes 7:19, the
wise man defeats an enemy’s city. Ancient cities had strong walls for their defences. And this city
had 10 powerful captains as its guards. But wisdom made the wise man stronger than all his
enemies were.
That is the strength of a man who is perfect in wisdom and goodness. We very much desire to find
such a person, but our efforts must disappoint us. Nobody is completely good. Everyone has
done wrong and evil things that are against God’s law. God’s judgement against us is that we are
all guilty people. Not one person can pretend to be wise or good in front of God. God’s standards
are perfect and no person is ever perfect.
But people have terrible enemies that they must oppose. I do not mean their human enemies,
although those enemies are often powerful enough to make anyone afraid. But there are worse
enemies than those, for example, the devil and the power of death (Ephesians 6:12; 1
Corinthians 15:26). Even our own evil deeds control us like slaves (Romans 7:17-22). We need
real goodness and wisdom to defeat enemies like those ones!
We do not have that wisdom and goodness, and we cannot get them from this world. They are not
something that we can achieve by careful study or good works. These things come only from God
(Job 28:28). It is only God who can save us from those terrible enemies.
So Paul was making an important statement when he called Christ: ‘the wisdom of God’ (1
Corinthians 1:24). Paul declared that he would not trust his own righteousness. Instead, he had
received righteousness from God when he (Paul) trusted Christ (Philippians 3:9).
By means of Christ, God gives his people wisdom and righteousness. He makes them holy
and he frees them from their enemies (1 Corinthians 1:30). So there is no reason for pride, except
in what God has done (1 Corinthians 1:31). We cannot save ourselves, but God can save us. So
we must trust him.
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Am I good enough?
(Ecclesiastes 7:21-22)
You may consider yourself a good person. But even the best people are guilty when God is their
judge (Ecclesiastes 7:20). You do not have to wait until God issues his judgement against you.
You yourself already know that you have done many wrong and evil things. Your own heart (that
is, your conscience) already declares you guilty.
The author of Ecclesiastes used a little story about a master and his servant to explain this matter.
At the time of the Bible, many people worked as servants. An important man would have a lot of
servants in his house. But even someone who was much less wealthy might employ a boy to carry
out tasks for him.
Of course, a servant usually behaved well when he was in front of his master. The master would
not hesitate to punish his servant; he might strike the servant with a stick. But often, a servant
hated his master or he felt anger towards the master. And so the servant would say unpleasant
things about his master when the master could not hear him.
In the story, the servant thought that the master would not hear his insults. But actually, the master
heard, and so he had to punish his servant. He could not allow such behaviour; it was a matter of
honour.
But everyone sometimes says bad things about other people, so of course this master had done
that too. He was guilty of the same wrong deed for which he was punishing his servant. So by
means of that punishment, the master was showing that God must punish him (the master)
too. That master himself deserved that punishment, and he knew it.
Sometimes we accuse other people in order to make ourselves feel innocent. But that does not
make us innocent. In fact, it only increases the reasons why God should punish us (Romans
2:1-6).
We may consider ourselves better than other people, but that is not good enough. We all
deserve a terrible punishment for our evil deeds. But God sent Christ to save us from that
punishment (Romans 6:23; John 3:16). We must confess our evil deeds to God and we must invite
him into our lives. God forgives the people who trust Christ.

What is wisdom?
(Ecclesiastes 7:23-24)
The author of Ecclesiastes proved all that he wrote by means of careful thought and study. That is
what people call wisdom.
But his study of wisdom proved to him that, in fact, he had hardly begun to understand wisdom.
Perfect wisdom is a much greater and more wonderful thing than our minds are capable to
understand. There seems no limit to the number and variety of things in this world. But this world is
just one small part of all that God has created.
A person cannot even understand his own thoughts and actions properly. The wisest people soon
learn that they are not really wise. They have studied enough to make some sensible decisions
and to give some good advice. But their decisions are not always wise and their advice is not
always right.
Job tried hard to understand where wisdom comes from. He said that it does not come from this
world, like gold (Job 28:1-19). Something that is so perfect can only come from God himself (Job
28:23). It is a good and perfect gift that God desires to give to us (James 1:17; James 3:17).
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God wants to teach people much more than they can ever learn by careful thought and study. He
wants people to be content in their relationship with him in a way that their minds cannot even
understand (Philippians 4:7). God’s wisdom begins when we respect God (Proverbs 9:10). It
continues through our lives as we trust God (Proverbs 3:5-6). It is much better than what people
call wisdom (Proverbs 3:7, Isaiah 55:9; 1 Corinthians 1:25). Our minds cannot understand God’s
wisdom but God teaches it to us by his Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:7-10).

Why people constantly do foolish things
(Ecclesiastes 7:25-26)
The author of Ecclesiastes wanted to understand the nature of foolish behaviour. By that, he
meant wicked behaviour. People do things that they believe to be stupid, wrong and dangerous. It
seems extraordinary that anyone should choose to behave like that. But in fact, everybody is
doing such things constantly.
Evil behaviour tempts us in order that it may control us. It is like a woman who has chosen not to
be loyal to her husband. She tempts a man in the same way that evil behaviour tempts us all.
Like us, that man knows that his actions are foolish and dangerous. Like us, he wants to please
himself now, although his happiness can only last for a moment. That feeling causes him to forget
all the trouble that he is causing for himself and his family.
You can read similar descriptions in Proverbs chapter 5 and Proverbs 9:13-18. These passages
are about wrong sex, but they also describe all kinds of wrong behaviour. We do these things
because we allow evil desires to control us (James 1:14-15). We allow our emotions to rule our
lives.
Only the person who pleases God can avoid such behaviour. So we need to understand how
we can please God. It is certainly not by our own good deeds or hard efforts (Romans 4:1-8).
Instead, we must believe God and we must trust him (Galatians 3:6-9). Then God will give us
his Holy Spirit, and our wrong desires will not still control us (Galatians 5:16-23). God can free us
from the power of our evil deeds because Jesus died for us (1 John 1:7).

Is anyone completely good?
(Ecclesiastes 7:27-28)
Ecclesiastes 7:20 says clearly that nobody is completely good. But Solomon still searched for
such a person.
He could not find that person. He says that there is only one good man among 1000 men. And
there is not one good woman among them all. I think probably that both these expressions have
the same meaning. True goodness in any person, whether man or woman, is extremely rare. It
is so rare that it hardly seems possible for such a person to exist.
Solomon knew nobody who was perfect. But still, he chose his words carefully. He did not deny the
truth that is in God’s word. If Solomon could not find a perfect person in this world, he could
find that person in the Bible.
Several Psalms contain a description of a man who is completely good, for example Psalm 1,
Psalm 15 and Psalm 24:3-5. We can read, of course, about many people who served God in the
Bible. But the Bible often reminds us that these people were not completely good. For example, it
tells us about the wrong deeds of Noah (Genesis 9:21), Abraham (Genesis 12:10-13), Moses
(Numbers 20:7-12), and David (2 Samuel chapter 11).
But the Bible declares that Jesus Christ, God’s Son, is completely good (Hebrews 4:15; 1 Peter
1:19; 1 John 2:1). He is the one man whom God considers perfect.
In the end, God will make all his people perfect (Hebrews 11:40; Hebrews 12:23). This is possible
because of the death of Jesus. And it has already started to happen because God’s Holy Spirit is
present now in the lives of God’s people (Romans 8:1-2; Romans 8:9-11; Galatians 5:5).
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Why we do wrong things
(Ecclesiastes 7:29)
Nobody is completely good. Every person does things that are wrong and evil (Ecclesiastes 7:20).
But God, who created all people, never does anything wrong. So clearly he did not intend people
to live as they now live. He did not want them to do wrong and evil things. It was people who chose
to do those wrong things. God is not responsible for people’s evil deeds; they themselves are
responsible.
That is what Solomon learned by his careful study and thought about this world. And that is what
the Bible teaches as a matter of history. All that God created was, originally, completely good
(Genesis 1:31). The first people were completely good and they lived in a perfect world (Genesis
2:8-25). But they chose not to be loyal to God. They did not obey his instructions. They made
that decision on purpose (Genesis 3:1-12).
They did that evil act because of their wrong desires. They desired to make themselves like God
(Genesis 3:5). They wanted to know what it is like to be evil. And they allowed their desires to
tempt them (Genesis 3:6). So they carried out their plan not to obey God.
Still today, people do wrong things for similar reasons. They make plans in their minds to
satisfy their own desires. They do not allow God to rule their lives. Instead, they want to be like a
god who can rule his own life. And so their wrong desires guide their actions. They do things that
they know to be wrong. And they know that they deserve God’s punishment (Romans 1:18-32)
Our situation is hopeless, but God has been very kind to us. He sent his Son, Jesus Christ,
who died for us. And because of his death, God can forgive us (John 3:16). So we must confess
our evil deeds to him. And we must invite him into our lives.

Ecclesiastes chapter 8
Wisdom is wonderful
(Ecclesiastes 8:1)
This verse praises the wise man. Or perhaps it would be better to say that it praises his wisdom.
The wise man himself may not be attractive, but his wisdom makes him attractive. Wisdom
changes a man in a wonderful manner.
In our Bibles, these words appear at the start of chapter 8. But perhaps they actually belong at the
end of chapter 7. They seem to fit better as part of that passage. Chapter 7 astonishes us with its
many wise thoughts and ideas. It seems right, now, to declare how wonderful that wisdom is.
There is another reason why this verse matches chapter 7 well. The author has just written about
the idea that there could be a perfect man (Ecclesiastes 7:28). The only man whom the Bible
considers completely good is Christ (Hebrews 7:24-26). In the Bible, the ideas of perfect wisdom
and complete goodness are often the same thing. So it seems right to praise Christ and his
wisdom here.
Even as a child, Christ’s wisdom astonished the men who taught God’s law (Luke 2:46-47).
When Christ began to teach, his wisdom astonished all who heard him (Mark 1:21-22). Nobody
taught him to be wise, but his wisdom impressed everyone (John 7:15).
Christ’s wisdom is for all God’s people. The Bible sometimes describes a face that shines.
Moses’ face shone when he had spoken to God (Exodus 34:30). Christ’s face shone on one
special occasion (Matthew 17:2). And when God’s people see God, their faces shine too (2
Corinthians 3:18). The meaning of that light includes the greatness of God’s perfect wisdom.
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When you appeal to a king
(Ecclesiastes 8:2-4)
The author of Ecclesiastes has already advised how a person may appeal to God for help
(Ecclesiastes 5:1-7). Now the author explains how a person should appeal for the king’s help.
In ancient Israel, the kings had complete authority. The king was not just the ruler, but also the
judge. His word was the law, and everyone had to obey it. Nobody would speak against the king’s
word unless that person wanted to fight against the king. And Israel’s people had promised in front
of God to be loyal to their king.
So of course a person would be very afraid to appeal to the king. Many Bible translations have
the words ‘do not hurry’ in Ecclesiastes 8:3. But in the original language, that means, ‘Do not
tremble because you are so afraid.’ The king has allowed you to appeal to him. So do not be
afraid to stand in front of him. When he permits you, tell him about your troubles. He will do
whatever he considers right.
But evil people should be afraid of the king. They should not imagine that they can persuade
him to support their wicked schemes. The king has complete authority, and he will use that
authority to punish them.
The work of those kings teaches us something about God’s work as judge (Ecclesiastes 3:17).
Even evil rulers and judges are serving God when they use their power properly (Romans 13:1-7).
But even the best rulers and judges make some wrong decisions. And in this world, judgements
and laws are often wicked (Ecclesiastes 3:16).
God has authority over all, including kings, rulers and judges (Revelation 20:11-12). He alone is
perfect, and all his judgements are right (Deuteronomy 32:4).

When we must wait for judgement
(Ecclesiastes 8:5-6)
In ancient Israel, the king was also the most important judge. He would use his great power to
support anyone who obeyed the law. Even the poorest people could request his help.
That may seem a good arrangement, but there was a serious problem. The king was much too
busy to speak to everyone who needed his help (2 Samuel 15:1-4). People had to wait for the
opportunity to speak to him. Sometimes, they might have to wait for several years. They believed
that the king desired to help them. But they could not be sure that they would ever have an
opportunity to request his help.
To obtain help, the person had to speak to the king at the right time (2 Kings 8:3-6). And the
person had to request help in the right manner. The king desired to help anyone who obeyed his
law. But if a person did not ask at the right time, or in the right manner, that person received no
help.
Even modern systems of law have similar problems. A person’s troubles may be very great, and he
may deserve the judge’s support. But that person cannot be sure that the judge will help him. And
even if he does, there may be a long delay.
Usually, we do not see the results of God’s judgements immediately. He too has chosen a proper
time when he will act as judge (Ecclesiastes 3:17). He has made a proper time for everything
(Ecclesiastes 3:1-8).
God has done this for a reason. He is not like a human ruler or judge who may disappoint us. God
has arranged that everything should be beautiful at the right time (Ecclesiastes 3:11). And that
includes his judgements; they are perfect.
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Nobody can prevent his own death
(Ecclesiastes 8:7-8)
You can appeal to a judge or even to the king for help. But even if they support you, your troubles
may not have ended. Nobody can be sure about the things that will happen to them in the future.
Nobody even knows how soon they will die.
But everybody knows that they must die. Even the most powerful person can only live as long
as he is able to breathe. A person’s breath seems very weak when we think about the strength of
the wind during a storm. An important person may be able to control other people, but nobody can
control a storm!
Often, a wicked person believes that he has the power to control everyone and everything else. If
he is very important, that wicked person may even be able to control the judges and the king.
But in the end, that wicked person will receive what he deserves. Paul wrote that the wages for
evil behaviour is death (Romans 6:23). A soldier must fight in a battle and, in the same manner, a
wicked person must die. There is no escape from death for anyone. Nobody can prevent his own
death.
After death, God is the judge. And nobody controls God. He will certainly punish wicked people
(Ecclesiastes 3:17). They may avoid punishment for their whole lives in this world. But their
punishment is certain then.
In Ezekiel 18:21-23, God urges wicked people to change their behaviour and their attitudes.
They should become loyal to God, so that he can forgive them. God does not want them to suffer.
He wants to forgive.

The fate of powerful wicked people
(Ecclesiastes 8:9-10)
There are a few different ideas about the meaning of this passage. Clearly, however, it is about
wicked people who are also very powerful. The author has just written about wicked people in
Ecclesiastes 8:8. They cannot avoid death, so they will not avoid the punishment for their evil
deeds.
During their lives, their wicked schemes caused much pain and trouble. It did not matter to them
that other people suffered. Those wicked people cared only about themselves: their wealth,
success and happiness. But evil schemes do not always achieve the results that people expect.
Sometimes criminals must go to prison. And sometimes wicked people suffer because of their own
evil actions.
These wicked people went to and from the holy place. Perhaps that means God’s house, called the
temple. They had some sort of religion, but they were still wicked. Perhaps they thought that their
religion would protect them. It did not. They died; the author of Ecclesiastes saw their funerals.
We are not sure whether the correct word is ‘praised’ or ‘forgot’ in Ecclesiastes 8:10. Ancient
copies of the Bible do not agree. But both statements are true. At the funerals people praised
those wicked people, but afterwards they forgot them. That is how many people behave. They
praise someone when they hope to benefit from that person’s wealth, importance or power. But
they forget that person soon afterwards.
Of course, such people quickly forget a good person, too. Such behaviour is evidence of people’s
weakness. God does not behave like that. He remembers the people who are loyal to him
(Hebrews 13:5). He gives them honour (Luke 19:12-19; Revelation 22:3-5).
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How countries become evil
(Ecclesiastes 8:11)
The author of Ecclesiastes was very unhappy about the legal system in his country. Wicked
people had become powerful, and they were behaving in a cruel manner (Ecclesiastes 4:1-3).
Poor people were suffering, but the judges were not helping them (Ecclesiastes 3:16). People
could appeal to the king, but they had to appeal at the right time and in the right manner
(Ecclesiastes 8:5-6). Otherwise, even the king would not help them.
The laws that God gave to Moses protect the rights of poor people (for example, see
Deuteronomy chapter 24). It was the responsibility of the judges and the king to defend
people’s rights (Deuteronomy 16:18-20; Deuteronomy 17:14-20).
But people were not obeying God’s law. Instead, a rich person would pay the judges to make the
decision that he wanted. Because a poor person could not pay, he had to wait. Usually the result
was that the poor person never got any help. It was terrible that the judges were doing such wicked
things. The delays were as bad as the wrong judgements. The judges were completely neglecting
the rights of the poor people.
But it was God who gave those rights to poor people. And it was the judges who took their
rights away. Their behaviour was ruining the whole country.
People saw that wicked behaviour was an easy way to become rich. So everyone who wanted to
become rich started to do wrong things. They were not afraid of punishment, because they too
could pay the judges.
But they were forgetting that, one day, God would be their judge. And nobody can ever pay for
his kindness (Micah 6:6-8).

Is it better to be good or evil?
(Ecclesiastes 8:12-13)
As evening approaches, shadows become longer. And they continue to grow longer until, in the
end, darkness covers the earth.
A shadow seems a good description of the effects of a wicked person’s life. Everywhere he
goes those evil effects follow him like a shadow. As he grows older, his evil deeds continuously
increase. If he lived long enough, he would control the whole earth by means of his wicked acts.
But that cannot happen, insists the author of Ecclesiastes. Although the wicked person may live for
a long time, he will certainly die. And then, unlike a shadow, his power will suddenly disappear.
The author explains why wicked people are so evil. It is because they do not respect God. They
do not care that he is their judge (Ecclesiastes 3:16-17). So they do not obey his laws.
It is interesting to contrast Proverbs 4:18 with Ecclesiastes 8:13.
Proverbs 4:18 describes the good person’s life as like the first light of dawn. That light
increases until the full light of day. Light overcomes darkness (John 1:5; 1 Thessalonians 5:4-5;
Psalm 37:6).
Ecclesiastes 8:12-13 tells us the good person respects God. And its author insists that it is ‘better’
to be a good person than a wicked person. He does not mean the person’s wealth or the length
of his life (Ecclesiastes 8:12), or anything else in this world. The good person is ‘better’ because of
something that God will do in the future. He will be the judge of all people (Ecclesiastes 3:17). And
he will reward the person who respects him (1 Samuel 2:30).
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Who should enjoy life most?
(Ecclesiastes 8:14-15)
Ecclesiastes is a book about extraordinary things that everybody knows to be true. That is why
people consider it to be a difficult book. We all have strong ideas about what ought to happen in
this world. And those ideas are so strong in our minds that we constantly try to deny the facts.
But these things clearly are facts, although we do not like them. We think that good people deserve
better lives. But that does not happen in this world. Here, there are clear benefits for people who
choose to behave in a wicked manner. It is those wicked people who often seem to have better
lives.
We need to understand what people mean by ‘a better life’. Most people use that phrase to mean
health, wealth and happiness. People desire health and wealth so that they can be happy. But
although many people are rich and healthy, they are still not happy. So clearly, happiness is what
matters most in people’s opinions.
And people express their happiness most strongly when they are at parties. They eat the best
food. They drink plenty of wine. They laugh and they sing. This is the kind of behaviour that the
author warned about in Ecclesiastes 7:1-6. There, he was warning people not to carry out such
foolish behaviour. They were neglecting the fact that they must die. They were not preparing for
the day when God will be their judge.
But here in Ecclesiastes 8:17, the author is explaining what good people deserve. He realises
that nobody is completely good (Ecclesiastes 7:20). So, he means people who respect God
(Ecclesiastes 8:12). Such people understand that God will be their judge. So they behave in a
serious manner (Ecclesiastes 7:3).
Such good people may seem sad. But they have every reason to be very happy! They deserve
to know constant joy! The author describes this as a party, as Jesus did in Luke 15:22-25.
Sometimes people ask whether the author intended to give advice in Ecclesiastes 8:15. If so, we
must ask for whom he intended that advice. Clearly, he was not telling wicked people to enjoy their
lives. He did not believe that wicked people should enjoy any good thing.
We know that Ecclesiastes 8:15 does not contain the author’s advice to foolish people. In
Ecclesiastes 7:1-6, he advised them to stop their parties. They should be serious. They should
think about the fact that they must die.
But, of course, the author is not advising good people to behave like fools! The person who
behaves like a fool soon becomes a fool himself.
In this world, God’s people must be serious and sensible. That is necessary because there are so
many wrong things here. Now their happiness is just for a few special occasions. And wicked
people have parties while good people suffer (see Mark 6:21-28). In very many matters, this world
is the opposite of what God desires.
But it will be different in the future world, where God rules. None of God’s people will be sad in
heaven (Revelation 21:3-4). Heaven is like a wonderful party (Luke 14:15-24). But wicked people
cannot go there (Revelation 22:15), although now, on earth, God’s invitation is for everyone
(Revelation 22:17).

The greatness of God’s work
(Ecclesiastes 8:16-17)
The author of Ecclesiastes had intended to study what people could achieve by their efforts. But, in
fact, he discovered that people’s best efforts are very weak. Even if they work constantly for
their whole lives, people still do not achieve much. And what they do achieve cannot last.
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Such thoughts helped the author to understand better how great God is. Everything that God
does, achieves its proper purpose. He always acts at the proper time. And he does nothing that is
in vain.
The greatness of God’s work astonishes us. We see the vast variety of plants and animals in this
world. We see how perfect their form is. But they are only a tiny part of the things that God created
upon earth. And the earth is only a tiny part of all that God has made.
Scientists study these things for their whole lives. But they hardly begin to understand all that God
has done.
Only fools imagine that they know everything. The Bible says that true wisdom comes from God.
People start to be wise when they respect God (Job 28:27-28; Proverbs 2:5-6).
It might seem unpleasant to know that human knowledge and human effort are so weak. But the
truth can make us free. When we realise about our weakness, we will not depend on our own
intelligence or our own work. And then we are ready to trust God. If we trust God, he will teach
us (Proverbs 3:5-6).

Ecclesiastes chapter 9
Are God’s people different from other people?
(Ecclesiastes 9:1)
There is a group of people whom God loves in a special manner. Ecclesiastes 9:1 describes them
as righteous (good) and wise. They are called ‘righteous’ because God forgives their evil deeds.
They are called ‘wise’ because they respect God (Job 28:28).
But these people are not better or more clever than everyone else. They belong to this group
because they have chosen to obey God. They have invited him into their lives. And they have
accepted the invitation to learn God’s wisdom (Proverbs 9:1-12).
And in this world, their lives seem like everyone else’s lives. The same good and bad events
happen during their lives as happen in other people’s lives. They have to deal with success,
trouble, illness, accidents and death like everyone else. You would not be able to tell from the
events in their lives that they belong to God’s special people (Ecclesiastes 8:14).
But they are ‘in God’s hands’. That is, God protects them with his special, personal care. Through
all these events and troubles, God is looking after them. So, really, they are different from other
people. The events in their lives may seem to be a matter of luck or chance. But it is God, and not
luck or chance, who rules their lives.
Success in a person’s life is not the result of God’s love for that person. Troubles do not show that
God hates that person. God wants to show his kindness to everyone (John 3:16). God allows
everyone, including his own people, to suffer troubles in this world. But during their troubles, God
looks after his people in a special manner.

Can religion save people from their troubles?
(Ecclesiastes 9:2)
People cannot avoid their troubles in this life by means of religion. Even people who have a
genuine relationship with God still suffer the same kinds of troubles. All people are alike, and
similar things happen to everyone. But some people have always believed that they could save
themselves from trouble by means of religion.
That was why many people gave expensive gifts to God. Really, they were trying to pay God for
his help. Of course, it is hard to afford such gifts. So some people used a cheaper method. They
promised to give their gift to God only if their prayer was successful.
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Those gifts and those promises were not a proper use of religion. The correct reason for gifts to
God should be to give honour to God. Those people were not giving honour to God – they were
trying to control him. And their gifts and promises did not achieve their purpose. All things happen
alike to everyone. That is a basic rule in this world, and their gifts did not change anything.
Such people could have learned an important lesson from the religion of unclean people. To them,
however, that would have seemed a very strange idea. Unclean people were those people who
had to separate themselves from other people, often because of a particular illness. Because they
were unclean, they could not go to God’s house. So, they could not go to the public ceremonies of
religion. But they could still pray in private. They could still have a genuine relationship with God.
All people are alike, and even unclean people could be God’s people.

Does hope, or chance, rule this world?
(Ecclesiastes 9:3-4)
Nobody knows what opportunities or difficulties he will have in this world. It all seems to be a
matter of chance.
So, many people think that chance rules this world. But the Bible teaches that something much
worse than chance has great power in this present world.
It is evil forces that ruin people’s lives. It is evil desires that fill people’s hearts (minds). And that
is why people often do not act in a sensible manner. Those evil forces are real and they are
powerful. And those evil forces want to send people to hell.
But through their whole lives, people hope that good things will happen to them. Hope is an
important part of all our lives. Of course, our evil desires often cause us to hope for wrong things.
But hope itself is something good.
For example, most people hope that they will go to heaven. Until someone actually knows God,
that hope is just a possibility in their mind. It seems a matter of chance. But the hope of heaven
gives some people the opportunity to find out about God. So, they may pray and they may read the
Bible. There, they can learn to confess their evil deeds to God and to invite him into their lives. And
then their hope becomes certain (Hebrews 6:19).
Lions are bold, impressive animals. Wild dogs are cruel and nasty. But while a dog is alive,
someone can teach it to be loyal and to obey instructions. So there is hope even for a wild dog.
Someone can change its nature. But nobody can do anything for a dead lion.
People have evil hearts. That is, evil desires fill their minds (Romans 3:10-18). But there is still
hope: God can change a person completely (2 Corinthians 5:17). However, he will only do that
if a person trusts him during this life. Afterwards, it is too late (Luke 16:19-31). And then people
will have lost their opportunity to go to heaven.
For that reason, Paul urged people that they should trust God to save them now (2 Corinthians
6:2). They must not delay.

What happens to wicked people after death?
(Ecclesiastes 9:5-6)
Life is full of opportunities. However, many people waste the opportunities that God has given to
them. They use their lives to satisfy their own evil desires. Or they use their lives to earn profits that
can only benefit them in this world. They do nothing to prepare themselves for the time when, after
their deaths, God will be their judge.
At death, a person’s spirit separates from the body. The body returns to the earth, from which it
came. The spirit returns to God, who is the judge of all people (Ecclesiastes 12:7).
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For the person who trusts God completely, that is a wonderful promise (Philippians 1:23). When
God forgives someone’s evil deeds, that person receives a right relationship with him. At death,
God as judge saves that person from all their troubles in this world. God gives his people a home
in heaven, where they will never again know pain, sad feelings or death (Revelation 21:1-4). But
they will not be without knowledge there. In fact, God will make their knowledge complete (1
Corinthians 13:12).
But it is different for wicked people. The author of Ecclesiastes reduces all their knowledge to
the most important fact in life: that all people must die. That fact, and that fact alone, is all that
matters to a wicked person.
Wicked people have no knowledge of God (Psalm 53:1). They have no knowledge of his wisdom
(Proverbs 2:6). They know only that they must die. And after they die, they will not even know
that.
But of course they will know that God is their judge. Of course they will know the punishment that
they must suffer. It is their knowledge of this world that ends at death. Ecclesiastes 9:6 explains
that. Their opportunity to have any part in the affairs of this world has ended.
People will not have any friends in hell. At death, their opportunity to show love ended. Nobody will
control another person in hell. At death, the opportunity to show hate ended, too. Even the evil
desires that control wicked people’s lives end at death. When people cannot still own anything,
they cannot desire someone else’s property. All these emotions, which seem so powerful in this
world, mean nothing in hell.
These facts should give us a strong desire to avoid hell. We cannot save ourselves, but God
wants to save us. That is why he sent Jesus to suffer death instead of us (John 3:16). And that is
why God urges us to confess our evil deeds to him, and to invite him into our lives.

How people waste their opportunity to know God
(Ecclesiastes 9:7-10)
When the Bible warns us, it often does that in a very severe manner. And sometimes we look
anxiously for any statement that seems more pleasant. When we do that, we can miss the correct
meaning of the passage.
In Ecclesiastes 9:3-6, the author wrote about the effects of death. There he explained his own
beliefs about the subject. Then in Ecclesiastes 9:7-10, the author speaks to one particular
person.
That man had refused to obey the author’s advice about parties (Ecclesiastes 7:1-6). He (the man)
did not want to behave in a serious manner or to think about his own death. He did not consider
himself especially evil. He thought that God should approve of his works.
The author’s reply to that man seems almost angry. He tells the man to go away. But the man
must not forget that God has only given him a short time for his life in this world. Now, for just that
short time, he benefits from God’s kindness.
If he wants, he can use that period of kindness to enjoy himself. It is only a short period, so he
must use every moment to make himself happy. But that period of kindness will end at his
death. And then God will be the judge of how he used his time on earth (Ecclesiastes 11:9).
The man thinks that he can save himself by his works. Then he will have to work very hard! He
will have no opportunity to continue that work when he is dead. And he can be sure that he will
die.
The author means that the man is wasting his opportunity to know God. The man wants to eat
and to drink. He wants to love his wife. He is trying to enjoy his work. Solomon himself had tried all
these things (Ecclesiastes 2:4-10). But they achieved nothing worthwhile (Ecclesiastes 2:11). Such
behaviour does not save anyone from death or from hell.
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Time and chance
(Ecclesiastes 9:11)
You probably think that the fastest runner will win the race. Certainly, he deserves to win. But if he
trips, someone else may take the prize.
History proves that the strongest army does not always win the battle. A lack of food or water can
ruin the most powerful armies. Soldiers have died because their clothes were not suitable. Armies
have lost wars when their captains gave foolish orders.
Clever people are not always wealthy. Wise people do not always get enough food. Often,
intelligent people do not get the honour that they deserve. They remain poor and the rulers of their
countries make foolish decisions without proper advice.
Of course strength and intelligence give some people an advantage over other people, but there is
no certainty. There are two other matters that seem much more important for success in this world:
time and chance.
There seems to be a proper time for everything (Ecclesiastes 3:1-8). A person’s best efforts can
fail merely because he acted at the wrong moment. But even when a person acts at the right time,
success still seems a matter of chance. Events, such as accidents and opportunities, just happen
and nobody can control them (Ecclesiastes 9:1-3).
We cannot really depend on anything in this world, because nothing is certain. That is why the
Bible constantly urges us to trust God. He will not disappoint us like the things in this world. His
people can trust him completely (Psalm 62:1-2; Psalm 46).

The right reaction to trouble
(Ecclesiastes 9:12)
Trouble happens suddenly. If we were ready for trouble, then we would try to avoid it. But often,
there was nothing that we could have done to protect ourselves. And then we feel like a fish in the
net or a bird in a trap. We are desperate, but we cannot escape.
Often, we complain that we did not deserve our troubles. Usually, that is true. Trouble is often not
the result of bad behaviour, even as success is often not a reward for good behaviour.
These things seem to happen by chance. Such events do not happen in a fair manner.
In the Bible, we find a clear example of this experience in the Book of Job. Job was a rich man
who suddenly lost both his wealth and his family. Soon afterwards, he became ill.
Job did not deserve his troubles. He was a good man who served God (Job chapter 31). But even
Job’s friends thought that Job had done something terribly wrong to deserve those troubles (Job
22:4-15).
In fact, Job’s troubles did not happen by chance. They were the result of an evil plan that the
devil made on purpose (Job 1:6-12; Job 2:1-7). God allowed it because Job’s loyal and sincere
reaction would bring honour to God.
Our troubles may happen for various reasons, but our reaction should always be to trust God. It
is God’s desire to forgive us when we confess our wrong deeds to him (Exodus 34:7). It is God’s
desire to save us when we humbly request his help (Jonah 2:9; Jonah 4:10-11). That was David’s
experience, as he described in Psalm 124:7-8.

How one man’s wisdom saved his city
(Ecclesiastes 9:13-15)
This little story is as beautiful as it is impressive.
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The results of the battle seemed certain. The king led a strong army that had surrounded the city.
The city’s inhabitants were too few to defend their city. Although the city had defences, the soldiers
had already built up piles of earth to get past those defences. Now they were just waiting for the
king’s order to enter the city and to kill its inhabitants.
The author has told us that strong people do not always win battles. It can seem as if everything in
life happens by chance (Ecclesiastes 9:11). But it was not chance that saved this city. It was the
wisdom of one poor man whom nobody respected.
We do not know what this poor man did. But there is an account of a similar incident in 2 Samuel
20:14-22. There, a wise woman saved her city.
The author tells this story to prove that wisdom is better than strength (Ecclesiastes 9:16).
Although people do not usually respect wisdom, wisdom is actually more valuable than any other
quality (Proverbs 3:13-18). That is so because true wisdom comes from God himself (Proverbs
2:6).
Wisdom may not give a person wealth or honour. But even in this world, some things are more
important than wealth and honour. Wisdom saved that city; wisdom rescued its inhabitants.
The results of another type of battle seemed certain, too. Evil forces are so strong that they
control the whole world as a prisoner (Galatians 3:22). But wisdom is more powerful than strength.
And God’s wisdom is more powerful than the strength of those evil forces.
People laughed at Christ’s death (Mark 15:29-32). In their opinion, his death was foolish; it showed
his weakness. But that was not weakness: it was God’s wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:22-25).
Even as the wisdom of the man in the story saved his city, so Christ’s wisdom saves his people
(1 Corinthians 1:18). Christ’s wisdom saves them from the devil (Hebrews 2:14). And Christ’s
wisdom saves them from the evil forces that control this world (Hebrews 2:15).
The people in the city did not remember the man who saved them. In the same manner, the
people in this world did not recognise Christ’s wisdom (1 Corinthians 2:7-8; John 1:10). But we can
receive him into our lives. We can believe and trust in him (John 1:12). And if we do these things,
he will save us (John 3:16-17).

Why people will not listen to wise advice
(Ecclesiastes 9:16)
This particular wise man saved his city by his wisdom (Ecclesiastes 9:13-15). He deserved a
great reward, but he received none. He remained poor. He did not become well-known; in fact,
people forgot him. And even the people whom he had rescued did not respect him. They refused
to listen to his advice. They hated his wisdom.
Wisdom is not like other qualities that people may have, such as strength or wealth. Other people
always respect a strong man because they are afraid of him. And although people often hate a rich
man, they still desire to be rich like him.
But wisdom rarely impresses people. People are more likely to laugh at a wise man than to
praise him.
The problem is that good advice is rarely popular. In fact, it is often the opposite of what people
want to hear. For example, think about the things that a wise person should say about God. That
person should say that people’s evil deeds offend God (Romans 3:10-18). He should explain that
all people have done wrong things against God’s law (Ecclesiastes 7:20). He should tell people
that, at the proper time, God will certainly be their judge (Ecclesiastes 3:17; Ecclesiastes 12:14).
People cannot save themselves by their own efforts; only God can save them (Romans 6:23). That
is not popular advice, but it is all true.
It should not surprise us that wise words cause people to feel uncomfortable. If people were
already wise, then they would not need wise advice. The wise person must advise people who lack
wisdom. So of course they do not agree with that advice.
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Often, people will only listen to wise advice when they are very desperate. That is what
happened in the city in Ecclesiastes 9:13-15. Before the city was in danger, nobody cared about
the wise man. Afterwards, nobody remembered him. But when the danger was greatest, the
people were willing to follow his advice. And so, by his wisdom, he saved their city.
That is the experience of many Christians today. When they speak God’s message, they are
declaring his wisdom. But usually, few people are willing to follow their advice (Matthew 7:13-14).
Many people will not trust God until everything else in their lives has failed.

Quiet words of wisdom
(Ecclesiastes 9:17-18)
One wise person can save an entire city (Ecclesiastes 9:13-15), and one foolish ruler can
destroy an entire city.
The foolish ruler shouts because he wants to get people’s attention. He is trying to convince his
friends and to frighten his enemies. He speaks bold words because he wants his soldiers to be
bold in their battle. He acts in a wild manner as he tries desperately to control their sense of fear.
But the wise person does not need to speak loudly as he gives his advice. He talks in a sensible
manner because he wants people to be sensible. He appeals to their intelligence, not their
emotions. And he is not trying to control anyone; he is trying to teach them the truth. The truth can
save a person (John 8:32); the shouts of a foolish ruler cannot save anyone.
That is why wisdom is better than the soldier’s weapons (military arms). Wisdom is better than
strength (Ecclesiastes 9:16). A poor man who is wise can save his city from a vast army
(Ecclesiastes 9:13-15).
Sinners are people who do wrong and evil things. The Bible considers sinners to be fools,
because they do not follow God’s wisdom. By their evil deeds, they oppose the good things that
God does. And so they cause trouble for themselves and for other people, too.
We are all sinners (Ecclesiastes 7:20), but we still have the opportunity to discover God’s
wisdom (Job chapter 28). We cannot find it in our own thoughts, because true wisdom only comes
from God (Proverbs 2:6). But if we respect God, he can teach us to be wise (Ecclesiastes 12:13;
Proverbs 9:10).

Ecclesiastes chapter 10
A fly in the ointment
(Ecclesiastes 10:1)
Many people want to serve God, but not completely. They want him to approve of their lives, but
still they continue to do some bad things, on purpose. So in their lives, they try to combine good
actions with evil actions.
But the result is not good. God insists that his people must serve him only (Deuteronomy 5:79). Jesus said that it is impossible for anyone to serve both God and money (Matthew 6:24). A
person who does not obey just one of God’s commands has offended against the whole of God’s
law (James 2:10-11).
Perfume (or ointment) is oil that has a sweet smell. It is useful only when its smell is pleasant. For
that reason, its maker must be careful to keep it completely clean. A little fly may seem too small to
matter. But it will spoil the entire jar of perfume. As the dead fly goes bad, it will cause the rest of
the contents of the jar to go bad, too. And when the buyer opens the jar, it will all smell awful.
The Bible considers it wise to serve God. And it declares that it is foolish not to serve him. A wise
person gives his life completely to God (Acts 3:19). So, a wise person does not join in any evil
activity (Psalm 1:1).
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Of course, people who serve God sometimes do wrong things. But they consider that a very
serious matter (1 John 2:1). They confess their evil deeds to God, because they want him to
forgive them (1 John 1:9). And God can forgive those evil deeds because of Christ’s death (1 John
2:2).

Wise and foolish behaviour: is it just a matter of opinion?
(Ecclesiastes 10:2-3)
What is wise or foolish is not just a matter of someone’s opinions. There is a real difference
between wise and foolish behaviour. In fact, they are complete opposites.
Many people imagine themselves to be much wiser than other people are. That is why they argue
so much. They insist that their opinion really does matter. But if those people really cared about
wisdom, they would want to learn, not to argue (Proverbs 9:9). A foolish argument does not
prove anything, because wisdom is completely different from foolish behaviour.
The author of Ecclesiastes uses a word-picture to explain. The wise man and the fool are like
people who walk along a road together. But as they do that, the fool constantly wants to go in the
opposite direction. The two men cannot walk together, because every decision leads the fool
away from the wise man. They cannot agree because their desires are completely different. The
wise man wants to do the right thing. But the fool does not even care whether his decisions are
right or not. The fool just wants to satisfy his own desires.
Someone who wanted to be wise would walk with the wise man. He would listen to his wise words
and he would imitate his wise behaviour. That is how one person can learn from another person.
Real wisdom is not just careful thoughts and sensible decisions. The most important lesson
about wisdom is that people must respect God (Ecclesiastes 12:13; Proverbs 9:10). That is not
a matter of anyone’s opinion. It is the right thing to do, and it is completely opposite from foolish
behaviour.

Reasons to behave calmly
(Ecclesiastes 10:4)
Here is some advice for the official who must deal with an angry ruler. Perhaps the official
deserves that angry reaction because he has done something wrong. Or perhaps the official has
done nothing wrong, but the ruler is still angry.
In such situations, the official will feel the strongest emotions. Perhaps he too feels anger, and he
would like to argue back. But that would not be wise. It is foolish to allow your emotions to
control your behaviour.
So a wise official would behave in a calm manner. He would continue loyally to carry out his duty.
And he would still give honour to his ruler.
By such wise behaviour, many officials have avoided a terrible punishment. Sometimes they have
even avoided punishment when they are guilty of a very serious crime. But there is also another
reason why God’s people should behave in that manner.
Although God’s people may work for a ruler in this world, their real master is God. They give
honour to those rulers because God’s servants should respect the rulers of this world (Romans
13:1-7). And they obey their rulers as if they were obeying Christ (Ephesians 6:5-8).
God’s people realise that they cannot always expect rulers in this world to be kind to them. Often,
such rulers will not even give them the rewards that they rightly deserve. But God’s people
should not care too much about the rewards that people get in this world. The rewards that
come from God, in heaven, are much more important.
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When rulers make wrong decisions
(Ecclesiastes 10:5-7)
A good ruler chooses his important officials carefully. He gives authority to people who are loyal,
honest and capable. His desire is that they will govern the country well.
But a ruler who becomes too powerful does not always act in a sensible manner. Often such
a ruler gives important jobs to his friends whether they are capable or not. If the ruler is foolish
enough to do that, his friends are probably fools too (see Ecclesiastes 10:16-17). In the Bible, a
‘fool’ means someone who cares only about his own pleasure. He does not serve God and he
does not care about other people.
When a ruler gives authority to fools, better people lose their important jobs. Ecclesiastes 10:6
refers to ‘rich’ people. In Ecclesiastes 10:20, that word describes people who are almost as great
as the king himself. But this foolish ruler takes away their wealth, authority and importance.
Perhaps the ruler does these things merely to prove how powerful he is. It is hard to imagine any
other reason for his actions in Ecclesiastes 10:7. The word ‘princes’ there does not merely mean
members of the royal family. The word means the most important officials, including the judges and
the leader of the army. But these great men now work as slaves. And they must give honour to
men who formerly were themselves slaves.
But no human ruler has complete authority, even in this world. God has authority over every
ruler. He gives honour to humble people, and he takes away the authority of proud people (Luke
1:51-53). He has to do that. Powerful rulers in this world have given authority and responsibility to
the wrong people (Mark 10:42). But when God rules, he will correct all these things (Revelation
20:4).

Lessons about danger
(Ecclesiastes 10:8-9)
There are 4 similar statements here. Each statement mentions an activity and a danger. The
similar form of all the statements causes us to think that they all teach the same lesson. But the
author does not tell us what that lesson is. Perhaps he believes that we will be able to work it out.
Firstly, we can see that the author is giving practical advice. Every activity has its own particular
dangers. A person cannot work safely unless he knows about the dangers of his work. People
need to be aware of a danger in order to protect themselves from it.
Next, we can see that the author is warning people. They must not be too confident about their
future. Whatever people do, there is still a constant danger of death. People cannot protect
themselves from every danger, however hard they may try. Our lives are short, so we must
prepare for our own deaths. We must have a right relationship with God because, one day, he will
be our judge (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).
Lastly, there is a lesson here about ambition. In each of the 4 statements, a person hoped to gain
a benefit from his work. But the person obtained no benefit, because an accident happened.
Perhaps the work was necessary; if so, it was impossible to avoid the danger. But often people
carry out tasks that are not necessary. They do those tasks because of ambition or greed. They
want to make money that they do not need. And so they put themselves in danger when it is really
not necessary (Ecclesiastes 10:11).

Why everyone needs wisdom
(Ecclesiastes 10:10)
An axe is an iron tool that is especially dangerous. Its purpose is to cut down trees or to cut
through large pieces of wood. When the wood is very hard, the worker needs great strength to use
the axe successfully.
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So, of course, the axe must always be very sharp. When the axe becomes blunt, the worker
needs even more strength to cut the wood. But the worker should not continue if his axe is blunt. A
blunt axe, like a blunt knife, is more dangerous. If the axe slips, injuries are likely to happen.
We all know that a ruler and his advisers should have wisdom. But wisdom is not just for important
people. The common workman who uses an axe needs wisdom, too. He must be wise enough
to stop his work and to make his axe sharp again. Otherwise, he wastes his strength and he puts
himself in danger. He gains no benefit whatever if he is too lazy or too stupid to make his axe
sharp.
Very many people learn how to carry out a task, but they never learn to do it well. They are like
workmen who use blunt axes. Perhaps they must work too hard because of their lack of wisdom.
Perhaps they put themselves in danger. They do not even realise the benefits that wisdom
would give to them.
The Bible teaches that wisdom is a wonderful quality (Proverbs 8:1-21). It teaches people how they
should live. It shows them how to have a right relationship with God (Proverbs 9:10). It is an
essential quality for every person (Matthew 7:24-25).

Get-rich-quick schemes
(Ecclesiastes 10:11)
A ‘get-rich-quick scheme’ is a plan to earn money without much effort. Such plans almost
always fail; most people must work hard for their money. As Ecclesiastes 10:11 shows, there is
nothing new about such ideas.
Ecclesiastes 10:11 describes an ancient type of ‘get-rich-quick scheme’. The idea is, simply, that a
man can charm (control) a snake.
(1) Perhaps the man teaches the snake to dance as he plays a musical instrument. Then, he can
do it in public and a crowd will pay to watch. In some countries, people still do entertain in this
manner.
(2) Or perhaps the man learns that skill in order to get snakes out of houses. People will pay him to
do that.
The problem is that snakes are dangerous animals. The bite of many snakes will kill a man. If a
snake is very dangerous, people will pay the man well. But that fact causes a terrible risk for the
man who works with snakes. If he can control snakes successfully, he can earn a lot of money. But
a snake may bite him at any moment, and then he will lose everything. Money has no value for a
dead man. And money gives no comfort to a very ill man.
It is easy to imagine the profits that our plans may achieve. But even the best plans only
succeed after a lot of hard work. First, the person must learn the skills that he will need. He must
understand the risks and he must think about the dangers. Then he must carry out the work well.
And he must continue until he has completed the entire task (Ecclesiastes 7:8). Even then, his
plans may still not succeed (Ecclesiastes 9:11).
But someone who is really wise does not make his own plans. Instead, he asks God to direct his
life. And he trusts God completely (Proverbs 3:5-6).

A foolish person’s words ruin his own life
(Ecclesiastes 10:12-15)
A wise person knows that he is responsible to God for all his words and actions (Ecclesiastes
12:13-14). Because he respects God, that person is careful and sensible. That fact is clear from
the wise person’s words, which are full of kindness and goodness.
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But the words of a foolish person have a completely different character. Ecclesiastes 10:12 uses
a strange and terrible word-picture: the fool’s own mouth eats him up. In other words, the words
from his own mouth are like a wild animal that attacks him fiercely. The foolish things that he
says ruin his own life. They are the cause of his troubles. They are the reason for his
punishment.
In the Bible, a fool means someone who refuses to respect God. Such a person cares only to
satisfy his own desires. When he begins to speak, his words may only express his silly thoughts.
Such words are without any real meaning. But as he continues to speak, his true character
becomes clear. And in the end, his words are completely wicked.
The foolish person adds more foolish words as he prepares his evil plans for the future. But he
knows nothing about the future! In the future, God will be his judge. And that will be the end of
all those wicked plans.
A fool does not work as other people do. His work is to say and to do evil things. But those
efforts still make him tired. In Ecclesiastes 10:15, he seems even more tired than the honest
workman. After all his hard work, the honest man still manages to get back to his home in the town.
But this fool does not. Perhaps he has become a drunk (see Ecclesiastes 10:16-17). He will have
to sleep outside the town. His foolish desires have ruined his life.

Wrong desires ruin people’s lives
(Ecclesiastes 10:16-17)
The subjects of Ecclesiastes 10:16-17 may be kings and princes, but the lesson is for everyone. It
is a lesson about greedy behaviour and the dangers of alcohol. And it is a lesson about how
wrong desires can ruin people’s lives.
In Ecclesiastes 10:16, the king acts like a child, that is, without responsibility. He cares only to
satisfy his own desires. He likes friends, parties, food and wine.
As king, he can do what he wants. So he appoints his friends to be the important officials (princes)
in his country. And they eat and drink together all day.
The result, of course, is that the whole country suffers. Nobody can tell those rulers to be
sensible. They do not even know what it means to be sensible. Nobody can get a right judgement.
All the judges have become drunks. The army cannot defend the country. The military officers go
to parties when they should be leading the army.
The country in Ecclesiastes 10:17 is very different. There, the king shows his noble and
honourable origin by the way that he rules. The army officers are strong and the judges are
sensible. The result is that the whole country is successful. Everyone in the country benefits from
the rule of the wise king and his wise princes. Here, the rulers are not greedy and they do not drink
too much alcohol. They care about their country, and not just about themselves.
What is true about rulers is also true about other people. If a person allows wrong desires to
control his life, he cannot govern his family well. In fact, such a person cannot even govern his
own life properly.

Reasons not to be lazy
(Ecclesiastes 10:18)
The Bible often warns people not to be lazy. God has given them work to do (Psalm 104:23;
Exodus 20:9). Paul told Christians that they had a duty to work (2 Thessalonians 3:6-13).
There are many reasons why some people do not want to do their work. Perhaps they have no
strength because they are greedy, or drunks (see Ecclesiastes 10:17). Perhaps they imagine that
they know an easier way to get their money. That idea is often a wicked scheme (Ecclesiastes
10:12-13).
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Or perhaps the lazy person’s work just does not interest him. He prefers to do something else; or
he prefers to do nothing whatever.
Whatever the reasons may be, the results are the same.
First, the lazy person himself suffers. If a man does not repair his roof, then his own roof leaks - not
someone else’s roof.
Then, his family suffers. When the roof leaks, it is a problem for everyone in the house.
Then, his possessions suffer damage. When a house is wet, the water ruins everything.
But the lazy man’s troubles do not end there. Now he really must repair his roof. And he has
given himself more work than he had at the beginning. He did not want to do a small repair, so now
he must carry out a major repair.
If the man continues to be lazy, he will lose his house. That may seem an extreme example, but
many people really have lost their homes because of lazy attitudes. And even worse things can
happen too. Rulers have lost their countries because of lazy, greedy attitudes (Ecclesiastes 10:16).

Is money the answer for everything?
(Ecclesiastes 10:19)
The real subject of Ecclesiastes 10:19 seems to be the rulers from Ecclesiastes 10:16. They have
prepared everything for their own pleasure. They have ordered the food for their party. It will be
plentiful so that they will really enjoy themselves.
There will be plenty of wine, too. These important people consider it a terrible thing to run out of
wine. They must drink until the alcohol controls them completely. In their opinion, that is essential
for a good party.
Money will provide everything that they want in order to make themselves happy. For a poor man,
it can be difficult to afford a good party. But they are princes. The whole wealth of the country is for
them to enjoy. They can afford everything that they want. There seems no limit to their supply of
money. So they spend it for their own pleasure.
Such attitudes are lazy, greedy and evil. If a poor man behaved like that, he would ruin his home
(Ecclesiastes 10:18). When rulers do such things, they ruin their country.
The people in the country are angry, but they are afraid (Ecclesiastes 10:20). It is clear to them
that great troubles must soon happen in their country (Ecclesiastes 11:2). Their situation is
desperate, but they can do nothing about it (Ecclesiastes 11:3-4).
The Bible has several accounts of rulers who have behaved in this manner. Isaiah warned about
such behaviour in Isaiah 5:9-13. Even Babylon, the richest city in the world, lost its power in this
manner (Daniel chapter 5).

When even your thoughts can be dangerous
(Ecclesiastes 10:20)
It is easy to feel angry about the rulers of your country. But it is not always sensible, even if they
are doing many wrong things. Because they are rich and powerful, they can use that power against
you. They have the right to give orders, and other people will obey them. It is not a good idea to
have powerful enemies.
Perhaps you are careful about your words in public. But you say whatever you want in private.
That too can be unwise. You never know who may be listening. You may never know who
informed your rich enemies about your words. It would be better never to say those words. In fact,
it would be wiser not even to think those thoughts. If your king is cruel and powerful, you do not
want him to oppose you.
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Your secret thoughts cannot change the king’s attitudes. Even if you decide to oppose him
publicly, your actions are unlikely to have any effect. When rulers are very wicked, political
action usually achieves nothing. A very evil person hates good advice (Proverbs 15:12). A wise
person needs to understand when he should remain silent (Ecclesiastes 3:7).
The birds in this verse are just a word-picture. The idea is that someone may be listening to you
at all times. You can never really be sure when you are alone. Your private words matter, even as
your public words matter. Even your thoughts can be dangerous.

Ecclesiastes chapter 11
Future troubles are certain
(Ecclesiastes 11:1)
The purpose of Ecclesiastes chapter 11 is to warn about troubles that must happen soon. Those
troubles will certainly happen, and nobody can avoid them.
(1) There will be troubles in the country and across the world. Enemies will attack. Or there will
not be enough food. Or there will be other terrible troubles.
(2) There will be trouble in people’s lives. They will become ill. Or they will become old and
weak. In the end, they will certainly die.
Such things have happened to every person who has ever lived. It is foolish to imagine that they
will not happen to us, too. So the author of Ecclesiastes makes the same kind of statements that
people make in such circumstances. Jesus did that too, in Mark 13:15-19. Such statements may
seem like advice. But really, their purpose is to express how terrible the trouble will be.
As people cannot avoid their troubles, perhaps they can do something to prepare. It is a desperate
plan in a desperate situation. Nobody can really prepare when they do not know what trouble to
expect (Ecclesiastes 11:2).
So the author says, ‘Throw your bread upon the waters!’ Some people have tried to work out the
meaning of these words. They guess that it may mean ‘Send ships to trade grain.’ Or, ‘Sow grain
in the muddy pools when the streams flood.’ Those plans offer a possibility of success. But very
desperate people do things that can never succeed. For them, even the most stupid plan
seems to offer the hope of success.
I do not think the ‘water’ in Ecclesiastes 11:1 means real water. The ‘birds’ in the previous verse,
Ecclesiastes 10:20, did not mean actual birds. Both are word-pictures that the author uses to
emphasise his lesson.
So, in my opinion, the meaning is this: ‘Do not even try to keep your possessions for yourself. The
troubles in your country will be so terrible that you will certainly lose everything. If you want to find
even bread to eat then, you will have to do more desperate things now.
‘So, send what you have in every direction. One plan is not enough, because most of your
schemes will fail. Let your possessions spread out, like bread on the water. Perhaps you will be
able to find a few of them again, when you really need them.’
Some of my readers were hoping to find a promise for people who give generously here. In my
opinion, that is not the meaning of the verse - but they will find such promises elsewhere in the
Bible. See, for example, Proverbs 22:9, Isaiah 58:10, Malachi 3:10, Luke 6:38 and 2 Corinthians
9:6-11.

A friend in trouble
(Ecclesiastes 11:2)
When life becomes very difficult, some people hope that their money and other possessions will
save them. Other people think that their friends will help them in such circumstances.
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The author of Ecclesiastes clearly believed that the difficulties would be extremely severe. He told
people both to spread out their possessions (Ecclesiastes 11:1) and to make as many friends as
possible (Ecclesiastes 11:2). If one plan did not succeed, then perhaps the other plan might.
People should not wait until their troubles started. It will be too late to make friends then. So they
must start now.
Of course, the Bible encourages us to show love for other people (Luke 10:27-37). But when we do
that, our desire should not be to gain benefits for ourselves (Matthew 5:46-47; Luke 14:12-14).
Instead, we should try to show God’s kindness to other people, especially to poor people. And then
it will be God who rewards us, not other people (Proverbs 19:17).
But there is another problem with that plan to make friends. And that problem is even more
important than the lack of sincere reasons. When people trust their possessions or their
friends, they are often not trusting God. In all circumstances - but especially when our lives are
difficult - it is essential to trust God. He alone gives security to our lives (Psalm 62:1-2). Even the
most impressive friends are weak; we cannot depend on them (Psalm 62:9). But we can, and
must, depend on God. He is strong, and he loves his people (Psalm 62:11-12).
However, if we refuse to trust God, then we can only make desperate plans like those in
Ecclesiastes 11:1-2 or Revelation 6:15. Otherwise, we will not be ready when terrible troubles
happen. But we should be aware that even the best plans will fail. Our friends will not be loyal to
us. Our money will lose its value. If we find food, it will not satisfy us.
And, in the end, God will be our judge (Ecclesiastes 12:14).

Troubles that nobody can do anything about
(Ecclesiastes 11:3)
People hope that they will never have any really severe troubles. And they hope to be able to deal
with any troubles that happen.
But, of course, there will be troubles in everybody’s lives. Some of these troubles will be
severe. And, of course, everyone must die in the end. Nobody can prevent that.
So we can compare our lives with a day when dark storm clouds fill the sky. On such a day,
everyone knows that it will certainly rain. The clouds are evidence of that fact.
Through our whole lives, we know that troubles and death are approaching. We see constant
evidence of that fact.
Death is like the fall of a tree. After it falls, the tree can never return to its former position. The
effects of the fall are permanent.
And when a person dies, that is permanent. Death separates a person from everything in this
world (Ecclesiastes 9:5-6). That person’s body returns to the earth, but the person’s spirit must
stand in front of God (Ecclesiastes 12:7; Revelation 20:12).
God will be the judge of every person (Ecclesiastes 12:14; Ecclesiastes 3:17). So what we do
during this life matters. It matters whether we have a right relationship with God. It is important
for us to confess our evil deeds to God. We need to invite him into our lives.
And we must not delay. After death, it will be too late for us to trust God. God has told us that we
must trust him today (Hebrews 4:7).

Troubles that nobody can avoid
(Ecclesiastes 11:4)
A farmer must watch the weather carefully. There is a right time to sow seeds and there is a right
time for the harvest (Ecclesiastes 3:2). Bad weather during these important times will ruin the
crops.
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So Ecclesiastes 11:4 describes a very desperate situation. It says that the weather will never be
suitable for these important tasks. The wind and clouds are evidence that a terrible storm is
approaching (Ecclesiastes 11:3). When trees fall in a storm (Ecclesiastes 11:3), there is no hope
for the crops.
People are worried and desperate. They carry out stupid plans with the hope that something may
succeed (Ecclesiastes 11:1-2).
All of this is a word-picture for people’s lives. They all realise that death is approaching. Many
people also know that the judgement of God is approaching (Ecclesiastes 3:17; Ecclesiastes
12:14). But their reaction is not to trust God or to ask him to save them. Instead, they carry out
stupid schemes to try to save themselves.
For example, people imagine that they can save themselves by their own good works. But the
author of Ecclesiastes declared that our work on this earth achieves nothing (Ecclesiastes 2:2223). Other people imagine that their money can save them. But at death, a person loses all his
money (Ecclesiastes 5:15). And some people imagine that their good attitudes will save them.
But this idea is wrong too (Ecclesiastes 7:15-20).
The Bible says that we can only gain a right relationship with God because of Jesus (John
14:6). Because of Jesus’ death, God can forgive us, when we trust in him (John 3:14-16). That is
the only proper way to prepare for the judgement of God.
And we must begin our relationship with God now (2 Corinthians 6:2). This matter is too
important for us to hesitate or to delay. We may make excuses that we do not feel ready. But God
has chosen today as the day when we must trust him (Hebrews 4:7).

God’s work astonishes us
(Ecclesiastes 11:5)
It is easy to understand the nature of people’s work. Their work is weak, and their best efforts do
not achieve much (Ecclesiastes 2:20-23). People do many of these things publicly; everyone can
see their true nature (Ecclesiastes 1:14).
But the work of God is different, and it astonishes us. Before a baby is born, God creates its body.
We do not see how God does this work inside the mother’s body (Psalm 139:14-16). We only see
the wonderful results of his work.
If our efforts are like a weak breath, God’s work is like the most powerful wind (see Acts 2:2). We
do not see where such winds come from (Job 38:22-24). We may not understand how God causes
them to blow. But we feel the power of the wind.
Although people’s work is so weak, the results of foolish behaviour are terrible (Ecclesiastes 10:511). So, the results of God’s great work in this world must be more powerful than anything
that we can imagine. But we do not see his work, and we cannot understand it. We only see the
effects in our world; we do not know God’s plan.
But if we want to know God’s plan, we will find it in the Bible (Ephesians 3:2-11). His plan is that
people can be born again into a new kind of relationship with him (John 3:7; John 1:12-13). Then,
like a powerful wind, God’s Spirit will work in them and through them (John 3:6, John 3:8). We
cannot understand this by our human minds (John 3:9-10). But God has made it possible because
of Christ’s death (John 3:16-17). When people serve God in the power of the Holy Spirit, they are
not weak. Instead, they are doing God’s work (Galatians 6:8-9).

Can our work succeed?
(Ecclesiastes 11:6)
The author of Ecclesiastes has already urged people not to be lazy (Ecclesiastes 10:18). But now
there is a special reason to be busy. The author believes that great troubles will happen soon in
his country (Ecclesiastes 11:2).
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So the author urges people to sow their seeds and to carry out their work now. They might not get
another opportunity.
The author does not think that it is a good time to sow seeds (Ecclesiastes 11:4). The weather is
not right. People may be wasting their effort. But the work is urgent and necessary. Only God can
bring a successful harvest; that is God’s work. But people must do their proper work too,
although their best efforts are so weak.
This seems to be a word-picture for our lives. Of course, we want good things to happen. But, by
our human strength, we do not have the power to cause those things to happen. The success of
our efforts depends entirely on God (Psalm 127:1-2). It is God’s work that matters. Our works
are too weak to achieve anything worthwhile.
For that reason, nothing is more important for us than to do God’s work.
In John 6:28-29, people asked Jesus how they could do God’s work. Jesus told them to believe the
person whom God had sent. Jesus meant that they should believe him. He, Jesus was the person
whom God sent into this world (John 17:3). Jesus spoke God’s words, so it is essential to believe
him (John 7:16). And God gives a wonderful promise to people who believe him. He promises
them life that never ends (John 3:16).

The light of life and the days of darkness
(Ecclesiastes 11:7-8)
Of course we desire life and not death. Our lives are precious and they are God’s gift to us. Even
as the sun surrounds us with light and warmth, so our lives offer us so many opportunities.
The most wonderful opportunity in our lives is the opportunity to know God. In God, we find
the most perfect light (James 1:17). In other words, everything that is good and perfect comes from
him. When we know him, we belong to that light (1 Thessalonians 5:5). And the darkness does not
make us afraid, even when the darkness means the death of our bodies (Psalm 23:4; Luke 1:7879). God gives his people life that never ends (John 3:16). Darkness will never overcome the light
and the life that comes from God (John 1:4-5).
But not everyone receives a life that never ends. Most people never choose to serve God.
Instead, they follow their own desires and they live by their emotions. They do not want to know
God and they would not choose to obey him. When God is their judge, they will not be ready
(Ecclesiastes 11:9; Ecclesiastes 12:14).
By ‘darkness’, the author means death. He chose the word ‘darkness’ to show that the good things
in life had ended for that person. Instead, that person would suffer trouble and pain.
Clearly, that cannot describe the person with life that never ends. It must describe God’s
judgement against the person who refused to know him. For that reason, the author of
Ecclesiastes urges people to accept a right relationship with God (Ecclesiastes 12:1).

Enjoy life – but remember God’s judgement
(Ecclesiastes 11:9)
If anyone knows how to enjoy life, young people do. For them, life seems to offer a series of
adventures and opportunities. There seems to be no limit to the things that they can do. And so
much seems new. There are so many new experiences for them to enjoy.
The author’s purpose in this verse is to warn people - especially young people - about the
judgement of God. God will be the judge of everything that people do (Ecclesiastes 12:14). People
can follow their emotions and desires, but God will be their judge.
That is a severe message. We can do whatever our hearts desire. And we can do whatever tempts
us. But in all these things, God will be our judge.
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We already can see what God’s judgement must be about these things. We know that our desires
are evil. We know how many wrong things we do. We often neglect to obey God’s law. We often
choose to do evil things. Everyone is guilty when God is the judge (Ecclesiastes 7:20; Romans
3:23).
So, the author is not advising people to follow their own desires. In fact, he is warning people that
they must not follow their own desires. You can see the author’s actual advice in Ecclesiastes 12:1.
It is that people must think about their relationship with God. He explains that advice in
Ecclesiastes 12:13. God has given his commands in order to teach people how to have a
relationship with him.
Of course, nobody can obey God’s commands perfectly. So by his commands, people learn that
they must trust God completely. That is the kind of relationship with God that Abraham knew
because of God’s promises to him (Romans 4:3). And we can know it too, because of Christ’s
death (Romans 4:23-25).

Is there any advantage to be young and strong?
(Ecclesiastes 11:10)
We may ask ourselves whether there is really any advantage to be young and strong.
The answer seems clear. A young person must grow old, and a strong person will become weak.
In the end, they will die like everyone else and God will be their judge. If there is any advantage,
they will soon lose that advantage.
Pain and anxious thoughts often come as a person grows older. The author of Ecclesiastes told his
readers not to think about such things. Even the best and strongest part of our lives shows how
weak we really are.
So the most important matter is to think how we should live. We all must become older. But we
can choose whether or not to serve God. We must decide what we consider important in life.
For the author of Ecclesiastes, the right decision was clear. He had studied how weak people really
are. He recognised that God is great. So, the only proper decision is to obey God from our
earliest opportunity to do that (Ecclesiastes 12:1).
A young person should not waste his energy by a decision to follow his own desires and feelings
(Ecclesiastes 11:9). An older person should not just think about his own pain and anxious thoughts
(Ecclesiastes 11:10). People think too much about themselves, and they do not think enough
about God.
God desires to have a very close relationship with his people. In fact, he wants to adopt them as
his sons and daughters (John 1:12-13). He wants to fill their hearts and minds with sincere love,
both for him and for other people (Mark 12:29-31).

Ecclesiastes chapter 12
Remember God, who created you
(Ecclesiastes 12:1)
Ecclesiastes 12:1-8 is one of the most beautiful poems in the Bible. Its subject is very sad,
however. It describes how a young person becomes old. And in the end, of course, that person
dies (Ecclesiastes 12:7)
The purpose of that poem is to teach the lesson that it repeats in Ecclesiastes 12:1 and
Ecclesiastes 12:6. People should remember God before they are too old to appreciate his
goodness (Ecclesiastes 12:1). Or certainly, they must remember him before the day of their death
(Ecclesiastes 12:6).
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By the word ‘remember’, the poem does not mean just to think about God. He created us, so he
should be constantly in our thoughts. He deserves our love and our thanks. All that we have
comes from him. So when we ‘remember’ him, it should affect our entire lives.
The author of Ecclesiastes urges people not to delay. He repeats and emphasises that message.
The proper time to remember God is now. Then you can remain grateful to him for the rest of
your life.
Troubles will certainly happen to you in the future. There will be occasions when life seems to bring
no pleasure. It would be terrible if these troubles caused you to forget God or to neglect your
relationship with him.
Because of illness or weakness, people are sometimes not aware of God’s goodness to them. So
if you are young or strong, remember God’s kindness now! Give your life to him; use your
strength to serve him.
But if you are neither young nor strong, you still have a duty to serve God (Ecclesiastes
12:13). Love God with your whole heart and trust him completely. He created you; he loves and
cares for you.

The problems of old age
(Ecclesiastes 12:2-5)
People often speak about old age as if it is a wonderful thing. For example, we wish people a long
life.
But the reality is that old age is often difficult. A person who remains strong and healthy in old
age has a special reason to be grateful to God. That is not the experience of most people. We
have constant troubles through our whole lives but sometimes people’s problems in old age seem
even worse.
The author of Ecclesiastes describes these problems in poetry, with a word-picture in every line.
Usually, I explain each of the Bible’s word-pictures; but I shall not do that here. This is poetry: it
seems better to think about the descriptions than to describe every detail.
But the general meaning is that people’s weaknesses increase in old age. And each of their
senses becomes weaker. They do not see or hear well. They seem less aware of the things in this
world. It is as if their many problems are preparing them to leave this world.
Everything in this world is temporary; it cannot last. Even our bodies and our homes in this
world are temporary. It is only beyond death that we receive a permanent home. That home can be
with God, in heaven. Or, it can be hell, which the author described in Ecclesiastes 9:4-6.
So the author urges us: remember God (Ecclesiastes 12:1). Confess your evil deeds to him, and
invite him into your life. Serve him in a joyful manner, so that after death you will continue to know
his joy and peace. That is the only proper way to prepare for the day when God is your judge
(Ecclesiastes 12:14).

Life and death
(Ecclesiastes 12:6)
Ecclesiastes 12:6 describes life in the most beautiful manner. But we feel uncomfortable, because
the subject of the verse is death, not life.
Life is delicate, like a silver chain that someone has made by hand. A fine chain is very beautiful,
but it breaks so easily. Life on this earth is beautiful, but it ends suddenly.
Life is precious, like a gold bowl. Gold was the most expensive metal when the author wrote the
Book of Ecclesiastes. You need a lot of gold to make a bowl. But if the bowl breaks, nobody can
repair it. Nothing on this earth seems as valuable to us as our lives. But when we die, nobody can
give life back to us.
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People need a constant supply of water, especially in a dry country. If an accident causes the
supply to stop, that is a terrible event. Our lives depend on a constant supply of water, and of many
other things, too. And like the water, a single accident is enough to end our lives.
During our whole lives, death seems only a moment away. We all know that we must die. But
none of us knows when that will happen. So the author gives the only advice that is sensible in the
circumstances. We must remember God! After death, he will be our judge; so we need to have a
right relationship with him now.
It is foolish to leave that decision until you are older. You do not know that God will allow you to live
any longer. Now you have an opportunity to trust God. Now you have the opportunity to invite him
into your life. Your body must die, but your spirit can know life without end, in heaven (John 3:16).

What happens at death?
(Ecclesiastes 12:7)
Ecclesiastes 12:7 gives a very clear description of what happens at death. As the Bible is God’s
word, its description of death is very important to us. We do not believe that this is just someone’s
opinion. God has provided this description to help us understand about death.
During a person’s whole life, that person’s body and spirit remain together. However, it is easy to
distinguish the body from the spirit. The body consists of materials that come from this earth. The
Bible says that God made people from the dust of the earth (Genesis 2:7).
But a body without a spirit is not alive. A person’s spirit comes from God. It does not belong to this
world and it does not consist of materials from this world.
At death, both the body and the spirit return to their proper places. The body returns to the
ground. In a grave, a body actually becomes part of the earth again. After a few years, hardly
anything of the body remains - just a few bones. In the end, even the bones return to the soil.
But the person’s spirit does not return to the earth; it does not belong on this earth. The person’s
spirit returns to God, who gave it to that person.
And then God is that person’s judge (Ecclesiastes 12:14). He judges the person’s spirit. God will
make one of two possible judgements about that person (Matthew 13:47-50):
(1) God wants to forgive people because Jesus died for them (John 3:16). Then, their spirits will
go to heaven (John 14:2). But that is only possible when people have invited him into their lives
(John 1:12).
(2) Other people cannot benefit from God’s kindness. God will decide that they are guilty because
of their evil deeds (Ecclesiastes 12:14; Ecclesiastes 7:20). And they cannot avoid his punishment
(Luke 16:19-26; Revelation 20:11-15).

All is vanity
(Ecclesiastes 12:8)
This was how the author of Ecclesiastes began his book (Ecclesiastes 1:2). Here, near the end of
his book, he repeats the same idea. We can see that his opinions have not changed.
Here in Ecclesiastes 12:8, he describes life and death as ‘vanity’. The word ‘vanity’ means
‘without any proper purpose’. The author has used that word constantly through his book. He
always uses it to describe people: their lives, their thoughts and their work.
The author means that people are very weak. They care about things that do not matter. They
work for things that have no real value. They love things that are not important. They do things
without any proper purpose. During their whole lives, they achieve nothing that is really worthwhile.
And, of course, their deaths achieve nothing, too.
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Although the author believed that about people, his opinion about God was very different. People
should respect God (Ecclesiastes 5:1-4). Everything that God does is perfect (Deuteronomy 32:4).
Everything that God says achieves his purposes (Isaiah 55:11). God does nothing that is in vain.
Even when God created people, his work was perfect (Ecclesiastes 7:29). For that reason in
particular, people should think about their own relationship with God (Ecclesiastes 12:1).
People’s lives are achieving nothing because they do not care about their relationship with
God. Instead, people care about their possessions, their desires and even their feelings. But it is
different for the people who have chosen to serve God. They have a special relationship with God;
God looks after them (Ecclesiastes 9:1; Job 1:8-10). And they do God’s work. So the things that
they do are not in vain.

King Solomon, the great teacher
(Ecclesiastes 12:9-10)
We can see from Ecclesiastes 1:1 and Ecclesiastes 2:1-10 that ‘the teacher’ in the Book of
Ecclesiastes means King Solomon. Solomon was a great king, and he was also a very wise man
(1 Kings 4:29-34). In fact, he became famous across the world for his wisdom (2 Chronicles 9:1-8;
2 Chronicles 9:22-23).
Solomon’s wisdom was a gift from God (1 Kings 3:5-12). So Solomon did not study in order to
become wise. He studied because he was wise. A wise person always wants to learn more
(Proverbs 9:9)
Especially, Solomon studied and collected proverbs (1 Kings 4:32). Proverbs are the wise words
that people say. You can find many of Solomon’s proverbs in the Book of Proverbs in the Bible.
Solomon did not just collect all this knowledge for his own benefit. In addition to all his other duties,
he taught the people. You can read some of his lessons in Proverbs chapters 1 to 9.
Possibly, the person who put the Book of Ecclesiastes into its present form was one of Solomon’s
students. That person wanted to use Solomon’s wisdom in order to teach people that they need
to have a right relationship with God (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).
Solomon had studied the nature of people’s lives in this world very carefully. He could see that
people were wasting their lives with stupid activities. He urged people to think seriously about their
lives.
Like the lives of many great teachers, Solomon’s life disappoints us. If Solomon had followed his
own advice, he would not have carried out the evil acts in 1 Kings 11:1-10. But that fact teaches us
a useful lesson also. We must not depend even on the greatest people. Our trust must be in God
alone. We need the wisdom that God gives. And we will find that wisdom in the Bible.

Advice about books
(Ecclesiastes 12:11-12)
Before the end of his book, the author offers some advice about books in general.
At the time of the earlier part of the Bible, people did not usually buy books. Instead, they copied
an old book, and so they made their own book. That was also their method of study and, of
course, it was hard work.
Even then, there were many books and they were not all worthwhile for the student to copy. So,
the student should choose books that will teach him to be wise. And of course, God’s
commands (the Bible) are the best books (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
The author compares wise books to two sharp objects: goads and ‘nails’.
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When a farmer ploughed his land, he carried a goad. The goad was a long stick with a sharp point.
A pair of strong animals called oxen pulled the plough. If one of them went the wrong way, the
farmer would use the goad to control it. The goad could be painful, but the animal soon learned its
lesson.
So, wise words are sometimes unpleasant. But they teach us correct behaviour and attitudes when
we are doing something wrong.
The ‘nails’ in Ecclesiastes 12:11 are probably pegs. Pegs are the sharp objects that hold a tent in
its proper place in the ground. It is necessary to hammer them deep into the ground so that they
are firm.
So, wise words are like something that fixes deep into our lives. They are not like popular stories,
which have a shallow effect on our emotions. Wisdom affects every part of our lives.
The shepherd here means God (Psalm 23:1). A shepherd is someone who looks after animals. In
the same way as a shepherd, God uses wisdom to guide and to direct our lives.

Respect God and obey his commands
(Ecclesiastes 12:13)
Many people consider the Book of Ecclesiastes hard to understand. But here, at the end of the
book, is the author’s own explanation of what the book means (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14). Even if
the reader has not understood the rest of the book, this statement is clear.
We can see that the Book of Ecclesiastes does not teach a different message from the rest of the
Bible. And many of the things that people say about the Book of Ecclesiastes are untrue. The book
does not deny the judgement of God. Its author did not have doubts about heaven and hell. He did
not imagine that a right relationship with God has no purpose.
In fact, the author was teaching people that they must have a right relationship with God. They
must respect God and they must be loyal to him. In particular, people must obey his commands.
You can read God’s commands in Deuteronomy 5:6-21. The most important command is that
people should love God with their whole hearts (Deuteronomy 6:5; Mark 12:29). In other words,
they should obey God because they love him. And they should give their lives to him completely.
That is what God wants most. He wants to change people’s hearts and minds so that they will
love his law (Hebrews 8:10-12). He wants to forgive people so that they do not have to suffer the
punishment for their evil deeds.
If we try to obey the commands in order to gain a relationship with God, we will not succeed
(Ecclesiastes 7:20; James 2:10). We need God to change our lives (John 3:3; 2 Corinthians
5:17). And that is why God sent Jesus (1 John 4:9-10). He suffered our punishment so that we can
receive a right relationship with God (Isaiah 53:4-6; John 3:16-17; Galatians 3:10-14).

God is the judge of all our deeds
(Ecclesiastes 12:14)
The main subject in the earlier chapters of the Book of Ecclesiastes is people’s works. That is, the
things that they do during their lives. The main subject in the later chapters is the judgement of
God.
This last verse in the book is about both these subjects. It declares that God is the judge of all
our deeds.
The author of Ecclesiastes insists that people can work for their whole lives without any benefit
(Ecclesiastes 1:3; Ecclesiastes 2:22-23). They work hard, but achieve nothing. That is, nothing that
really matters. They might become rich and they might have long lives. But without a right
relationship with God, these things benefit nobody (Ecclesiastes 6:1-7). They are not ready for
the judgement of God; in fact, they cannot even satisfy their own desires.
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We do not think that the judgement of God has ever been a popular subject. The Book of
Ecclesiastes declares that all people are guilty of wrong and evil deeds (Ecclesiastes 7:20). We
have neglected God’s law, and we have done it on purpose (Ecclesiastes 7:29). God knows about
everything that we have done. He even knows about the things that we do in secret (Ecclesiastes
12:14).
Because all people are guilty, people try to do things in order to satisfy God. In other words,
they think that they can please him by their works. Such behaviour is foolish; God’s judgement is
certain (Ecclesiastes 11:1-8).
The only proper way to prepare for God’s judgement is to have a right relationship with God
(Ecclesiastes 12:1; Ecclesiastes 12:13). As we cannot earn that relationship by our works, we
must receive it as a free gift from God (Romans 4:4-5). That gift is for the people who trust God.
God forgives those people (Romans 4:6-8) and he looks after them in a special way (Ecclesiastes
9:1). Although their lives on his earth are like the lives of other people, God’s judgement about
them will be completely different.
Even in this world, there is a difference between wise and foolish behaviour (Ecclesiastes 9:1318). Real wisdom is God’s gift (Proverbs 2:1-6). That wisdom shows people how they can receive
a right relationship with God (Proverbs 3:5-6; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25).
The person who serves God has no reason to be afraid of God’s judgement (2 Peter 3:1013). In fact, for such people, the effect of God’s judgement will be to rescue them from all that is
evil (Revelation 21:1-5).

Ecclesiastes: A study guide
About the Book of Ecclesiastes - its author, date and purpose.
Our desire is to study the Bible itself, and not to study people’s opinions about the Bible. So when
people ask about the author or date of a Bible book, we try to answer that question from the Bible.

The author of the Book of Ecclesiastes and its date
The Book of Ecclesiastes is a book about wisdom. We know that people in Israel were studying
wisdom very carefully during the rule of King Solomon (1 Kings 4:29-34). That was probably 1000
years before Christ’s birth.
Ecclesiastes does not mention Solomon’s name, but it does describe his work in Jerusalem
(Ecclesiastes 2:4-9). It seems clear that ‘the teacher’ in Ecclesiastes means Solomon (Ecclesiastes
1:1).
But that does not mean that Solomon was the author of Ecclesiastes. In fact, the words in
Ecclesiastes 12:9-10 seem not to be by Solomon.
Also, 1 Kings chapter 11 explains that Solomon was not loyal to God towards the end of his life.
But the author of Ecclesiastes was teaching people to be loyal to God (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
So, perhaps one of Solomon’s students collected and arranged the book in its present form. If
so, the author probably used words and ideas that Solomon had taught to him.
If that is correct, then the author would have become one of Israel’s wise men. He would have
taught his own students. One of them may be the ‘son’ who appears in Ecclesiastes 12:12. (The
Book of Proverbs also uses the word ‘sons’ to refer to students - see Proverbs 4:1).
Perhaps the author was a great man who advised kings. But he may have been a poor man whom
nobody respected, as in Ecclesiastes 9:14-16 or Ecclesiastes 10:5-7. Solomon’s own son chose
not to follow the advice of wise men (1 Kings 12:8).
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Another idea about the date of the Book of Ecclesiastes
Some people choose a much later date for the book. They choose a date during the period when
Greece became a very powerful nation. In their opinion, the book refers to ideas that were popular
in ancient Greece. For example, Ecclesiastes 8:15 is like the ideas of the people called
Epicureans. That is their opinion, but I cannot agree because of the reason below.
The Book of Ecclesiastes tells us clearly what its author believed. He followed the laws that
God gave to Moses (Ecclesiastes 12:13). So, the author did not follow the ideas that came from
ancient Greece. And the author taught people that they must respect God (Ecclesiastes 5:1-7). He
certainly did not serve the many false gods that people served in ancient Greece. Clearly, this book
comes from Israel, and not from ancient Greece.
It may not matter who wrote the book, or when. The book has the same meaning whoever wrote it.
But it is very wrong to imagine that the book’s ideas come from the ideas of ancient Greece.

The purpose of the Book of Ecclesiastes
Next, we must think about the author’s purpose. There was a very clear reason why he wrote the
book. It was that he wanted to teach people about the importance of wisdom. He wanted them
to study how they could become wise.
For the author, that meant the same as to have a right relationship with God (Ecclesiastes
9:1). If people have a right relationship with God, then God considers them wise. But even the
most intelligent person is foolish if he does not have a right relationship with God. And God’s law
teaches people how to have a right relationship with him (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
That is not, of course, an unusual message for the Bible. We expect the Bible to teach such things.
But what is unusual is the author’s method.
Unlike a prophet (holy man), the author does not declare that God has spoken to him. And the
author does not include reports of wonderful things that God has done in this world.
Instead, the author does something that is quite extraordinary. He describes the true state of
people’s lives in this world. He shows how weak people really are. He emphasises certain facts
that people usually deny. And he uses these things to prove that people must trust God. By
careful study of people’s lives, the author shows that people really do need God to save them.
The result is a book of the most beautiful poetry, but its contents are very severe. Perhaps the
author was dealing with people who opposed God strongly. That may explain why the author
warns people in such a severe manner. He emphasises that people will suffer trouble during their
lives. In the end, they must die and then God will be their judge. He tells people that they are not
ready for the judgement of God. And he urges people to begin a right relationship with God. They
should do that without delay.
This is clearly not the same as the ideas that belonged to ancient Greece. But now we can see the
reason why some of the author’s explanations may seem similar. The author was constantly
describing the attitudes of people who do not serve God. Such people have the same basic
attitudes wherever they live. Whether they belong to Israel or Greece or anywhere else, they still
try to satisfy their own desires. People love food and drink, and often they become greedy. People
love money and possessions, and often they become selfish. That is evil, but it is part of human
nature. Anyone who studies the attitudes of people will see these things.
But the author could see something more. People’s evil behaviour proves that the Bible tells
the truth about people. So the author could see that people’s weakness proves God’s
greatness. He insisted that the Book of Genesis is right (compare Ecclesiastes 12:7 and Genesis
2:7). So, people must remember that God created them (Ecclesiastes 12:1). And they could be
sure that God would be their judge (Ecclesiastes 11:9).

A summary of each chapter in the Book of Ecclesiastes
Ecclesiastes chapter 1:
There are powerful forces in this world, but even the greatest people are really very weak.
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Ecclesiastes chapter 2:
Work, wealth and pleasure cannot satisfy people.
Ecclesiastes chapter 3:
God makes everything beautiful at the proper time.
Ecclesiastes chapter 4:
People’s efforts are often without any real purpose.
Ecclesiastes chapter 5:
Respect God, and do not love money.
Ecclesiastes chapter 6:
Success in life does not satisfy a person’s real needs.
Ecclesiastes chapter 7:
As people are guilty of many wrong and evil deeds, they must think about their lives seriously.
Ecclesiastes chapter 8:
The process of judgements in this world does not give a good life to everyone.
Ecclesiastes chapter 9:
The same kinds of events happen in everybody’s lives, but people should still desire wisdom.
Ecclesiastes chapter 10:
Foolish desires and lazy attitudes cause serious troubles.
Ecclesiastes chapter 11:
Most people are not preparing in a sensible manner for the day when God will be their judge.
Ecclesiastes chapter 12:
Only a right relationship with God can prepare you for old age, death, and the judgement of God.

Why the Book of Ecclesiastes is so important
Finally, let us think about some reasons why the Book of Ecclesiastes is important to study:
(1) Ecclesiastes reminds us that our lives are weak. We are certain to die, and after that, God will
be our judge (Ecclesiastes 2:16; Ecclesiastes 12:14).
(2) Ecclesiastes shows how we desire the wrong things in life. We love pleasure and wealth. But
these things cannot last, and they cannot really satisfy us (Ecclesiastes 5:10-11). We try to please
ourselves and we follow our emotions and desires. We trust in these things, which can never really
benefit us (Ecclesiastes 2:10-11). And when we trust in such things, we are not trusting God.
(3) Ecclesiastes teaches how weak human effort really is. A person’s work cannot even earn
that person a right relationship with God (Ecclesiastes 6:7). Everyone does wrong things against
God (Ecclesiastes 7:20).
(4) Ecclesiastes teaches how great God’s work is. He created us (Ecclesiastes 12:1), and his
work is perfect (Ecclesiastes 7:29). We have a duty to respect him (Ecclesiastes 5:1-2) and to obey
his law (Ecclesiastes 12:13).
(5) Ecclesiastes gives an honest account of the state of this world. It explains how much poor
people suffer (Ecclesiastes 4:1-3). It warns that important and powerful people are often wicked
(Ecclesiastes 3:16). It shows that rulers are often unfair (Ecclesiastes 10:5-7).
(6) Ecclesiastes explains why good people suffer (Ecclesiastes 8:14). It is a result of the state of
the world. The same kind of good and bad events happen in the lives of everyone in this world
(Ecclesiastes 9:2). But still, God is looking after his own people, although often we cannot see this
(Ecclesiastes 9:1).
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(7) Ecclesiastes urges us in the most powerful manner to choose a right relationship with God
(Ecclesiastes 12:1). It tells us about the effects of death (Ecclesiastes 12:7). It informs us about
God’s judgement (Ecclesiastes 12:14) and it describes hell (Ecclesiastes 9:4-6). It warns us that
our situation is desperate (Ecclesiastes 11:1-4). The only right decision that we can make about
these things is to serve God (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).

Ecclesiastes - a 12 week study guide.
Please print this section if you would like to study the Book of Ecclesiastes with a group of
people.

Week 1 - Ecclesiastes chapter 1 - There are powerful forces in this world, but even
the greatest people are really very weak.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 1, then discuss these questions:
(1) Why do people become proud? What evidence can you offer to prove that this attitude is
foolish?
(2) How do things like the sun, wind and rain prove the greatness of God? What is our proper
attitude towards God?
(3) Read Psalm 104 and compare it with Ecclesiastes chapter 1. What does that Psalm say about
the greatness of God and the weakness of people? What can we learn from the study of nature?
(4) Compare Ecclesiastes 1:16-18 with Proverbs 2:1-11. Explain the difference between human
wisdom and the wisdom that comes from God. Read James 1:5. How can we have the right kind of
wisdom?

Week 2 - Ecclesiastes chapter 2 - Work, wealth and pleasure cannot satisfy people.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 2, then discuss these questions:
(1) Read 1 Kings 7:1-8. Why did Solomon carry out all these great works? And what did he
consider that he had achieved at the end?
(2) What can we expect to achieve by our work? Why do these things often fail to satisfy us even
for a temporary period? How can people achieve real satisfaction that lasts?
(3) What reasons for the fear of death appear in Ecclesiastes chapter 2? What other reasons are
there? Read Hebrews 2:14. What did Jesus do to deal with the fear of death? And who benefits
from what he did?
(4) Read Romans 4:1-8. Why does the Bible teach that people cannot save themselves by their
own works? How does the Bible say that a person can receive a right relationship with God? How
can Solomon’s experience help us to understand these things?

Week 3 - Ecclesiastes chapter 3 - God makes everything beautiful at the proper time.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 3, then discuss these questions:
(1) Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 says that there is a proper time for every human activity. But is there also a
proper time to know God? Read Ecclesiastes 12:1 and compare it with 2 Corinthians 6:2. When is
the proper time to know God?
(2) Compare the judgements that judges make in this world with the judgement of God. How is
God’s work as a judge similar to their work? How is it different?
(3) As the author says in Ecclesiastes 3:19, human life is very similar to animal life. But God gave
his commands in Exodus 20:1-17 to people, not to animals. In what other ways does God deal with
people in a special manner? And how should this affect the things that people do? Read
Ecclesiastes 12:1 and Ecclesiastes 12:13-14.

204

Week 4 - Ecclesiastes chapter 4 - People’s efforts are often without any real
purpose.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 4, then discuss these questions:
(1) Read Micah 2:1-4 and Isaiah 1:21-28. What is God’s attitude when people deal cruelly with
other people?
(2) What does the Bible teach about jealous attitudes? See Exodus 20:17.
(3) Compare Ecclesiastes 4:8 with Matthew 6:19-21. What does God consider valuable? How can
we prepare now for heaven?
(4) For what reasons does Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 encourage friendship? For what reasons does 1
John 4:19-21 encourage friendship? Read Mark 10:43-45 and John 15:13. For what reasons did
Jesus show friendship?

Week 5 - Ecclesiastes chapter 5 - Respect God, and do not love money.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 5, then discuss these questions:
(1) Should people be afraid of God? Why? What should that fear cause a person to do? Read
Hebrews 4:14-16. What has God done so that people may pray to him with confidence?
(2) What causes people to love money? Compare Ecclesiastes 5:10 with 1 Timothy 6:9-10 and
Matthew 6:24. How can the love of money ruin a person’s relationship with God? What lesson
about money can we learn from Luke 12:16-20?
(3) What is the right attitude for people to have with regard to money?

Week 6 - Ecclesiastes chapter 6 - Success in life does not satisfy a person’s real
needs.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 6, then discuss these questions:
(1) What do people consider to be a successful life? Read Matthew 16:26. What is a successful life
in God’s opinion?
(2) At death, do all people go to the same place (Ecclesiastes 6:6)? Read what the Book of
Ecclesiastes says about the place of God’s judgement in Ecclesiastes 3:16-17, Ecclesiastes 12:7,
and Ecclesiastes 12:14. What did the author mean by ‘the same place’ in Ecclesiastes 6:6? Read
Luke 16:19-31 and Revelation 20:11 to 21:4. What happens after God’s judgement?
(3) Who knows what is good for people during their lives (Ecclesiastes 6:12)? Read Ecclesiastes
12:14 and Psalm 1. Why did God give his commands? Compare your answer with Deuteronomy
6:20-25 and Galatians 5:14.

Week 7 - Ecclesiastes chapter 7 - As people are guilty of many wrong and evil
deeds, they must think about their lives seriously.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 7, then discuss these questions:
(1) What benefits do people hope to gain when they attend parties? Why did the author of
Ecclesiastes advise people not to go? What attitude did he think that people should have? Why?
(2) Why do most people not choose to think about their lives in a serious manner? What would
they discover if they did do that? What is God’s opinion about the state of people’s lives?
(3) If God created men and women to be perfect (Ecclesiastes 7:29), then why are there so many
troubles in this world? Discuss what Ecclesiastes 7:11-14 tells us about troubles. Then discuss
what Psalm 46:1-3 says. Can we trust God to protect us?

Week 8 - Ecclesiastes chapter 8 - The process of judgements in this world does not
give a good life to everyone.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 8, then discuss these questions:
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(1) What is the proper attitude to have when a wicked person dies? Read 1 Kings 21:17-29 about
the wicked king, Ahab. What should we learn from such incidents? What can we say on such
occasions?
(2) In what ways is God’s judgement better than human judgements? Read Ecclesiastes 7:20 and
7:29. Is God’s judgement better for us? Do we want a judge who knows everything?
(3) Do good people often get what wicked people deserve (Ecclesiastes 8:14)? Can you give
examples where this has happened? Read 1 Peter 4:12-19. How should Christians behave when
this happens? Why does it happen?
(4) Why does the author insist that it is better for God’s people (Ecclesiastes 8:12-13)? Who are
God’s people? What is better for them?

Week 9 - Ecclesiastes chapter 9 - The same kinds of events happen in everybody’s
lives, but people should still desire wisdom.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 9, then discuss these questions:
(1) What gives people the impression that everything in their lives happens by chance? What is
really happening? How do you explain the facts in Ecclesiastes 9:11? Test your answers against
the story in Ecclesiastes 9:13-15. Was it luck or chance that saved that city? Was it luck or chance
that caused the people not to remember the wise man?
(2) The author emphasises chance because he wants to show the certainty of one particular event.
What is that event? What will be its effect on our lives, and how can we prepare for it?
(3) Read Proverbs 3:5-7 and Job 28:27-28. What does it really mean to be wise? And how can we
become wise?

Week 10 - Ecclesiastes chapter 10 - Foolish desires and lazy attitudes cause serious
troubles.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 10, then discuss these questions:
(1) Read Proverbs 22:13, Proverbs 23:19-21 and 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13. For what reasons do
people become lazy? What effect can this have on a person’s relationship with God?
(2) Read Ecclesiastes 10:16-17. How do a leader’s attitudes affect the people whom he leads?
What qualities should a church leader have?
(3) Read Ecclesiastes 10:12-14 and James 3:1-12. How can we learn to say the right things?
(4) Prepare a list of the dangers that Ecclesiastes chapter 10 mentions. How does the chapter say
that we can avoid those dangers? What is the right attitude for Christians to have towards possible
dangers?

Week 11 - Ecclesiastes chapter 11 - Most people are not preparing in a sensible
manner for the day when God will be their judge.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 11, then discuss these questions:
(1) Compare Ecclesiastes 11:9 with the advice in Psalm 119:9. Read some of the Bible’s accounts
of how young men have behaved, for example 1 Samuel 16:18-23; Proverbs 7:6-23; Luke 2:41-52;
1 Timothy 4:12. How does the Bible encourage young people to behave? What, therefore, is the
meaning of Ecclesiastes 11:9?
(2) What does the author mean by the ‘days of darkness’ in Ecclesiastes 11:8? What effect will it
have on a person’s life to remember them? Compare this verse with Ecclesiastes 12:1. What does
the author mean by the instruction to ‘remember’?
(3) Read Ecclesiastes 11:1-2 and Hebrews 12:1-4. How should Christians prepare for their
troubles? And how should they behave when troubles happen?
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Week 12 - Ecclesiastes chapter 12 - Only a right relationship with God can prepare
you for old age, death, and the judgement of God.
Read Ecclesiastes chapter 12, then discuss these questions:
(1) Compare Ecclesiastes 12:7 with Genesis 3:19 and Ecclesiastes 12:14. What happens to a
person’s body and spirit at death?
(2) Read Acts 3:19 and Ecclesiastes 12:1. How can we receive a right relationship with God? How
will that prepare us for death? How will it prepare us for the rest of our lives?
(3) Read Ecclesiastes 12:9-13 and Romans 15:4. Which are the best books, and how can we find
them?
(4) Compare Ecclesiastes 7:20, Ecclesiastes 7:29 and Ecclesiastes 12:14. As all people are guilty,
how can anyone be ready for God’s judgement? Read Peter’s answer to this question in Acts 2:2241, and Paul’s answer in Romans 4:1-8. How can we be ready?
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The person whom the Holy
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1 Corinthians chapter 1
About Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians
(1 Corinthians 1:1)
“Corinthians” means inhabitants of Corinth. Corinth is an important city in southern Greece.
In Acts 18:1-8, you can read how Paul started the first Christian church in Corinth. Paul stayed
there for 18 months (Acts 18:11). Afterwards, Paul went to Ephesus where he worked for 2 years.
At about the same time, another Christian leader called Apollos went from Ephesus to Corinth
(Acts 18:24 to Acts 19:1).
When Apollos left Corinth, Paul was still at Ephesus. The church in Corinth now had many
members. Some local men became the leaders of the church, but they had some difficulties. The
members of the church did not respect them as they had respected Paul and Apollos.
Perhaps for that reason, one of those leaders called Stephanas went to Ephesus to visit Paul (1
Corinthians 16:15-18). It seems that he brought a letter from the church leaders to Paul (1
Corinthians 7:1). That letter explained their problems. But both Paul and Apollos were unwilling to
go back to Corinth at that time (1 Corinthians 16:7-9; 1 Corinthians 16:12).
So Paul sent the Book of 1 Corinthians as a letter to the church in Corinth. Its purpose was to
give advice on the matters that the church leaders had asked about.
Paul was extremely busy in Ephesus. He did not just teach the people about God; he also worked
to earn money for himself and his companions (Acts 20:34). Paul’s job was to make tents (Acts
18:3). So one of the local Christians called Sosthenes offered to help Paul as he wrote this letter.
It seems that Sosthenes wrote down Paul’s words for him. Otherwise, Paul could not have written
such a long letter.

The nature of God's church
(1 Corinthians 1:2-3)
Paul reminded the Christians in Corinth about their relationship both with God, and with other
Christians.
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So, at the start of his letter, Paul called them: ‘the church of God’. That means ‘the people whom
God has separated for himself’. He also called them ‘the saints’, in other words, ‘the holy people’.
Paul used the word ‘saints’ to describe all Christians. ‘Holy’ means that a person belongs to God.
Paul also said that God had ‘sanctified’ them. That means that God had made them holy.
Because they are now holy, that should have an effect on their lives (1 Corinthians 3:16). They
should not continue to act in a wicked manner (1 Corinthians 6:9-13). They should love other
people (1 Corinthians chapter 13), and they should respect their leaders (1 Corinthians 12:28-31).
Paul emphasised their connection with other Christians, both in Corinth and elsewhere. Some
groups in Corinth were acting as if they were the only real Christians (1 Corinthians 1:11-12, 1
Corinthians 14:36). They were even taking each other to court (1 Corinthians 6:1-8). Paul had to
tell them that all Christians need each other (1 Corinthians 12:12-31). He had to warn them about
proud attitudes (1 Corinthians 4:6-7).
These Christians belonged to the church of God in Corinth because they lived there. But everyone
who serves Christ belongs to God’s church. They are all people whom God has separated for
himself. They all have a relationship both with God, and with all other Christians.
And the nature of that relationship should be love (1 Corinthians chapter 13; John 13:34; 1 John
4:8-12; Mark 12:29-31).

Paul’s prayer
(1 Corinthians 1:4-9)
We will see that the first Christians in Corinth were doing many wrong things. Many of them did not
love each other, and they did not respect their leaders. But still, Paul was kind to them and he
wrote to them in a gentle manner. He knew that they had not been Christians for a long time. Most
of them had not chosen on purpose to have those wrong attitudes.
So in Paul’s prayer for them, he expresses his thanks to God. God had been very kind to them,
and he had done wonderful things in their lives. Most Christians in Corinth were not wealthy (1
Corinthians 1:26), but they lacked nothing in their relationship with God. God had made them able
to speak for him. God had given them the knowledge that they needed. God had given them his
Holy Spirit, and there was evidence of that fact in their lives.
God had begun to do his work in their lives. And Paul was confident that he could trust God to
complete that work. God had given them a real relationship with Christ. It was true that they were
not perfect yet. But in this world, Christians are not perfect (1 Corinthians 13:9-12). They are
waiting for Christ’s return (1 Corinthians 15:24-26), and when Christ returns, God will change them
completely (1 Corinthians 15:51). So on that day, all God’s people will be perfect.
Of course Paul would have to warn the Christians in Corinth about their wrong behaviour. But
before that, he showed them how grateful he was to God for his (God’s) work in their lives. Paul
recognised that their relationship with God was real. And Paul told them that he still prayed often
for them.

Arguments about who leads the church
(1 Corinthians 1:10-13)
All the Christians in Corinth met together as one church, but there were different groups in that
church (1 Corinthians 11:18). Those different groups were constantly arguing with each other.
One group said that Paul was their leader. It was true that Paul had been the first leader of the
church at Corinth. But Paul did not want to be the leader of a group that argued with other
Christians! Paul was not trying to make himself important; he considered himself God’s servant (1
Corinthians 3:5).
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Another group were loyal to Apollos. Apollos led the church after Paul left Corinth. You can read
about this extraordinary man in Acts 18:24-28. Apollos’s work at Corinth was very successful. But
at that time, Apollos had not even met Paul. The two men probably had different opinions about
many subjects.
A third group would only accept the authority of the first Christian church in Jerusalem. That was
where Cephas, usually called Peter, served God.
The last group probably thought that churches should not have any human leaders. Paul did not
agree with that idea - see Titus 1:5.
Paul reminded the people in all these groups that Christians belong to Christ. It was Christ who
died to save them.
God appoints many different kinds of people to be the leaders of his church (1 Corinthians 12:28).
But perhaps ‘leaders’ is the wrong word, because really they work as God’s servants (1
Corinthians 3:5; Mark 10:43-45).
Christians who constantly argue need to become more mature in their relationship with God. Then
they will not still want to argue about their opinions. Instead, they will desire to love and to serve
other people.

Why Paul did not carry out many baptisms
(1 Corinthians 1:14-17)
It surprises us to read that Paul did not carry out many baptisms in Corinth. Baptism is an
important ceremony in the Christian church, as Paul explained in Romans 6:3-4. It shows that a
person has left his former life in order to begin a new life with Christ. The first Christians usually
carried out that ceremony soon after a person began to trust Christ (Acts 2:38; Acts 8:34-38).
Paul only carried out a few baptisms because he had an even more important task to carry out.
He declared God’s good news in Corinth. He told people that everyone has done wrong things
against God. He explained to the people that Christ had died for them. Because of Christ’s death,
God can forgive their evil deeds. And so Paul urged the people to confess their evil deeds to God,
and to invite Christ into their lives.
The result of Paul’s work was that many people in Corinth believed in Christ. They accepted
baptism but, clearly, one of Paul’s friends carried out that ceremony (Acts 18:8). As each person
believed, Paul went immediately to speak to the next person. Clearly, Paul was extremely busy.
The result was that Paul only had time to carry out a few baptisms. Crispus was a leader of the
Synagogue in Corinth (Acts 18:8). A Synagogue is a building where people meet to pray. Gaius
was probably a wealthy and generous man; Paul mentions him in Romans 16:23. Stephanas was
the first person in Corinth who became a Christian (1 Corinthians 16:15). Perhaps Paul had time
for his baptism because not so many people wanted to speak to Paul then.

The cross is the power of God to save
(1 Corinthians 1:18)
Really, there are only two groups of people in the world. What separates the two groups is their
reaction to Christ’s death on the cross.
God’s people believe that God has saved them by means of Christ’s death. They even call it ‘the
Gospel’, which means ‘the good news’. Like everyone else, they were guilty of many wrong and
evil deeds, and they did not deserve God’s kindness (Romans 3:23). But on the cross, Christ
suffered the punishment for their evil deeds (Hebrews 9:28). The result is that God is saving them
from the power of evil deeds (Romans 6:23), from the devil (Hebrews 2:14), and from death (1
Corinthians 15:54-57).
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But for other people, Christ’s death is not good news. It is clear evidence that they too must die.
And it reminds them that they cannot avoid God’s punishment for their evil deeds. Of course they
do not want anyone to tell them about Christ’s death. It seems foolish even to mention such a
shameful matter. The Son of God died in an awful manner, as criminals die.
Such people do not see how powerfully God was acting to save his people. And they do not realise
that God wants to save them, too. God does not want to punish anyone for their evil deeds (2
Peter 3:9). But he can only save people who believe his message (John 3:16). And nobody can
believe a message that they have never heard (Romans 10:12-14).
So it is essential for Christians to speak about Christ’s death. Of course many people will consider
that message foolish. But some people will believe, and by means of that message, God will save
them.

The limit of human intelligence
(1 Corinthians 1:19-21)
The Bible is not against science. In fact, the Bible encourages people to study our world carefully
(for example, Job chapter 39; Ecclesiastes 1:13). However, the Bible does insist that human
intelligence, like everything else in the world, has a limit (Psalm 119:96; 1 Corinthians 13:9).
We see that limit whenever intelligent people cannot believe in God. All their education has failed
even to show them that God exists. They may be very wise, but in this most important matter, they
are no better than fools (Psalm 53:1).
God does not just want people to know that he exists. He wants to save people from their evil
deeds, from the devil’s power, and from death and hell. Human wisdom and intelligence cannot
save people from any of these things. So God chose a method that people consider foolish. That
method is the message about Christ’s death on the cross, which Christians call the ‘Gospel’
(the ‘good news’).
God did not want only to save the most intelligent people. So he did not choose a message that
only intelligent people can understand. You do not need great knowledge about the world before
you can benefit from God’s message. But you do need to believe God and to trust him.
Jesus said that a person must become like a little child in order to enter heaven (Mark 10:15).
Even little children realise that they have done wrong things against God. They can understand
that, at his death, Christ suffered the punishment for their evil deeds. They are often ready to pray
and to invite God into their lives.
It is very sad when older and wiser people do not do the same.

How Christ’s death shows God’s wisdom and power
(1 Corinthians 1:22-24)
The Jews are the people who came from the families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Paul speaks
about them in particular because God had made special promises to their nation. God did that
because he wanted to use them to tell people in every nation about himself (Genesis 12:3; Isaiah
49:6).
The Greeks are really the people from Greece. However Paul uses the word to refer to people
from all the other nations too. We can see that from 1 Corinthians 1:23, where Paul uses the
word for ‘nations’ instead of ‘Greeks’. Paul uses the word ‘Greeks’ only because he was writing to
people in Greece.
In Greece especially, people considered wisdom and special knowledge to be very important
(Acts 17:18-21). They believed that these things came from the gods. And they had many gods
(Acts 17:22-23). They thought that they would know the thoughts of their gods by their study of
wisdom.
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The Jews knew about the real God. They knew about the powerful things that he had done to
rescue their nation in the past. Their nation was in a weak state. They wanted God to do powerful
things like that to rescue them again.
But God alone has the right to choose how he will save people. He did not choose to save
people by the sort of powerful act that many Jews wanted. He did not choose to impress people by
his great wisdom, as people from other nations wanted. Instead, he sent his Son, Jesus, to die
on the cross. That is how he saves people. Jesus suffered the punishment for their evil deeds.
That fact disappoints many people. But it does not disappoint the people whom God has saved. In
the death of Christ, they can see both God’s wisdom and his power. And by the death of Christ,
God can save both Jews and people from all the other nations.

Evidence that God is wise and powerful
(1 Corinthians 1:25)
It is not difficult to prove that God is powerful. His act to create the heavens and the earth was
more powerful than anything that people can even imagine.
In the same manner, we can easily prove that God is wise. When he created the heavens and the
earth, he did it in a very skilful manner. It takes wisdom to get the details of any design right. A
bomb is powerful, but it can only destroy things. The kind of power that can create new and
wonderful things is evidence of God’s great wisdom (Proverbs 8:1; Proverbs 8:22-31).
When God wanted to save people, he sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to die for them. But in the
opinion of many people, Christ’s death was a weak and foolish thing (1 Corinthians 1:23). They
had wanted to see evidence of God’s power or his wisdom. They refused to believe that God could
save them by means of Christ’s death. And because they refused to believe, God did not save
them.
In 1 Corinthians 1:25, Paul did not mean that God’s actions were ever foolish or weak. Instead,
Paul was saying that people considered God’s actions to be foolish and weak. But really, it is
evidence of people’s weakness when they cannot even recognise God’s power. Even the wisest
person becomes like a fool if he cannot recognise God’s wisdom.
Christ’s death showed both God’s great power and his great wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:24;
Romans 1:16). God acted in a way that most people did not expect. When people trust God, he
saves them because of Christ’s death.

Why God chooses people who are not important
(1 Corinthians 1:26-29)
Paul describes the people who had become Christians in Corinth. These were the people whom
God had saved. God had chosen them to join the family of God. There is no greater honour than
to be one of God’s people.
But other people did not consider most of the Christians at Corinth to be great or important
people. They were not people who were famous for their wisdom or importance. Paul mentions
some slaves who were members of that church (1 Corinthians 7:20-22). He mentions some people
who did not have enough food (1 Corinthians 11:21). He says that some of the members had
nothing (1 Corinthians 11:22).
Just a few of the important or wealthy citizens of Corinth became Christians. Among them were
Crispus (Acts 18:8), Gaius and Erastus (Romans 16:23).
God’s good news is for everyone, but God cares especially about poor and weak people (Luke
4:18; Deuteronomy 24:17-22; Micah 2:1-3). That fact reminds us that people must not be proud
(Isaiah 57:15; Proverbs 16:18). It is essential for people to be humble in front of God (Luke
18:9-14).
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That was why, in Corinth, God saved so many poor and weak people. He was giving honour to
those people who really were humble in front of him. And so God showed clever people that
their wisdom was not complete. He showed strong people that they were too weak to save
themselves. He was giving wise and powerful people the opportunity to become humble. And if
they did that, he could save them too, because of Christ’s death.
A proud person is not ready to ask God to save him. But when he sees God’s work in other
people’s lives, perhaps he will be humble enough to ask for God’s help, too.

True greatness
(1 Corinthians 1:30-31)
If you want to speak about true greatness, you certainly must not speak about yourself. It is only
proud people who talk constantly about their own skills, strength and successes. They praise
themselves when they should give honour to God. They depend on themselves when they need to
trust in God. And those proud attitudes make God angry.
Instead, you should talk about the good things that God has done for you. And if you have
invited Christ into your life, God has done many wonderful things for you. Paul mentions
righteousness, sanctification and redemption; we will explain each of these words below. These
things show the wisdom of God from which we can benefit because of Christ’s death.
Righteousness means complete goodness. Of course, Christians cannot pretend that they are
completely good (1 John 1:8). Their goodness can only come from God, by means of the death of
Christ (Romans 4:22-25).
Sanctification means that God has declared someone to be holy. Holy means that a person (or a
thing) belongs to God. God has separated them for himself. Paul has already used similar words to
describe Christians in 1 Corinthians 1:2. Christians are the people whom God has made holy, by
means of the death of Christ.
Redemption means that God has paid the price to free his people. He saves them from the power
of evil deeds, death, and the devil. The price that he paid was the death of Christ (1 Peter 1:18-19).
Paul declared that he would be proud about nothing except Christ’s death for him (Galatians
6:14). In other words, Paul refused to be proud about anything that he himself had done. Instead,
he gave thanks to Christ. Only what Christ has done shows true greatness.

1 Corinthians chapter 2
How to declare God’s message
(1 Corinthians 2:1-5)
Many public speakers try to impress people with powerful speeches. Paul insists that he did not do
that. In fact, he felt very weak as he spoke God’s message in Corinth. Paul knew that, like all
Christian leaders, he himself was unable to save anyone. Only God can save people (Psalm
62:1-2). Paul had to depend completely on God.
So the success of the church at Corinth was not the result of Paul’s skill. It was entirely the
result of the powerful work of God’s Holy Spirit. Paul was just God’s servant whom God sent to
Corinth to declare his (God’s) message (1 Corinthians 3:5-7). The honour for that success
belonged to God alone.
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Paul had no desire to become popular when he went to Corinth, or anywhere else. In fact, he was
very unpopular in many of the places that he visited (2 Corinthians 11:23-27). Paul went to these
places because of his desire to know Christ. Of course, Paul already knew Christ as his Lord (his
God and master) who had saved him (Philippians 3:8). But Paul understood that his knowledge of
Christ was not yet perfect (1 Corinthians 13:9-12; Philippians 3:12). Paul was ready to give up
everything so that he could know Christ better. So when God sent Paul to Corinth, or anywhere
else, Paul went.
Paul desired that every Christian would allow God’s Holy Spirit to guide him in a similar manner.
He wanted people to trust in God’s power, not in human wisdom. That was why Paul chose
not to use impressive words or clever arguments. Instead, Paul explained simply about the
death of Christ. And God’s Holy Spirit worked powerfully as Paul spoke.

What true greatness really is
(1 Corinthians 2:6-8)
Paul did not try to use impressive words that showed great wisdom (1 Corinthians 2:1-4). But
there was great wisdom in his words, although most people in the present age would not
recognise that wisdom. That is why Paul called that wisdom a mystery, in other words, a secret.
God had sent Paul to declare that secret knowledge, in public. And still people could not
understand it.
Paul’s mystery is about what true greatness really is. True greatness is called glory; it belongs
to God alone. The mystery is that, at a future time, God has a plan to share his glory with all his
people (1 Corinthians 15:51-52; Colossians 1:26-27; Romans 8:18-19). Now God’s people are
separate; but God will do this for them all at the same moment (Ephesians 3:6; Hebrews 11:40;
Romans 11:25). It is like a marriage (Ephesians 5:25-27). God is the bridegroom and his people
are his bride. That is how they will share his glory (Revelation 21:2-3). For example, if even a poor
woman marries a great king, she becomes queen. She shares his greatness; in other words, she
will receive great honour – but only because of that king’s importance. So God’s people will receive
great honour because of their relationship with God.
The powerful people in this world wanted that glory (true greatness) for themselves. But their
greatness cannot last. Their importance belongs only to the present age. Such people do not
understand what greatness really is. If they had understood it, they would not have allowed Christ
to die in such a shameful manner. They would have realised who Christ is: their master and the
only God (Philippians 2:10-11). They would have known that true greatness can only come from
him. They would have given him the honour that he alone deserves.
But God’s people can only share his glory because Christ suffered that shameful death. There
could be no greater act of love. He suffered the punishment for their evil deeds, so that they can
share his glory (Ephesians 5:25).

Only by the Holy Spirit can we understand God’s plans for us
(1 Corinthians 2:9-11)
At Athens, Paul had an opportunity to speak at one of the greatest universities in the ancient world.
He tried hard to explain about God and about Christ in a manner that the people there could
understand. However, most of those people did not believe; they even started to laugh at Paul
(Acts 17:16-34). The most intelligent people in the world could not understand things that every
Christian can know.
God has prepared the most wonderful things for the people who love him. But a person’s mind
does not know about these things unless God’s Spirit shows them to that person. That should
not surprise us; one person does not know another person’s secrets.
But, of course, a person does know his own secrets. Deep inside him, in his spirit, that person
knows his own desires, plans and intentions. Even if he does not even dare to think about those
things, they are still there, in his spirit.
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In the same way, God has desires, plans and intentions for the people who love him. God
does not allow everyone to know about these things; they are his secret (1 Corinthians 2:7). But
God’s plans are not secrets for the people who love God. That is because God has given his
Holy Spirit to them. And the Holy Spirit shows them what God is doing. In the future they will
share his glory (honour and greatness), but already they share his Spirit.
It is not necessary to have great knowledge or intelligence in order to become a Christian. But it is
essential that each Christian should allow the Holy Spirit to teach him.

The spirit of the world
(1 Corinthians 2:12)
Paul writes to the Christians in Corinth, ‘We have not received the spirit of the world’. Clearly,
therefore, he intended to contrast the evil forces that control this world with God’s Holy Spirit.
Paul has already used the word ‘world’ with a similar meaning in 1 Corinthians 1:20-21. There, he
said that the world knew a certain kind of wisdom. But that wisdom was the opposite of God’s
wisdom. People who followed the world’s wisdom did not know God. But God saves people only
by a kind of wisdom that those people consider foolish. That is, by Christ’s death on the cross.
So this wrong kind of wisdom that opposes Christ is not merely the result of people’s thoughts. It is
something that they have learned from ‘the spirit of the world’. That is, from the devil, the spirit
who now has power in this world (Luke 4:5-6; 2 Corinthians 4:4). But unlike God’s power, the
devil’s power will not last. Both the devil’s power and his wisdom belong only to this present age (1
Corinthians 2:6).
The kind of wisdom that Christians have is also not merely the result of people’s thoughts. They
have that wisdom because God has given his Holy Spirit to them. So God has shown them
things that do not even belong to this world or to this present age (1 Corinthians 2:9-10).
God has shown them the real meaning of Christ’s death (1 Corinthians 1:22-23). He has shown
them that Christ has changed their lives completely (1 Corinthians 1:30). And he shows what are
his plans for them in the future age (1 Corinthians 2:7; 1 Corinthians 2:9-10).

We can only understand God’s word if the Holy Spirit teaches us
(1 Corinthians 2:13)
The person who teaches God’s word cannot succeed merely by the usual methods. He cannot just
copy the techniques of people who teach other subjects. Instead, he must teach in the power of
God’s Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:4). And his students must learn with the aid of the Holy Spirit
too.
Really, it is God who is the teacher. He is carrying out his work in people’s lives. But God uses
his servants as he carries out that great work (1 Corinthians 3:5-9).
Sometimes people have tried to understand the Bible merely by means of their own intelligence.
They have recognised it as a great book that has had a powerful effect on many people’s lives.
They have seen that it contains some wonderful poems and some beautiful passages. And they
recognise its great authority in moral matters. But if people will not allow the Holy Spirit to teach
them, the Bible will seem just another human book. They will not trust God, and God will not save
them.
It is only by the power of the Holy Spirit that we can understand God’s word. Our human
minds can understand things that are in this world and in the present age. But that is their limit.
God does not belong to this world – even the highest heaven cannot contain him (2 Chronicles
6:18). God’s work does not belong just to the present age (1 Corinthians 2:9). If we want to know
him, we must know him in our spirits (John 4:24). And our spirits are dead until God gives life to us
by his Holy Spirit (Ephesians 2:4-5).
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Does the Holy Spirit guide all Christians?
(1 Corinthians 2:14-15)
Paul contrasts two different kinds of people here. We should try to work out whether he is thinking
about Christians or other people too.
The first kind of person has life that comes from this world (1 Corinthians 2:14). He is not
allowing God’s Holy Spirit to teach him in the manner that Paul described in 1 Corinthians 2:13.
Instead, this person follows the opinions and attitudes that he has learned from this world. As we
saw in 1 Corinthians 2:12, those opinions and attitudes really come from the devil. So the things
that the Holy Spirit wants to teach seem foolish to this person.
The second kind of person has life that comes from the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:15). God
teaches this person by means of the Holy Spirit. So, this person can understand what God is doing
(1 Corinthians 2:9-10). And this person even does things by the power of the Holy Spirit that other
people cannot understand. That is possible because the Holy Spirit guides this person (John 3:8;
Acts 1:8).
It is clear that the second type of person must be a Christian. Only a genuine Christian has
been born again by the Holy Spirit (John 3:5-7). Only a genuine Christian learns from the Holy
Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:9-12).
Most people, therefore, belong to the first group. And so do many genuine Christians, as Paul will
explain in 1 Corinthians 3:1. God wants to do wonderful things in their lives, by his Holy Spirit. But
they will not let him. They are still living in a natural way. They still care too much about their lives
in this world. And that is why so often they are unaware of God’s work in their lives.

Who knows God’s thoughts?
(1 Corinthians 2:16)
Paul’s question comes from Isaiah 40:13. ‘Who knows God’s thoughts?’ he asks. We expect the
answer ‘nobody’. But that is not Paul’s answer.
It is clear that God’s thoughts are much greater and more wonderful than our thoughts
(Isaiah 55:9). Our ideas are weak, but his plans achieve their purpose (Isaiah 55:11).
Our thoughts are weak because we are thinking the wrong things (Isaiah 55:7). In that verse,
God urges us not to follow our evil thoughts and wicked ways. In fact, if we obey him, he will show
us a much better way to live (Isaiah 55:1-3).
The Bible is saying that we must change our attitudes completely (John 3:3). Or rather, because
we cannot do that ourselves, we must allow God to change us (2 Corinthians 5:17). That is
possible because of Christ’s death (Romans 8:1-3). So we must confess our evil deeds to God,
and we must put our trust in him (Acts 3:19).
And when we do that, a wonderful change happens in our lives. God forgives us, and he gives us
his Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38). With the Holy Spirit, we can understand the things that God is doing in
our lives (1 Corinthians 2:12).
Only someone who has God’s Spirit can understands God’s thoughts (1 Corinthians 2:11). But
Christ has given his Holy Spirit to his people (John 16:5-15). So now, they think as Christ thinks.
In other words, they have the mind of Christ.
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1 Corinthians chapter 3
The cause of wrong attitudes among Christians
(1 Corinthians 3:1-3)
Here, Paul describes Christians as either spiritual or fleshly. By spiritual, he meant that the Holy
Spirit directed that Christian’s life. By fleshly, he meant that the desires of the flesh (the human
body) controlled the person’s life. In other words some people care about God’s desires; other
people seem to care mainly about their own desires.
When Christians act in a fleshly manner, they are behaving like babies. A baby can only think
about its own desires; it shows no responsibility. Of course, a baby should grow up and learn
mature attitudes. But many Christians fail to do that. Even when they have been Christians for
several years, they still care too much about their own feelings, desires and opinions.
That was what was happening in the church at Corinth. Paul said that the members there had
jealous attitudes. Also, they argued constantly. Many of those arguments were very serious (1
Corinthians 6:1-7). This is not how Christians should behave.
Such behaviour would not, of course, be unusual for people who are not Christians. But God’s
people should not behave as evil people behave. They should not imitate their behaviour or
their attitudes. Instead, they should love to obey God’s word (Psalm 1:1-2).
I am sure that Paul’s words gave a shock to those Christians at Corinth. They believed that the
Holy Spirit was directing them. They spoke in tongues (unknown languages) by the power of the
Holy Spirit. They prophesied (spoke messages from God) by the power of the Holy Spirit. They
loved to see the Holy Spirit’s work (1 Corinthians 14:12). They probably thought that they were
very spiritual. But their attitudes towards each other were still fleshly.

Christians who separate themselves from other Christians
(1 Corinthians 3:4-5)
There were different groups in the church at Corinth, and these groups were arguing with each
other. Paul has mentioned these arguments before, in 1 Corinthians 1:11-12.
Paul worked for 18 months in Corinth to establish the church there (Acts 18:11). After he left, an
African man called Apollos went there. Although he had only recently become a Christian (Acts
18:26), he already knew the Bible very well (Acts 18:24). Soon, he became the second leader of
Corinth’s church, although he had not yet met Paul (Acts 18:27-28).
Of course Apollos did not agree with everything that Paul had said. But they were not arguing with
each other. They served the same God; they were carrying on the same work. They were both
servants of God whom God had sent to help the people in Corinth.
Some people in Corinth believed in God when Paul spoke to them. Other people believed when
Apollos spoke to them. But God did not save them so that they could separate into two opposing
groups. God wanted to join them together as members of his church (1 Corinthians 12:12-13).
They separated themselves because of wrong, weak attitudes that Christians ought not to have
(1 Corinthians 3:3).
It is not always wrong for Christians to separate from each other. Sometimes God does guide a
group of Christians to start a new church. And sometimes a Christian should leave one church to
join another church. When Christians are obeying God, then these things are right and proper.
But it is very wrong when Christians hate each other. Christians should not argue constantly,
and they should not have jealous attitudes. Different groups of Christians must learn to love and to
respect each other (1 John 4:20-21; John 13:34; 1 Corinthians 12:26-27).
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Why church leaders are not all alike
(1 Corinthians 3:6-9)
When a great man makes a garden, he does not carry out all the work himself. Instead, he
appoints each of his servants to carry out a particular task. He chooses for each man the task that
he is most able to do.
So, one servant puts the plants into the soil. Another servant gives water to the plants. And other
servants carry out other tasks. Each one does the work that the master directs him to do.
For those servants, the reward is their wages. But for the master, the reward is the garden. It is the
master who chose to make it. He directed the servants to do their work. He deserves all the honour
for the beauty of that garden.
God’s people are like his garden (Song of Solomon 4:12-14). Their beauty is the result of his
work in their lives (Isaiah 61:10-11). By ‘beauty’ here, we mean the beautiful qualities that they
develop because of the Holy Spirit’s work in their lives (Galatians 5:22-23).
Notice how God carries out this work: he too uses his servants. Church leaders have a duty to
serve God; therefore, they are God’s servants (1 Corinthians 12:28). God directs each one in the
task which that person should do. Perhaps that task is to declare God’s good news, or to teach the
Bible. God arranges people to do these things so that all Christians can become mature in their
relationship with him (Ephesians 4:11-14).
So, we must not expect all our church leaders to be alike. God sends different kinds of people to
us, in order to carry out his work in our lives. But the result should be that our lives will please God.
And that will bring great honour to God.

How to build a strong church
(1 Corinthians 3:10-11)
The first Christian leaders established churches in many countries, but they did not build any
buildings. Christians usually met in houses or in public places. For them, the ‘church’ meant the
people, not the place.
So, Paul uses a building as a word-picture here. A building needs a strong base, called the
foundation (see Matthew 7:24-27). In the same manner, people need something strong that they
can depend on. That is true in our lives; and it is also true for our churches (the people, rather than
the buildings).
Paul insists that the only sensible foundation for anyone’s life or for any church is Jesus
Christ. We cannot depend on money, success or popularity, because these things do not last. We
cannot trust in politics, because governments change. We cannot even trust our own skills,
because we ourselves are weak. But Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and always
(Hebrews 13:8). God’s promises are certain. God does not disappoint the person who trusts in him
(Hebrews 6:19).
Paul wanted that first church in Corinth to be strong. So Paul did not urge those first Christians to
trust him, Paul. Instead, he constantly emphasised one message; the death of Christ (1
Corinthians 2:2). Paul was very aware of his own weakness (1 Corinthians 2:3), but Christ is
strong. If people in Corinth trusted Christ, then they and their church would be strong.
After Paul left, other Christian leaders went to Corinth. They were like builders who build upon a
foundation. But because the foundation of that church was Jesus Christ, it would remain strong.
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The work of church leaders
(1 Corinthians 3:12-13)
Paul’s list of building materials may seem strange. He begins with the most precious materials,
which are clearly only fit for a palace. Then, he mentions materials which may seem unsuitable for
a building. But in fact, poor people often used those materials to make their houses. For example,
you can mix straw with mud, and use it for the walls of a simple house.
The idea is that each builder must choose which materials to use. He must decide whether he will
give his most valuable materials for the building.
All of this is a word-picture for the work of church leaders in a church. Each one has an effect
on the people in that church; but his work may be good or bad. He can teach the people the
precious things that are in God’s word, the Bible (Psalm 19:7-10). Or he can teach them
weaker and poorer ideas, such as his own thoughts or political opinions.
God will test the work that those church leaders have carried out. The test is severe: fire. After a
fire, nothing will remain of most of these building materials. Only the most precious things, such
as gold and silver, can last.
By fire, Paul probably means God’s judgement, but he may mean troubles in this world, as in 1
Peter 1:6-7. The effect of both of these is the same, anyway. God removes from Christians’
lives all that is weak and unsatisfactory. His purpose is to make his people pure and perfect, so
that their lives will give honour to him (1 Peter 2:9-10).

The true test of a church leader’s work
(1 Corinthians 3:14-15)
It is a great responsibility to be a church leader (James 3:1). Many church leaders worry whether
they are teaching the right things in their churches. Even Paul had felt this kind of fear (Galatians
2:2). It was not just a fear of whether he was wasting his time. It was also a fear of whether other
people were suffering as a result.
There has to be a test of a church leader’s work. God lives in his people, so church leaders are in
fact building the house of God (1 Corinthians 3:16-17). Only the most precious materials belong in
God’s house. God’s house must be perfect in every way if it is to be fit and proper for God to live
there.
But, of course, church leaders are not perfect, and their work has many weaknesses. So God
allows a test that, like fire, removes those weaknesses.
For some church leaders, that test will bring about the loss of almost all their work. They will see
that they taught their own ideas, and not God’s word (the Bible). They will understand that they did
not teach people to trust Christ. They will know that their work for God was weak and
unsatisfactory. But still, if they themselves have sincerely trusted in Christ, God will save them.
Their loss will be great, but they will still have their own relationship with Christ.
But other church leaders genuinely study and teach God’s word. They constantly urge people to
trust Christ. They may only have small churches, and other people may not consider them
successful. But at God’s judgement, their work will last. And God will have a wonderful reward
for them.

Christians are holy; God lives in them
(1 Corinthians 3:16-17)
Paul has just used the word-picture of a building to mean God’s people. So we might think that he
continues that description here. But actually, Paul means what he says.
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God is living in the hearts and lives of his people. So they really are his temple now. Once, God’s
temple meant the sacred building that was his house in Jerusalem. But now God’s people are his
temple, because his Holy Spirit lives in them (John 14:16-17).
And for that reason, God’s people are holy. God has separated them for himself. They belong to
him, and he carefully defends them. He is like the owner of a house who acts to protect his own
property.
When God’s temple was a building, God was present there in a special way (1 Kings 8:10-11).
Even then, God sometimes acted to defend the honour of his house or its contents (2 Samuel
6:6-7; 2 Chronicles 26:16-21). And Jesus did the same (Mark 11:15-17).
God defends his own work. But it is a very terrible thing when people decide, on purpose, to
oppose his work (Hebrews 10:26-31). And it is very wrong when a church leader tries to use his
authority in the church for his own advantage (1 Timothy 6:3-5). There have always been church
leaders who want people to follow them instead of Christ (2 Peter 2:1-3).
Peter too taught that God’s people are holy (1 Peter 2:9). Paul taught that the Holy Spirit lives in
each Christian (Romans 8:9). So, Christians have a duty to give honour to God by the way
that they live. Now they belong to God (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).

Foolish arguments can seem wise
(1 Corinthians 3:18-20)
The Christians in the church at Corinth had separated themselves into several groups. One group
considered itself loyal to Paul, another to Apollos, another to Peter. But Paul, Apollos and Peter did
not set up the groups, and they did not approve. So we may ask why those groups existed.
The members of each group would say that they had made a wise decision. The church leader
whom they respected taught more wisely than anyone else. That was what they believed.
But Paul did not agree. He thought that each group was using clever arguments to oppose the
other groups. The kind of wisdom that caused those arguments did not come from God (1
Corinthians 3:4). Instead, it was the kind of wisdom that belongs to this world (1 Corinthians 2:12).
And that kind of wisdom does not help anyone to know God (1 Corinthians 1:21).
It may seem wise to insist that you are better than anyone else. But God considers those proud
attitudes to be foolish. It may seem foolish to depend on Christ’s death to save you. But God
considers that wise (1 Corinthians 1:23-24).
God knows the truth about people’s clever thoughts. He knows when those thoughts are just an
excuse for proud attitudes. A clever argument that does not give honour to God, achieves
nothing good. That kind of wisdom is completely without value.
Someone who is really working for God is not afraid to seem foolish (1 Corinthians 4:10). Of
course, really, such a person is wise, in God’s opinion.

Christians do not belong to their church leaders
(1 Corinthians 3:21-23)
Paul is referring to the opposing groups in the church at Corinth, which he mentioned in 1
Corinthians 1:12. Each person was saying that he belonged either to Paul, or Apollos, or Peter
(Cephas). They meant that they considered themselves loyal to that particular leader. And they
refused to respect the authority of anyone else.
Paul had explained that God appointed those leaders as workers in his church (1 Corinthians 3:59). Those men were obeying Christ’s command to serve other people (Mark 10:43). So, although
every Christian must belong to Christ, Christians do not belong to the leaders of their
churches.
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In fact, the opposite is true. It is the leaders of a church who belong to the members. God has
given that church its leaders so that they can serve the members. For that reason, Christians
should accept the leaders who teach them God’s word. They should be ready to learn from
everyone whom God sends to teach them. And God wanted to teach the Christians in Corinth by
means of Apollos and Peter, as well as Paul.
But God had not just provided a few men to benefit his people. He uses all things for the benefit of
his people. He has given them life, so that they may serve him. He allows their deaths, so that they
may be with him (Philippians 1:23). He gives them the present age as an opportunity to give
honour to him. And he will give them the future age, when they shall rule with him (Matthew 5:5).
But that is no reason to be proud. Christians do not even belong to themselves; they belong to
Christ (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). So they must be humble, even as Christ was humble. He obeyed
God the Father completely (Mark 14:36; John 8:28).

1 Corinthians chapter 4
The proper work of a church leader
(1 Corinthians 4:1)
Here is an explanation of the proper work of a church leader.
Different churches have different ideas about this subject. Some church leaders have so much
authority that they control the lives of their church members. Other church leaders seem to have no
authority whatever. They must constantly obey instructions from other people in their church.
Both of those types of leader think about their work as the relationship between themselves and
the church members.
Paul had a different idea. A church leader’s most important relationships are with Christ, and
with the Bible. To explain this, Paul used two different words for ‘servant’ in this verse:
(1) Church leaders are servants of Christ. Here, the word ‘servant’ means that they carry out
personal duties for their master. They do what he wants them to do.
(2) Church leaders are stewards of God’s mysteries. A steward is a servant who has the
responsibility to look after the master’s house. He must look after his master’s valuable things.
The word ‘mysteries’ has a particular meaning in the Bible, which does not match its usual
meaning today. It means the plans of God, especially his plan to save his people (1 Corinthians
2:7). In the past, people did not know those plans clearly (1 Peter 1:10-12). But now, through the
Gospel (God’s good news), God wants his servants to declare his message. It is for everyone who
will believe.

To whom are church leaders responsible?
(1 Corinthians 4:2-5)
Of course a church leader must be responsible. But we may ask to whom he is responsible.
The first Christians at Corinth thought that they must decide whom to follow. So they acted as if
they were the judges of the different Christian leaders. But, of course, they could not even agree
with each other about that!
Paul said that people’s decisions about him did not really matter. He would continue to work for
God, whatever other people may think about him.
Of course, sometimes other people must make a decision about a Christian leader. That is
especially true if the leader is doing something wrong. For example, the leader may not be
teaching the truth about Christ. But even in such situations, the people can only make a human
decision unless God guides them. And, for any Christian leader, the most important matter is the
relationship between that leader and Christ.
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Paul said that he would not even make a judgement about himself. Of course, it is right for us to
ask ourselves whether we are doing wrong things. Paul advised people to do that in 1 Corinthians
11:31. But if Paul was guilty of any wrong thing, he was not aware of it. His conscience was
satisfactory - but that still did not prove anything. People often do not realise that they are doing
wrong things.
So in the end, God has to be the judge of his servants. He alone sees and knows all things. He
knows when his people are carrying out their duties loyally. He knows how well they work for him.
And he will give to each person the reward that is right and proper.

Do not go beyond the Bible
(1 Corinthians 4:6-7)
The Christians in Corinth had separated themselves into several groups which argued against
each other (1 Corinthians 1:12). The members of each group thought that their group was better
than the other groups. For example, perhaps one group believed that the Holy Spirit was more
active in their group. Perhaps another group thought that they understood the Bible better than the
other groups. And perhaps another group considered themselves more holy than other people. So
they all argued.
That was not how Paul or Apollos behaved in Corinth, or anywhere else. They served God, and
they tried to show God’s love to everyone. They were not trying to prove that they were better than
anyone else. They considered themselves servants of God, who did his work (1 Corinthians 3:5-7).
Paul warned the Christians in Corinth not to have proud attitudes. There is no proper reason for a
Christian to be proud. If a Christian has any good thing, he has received that thing from God
(James 1:17). It is God who gives his word (the Bible) and his Spirit to his people. It is God who
has made his people holy. These things are not reasons to be proud. They are reasons to be
thankful to God. And they are reasons to serve God, and to love his people, in a humble manner.
Paul taught them this lesson, ‘Do not go beyond the Bible’. In other words, use the Bible to test
your own thoughts and attitudes. Live in the manner that the Bible teaches. If they did that, their
proud arguments would soon end. And they would want to serve each other in love (1 Corinthians
chapter 13).

Why Christians must never be proud
(1 Corinthians 4:8-10)
The members of each group in the church at Corinth were sure that they were very good
Christians. Certainly, they insisted that they were better than the people in the other groups.
The described themselves as if they were kings. They considered themselves to have everything
that they needed. They felt as if they were rich. They even imagined that they were ruling! Really,
they meant that their church was strong. Many people were at the meetings, and the Holy Spirit
was working among them. So the Christians in Corinth felt very pleased with themselves.
Paul wanted to show them that they were speaking in a proud manner. So he described the lives
of the first Christian leaders, including himself. They did not try to get honour or importance for
themselves. Instead, they accepted shame and insults from every cruel and wicked person. People
considered them fools, not wise men. They knew constant weakness and trouble.
Paul referred to the processions that military leaders led after a successful battle. Those leaders
received great honour, and so did their loyal soldiers. But at the end of the procession, the soldiers
forced some enemies to follow them. Those enemies were going to the place where they would
die. People stared at them and they felt complete disgust towards them. That was the kind of
shame that Paul and the other apostles (church leaders) felt.
In the future, Christians will rule with Christ, but that promise is not for the present time (2 Timothy
2:12). Now Christians often must suffer for Christ (Mark 8:34).
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True honour
(1 Corinthians 4:11)
Sometimes today, church leaders complain, perhaps about their wages or the amount of work that
they do.
But Paul was not really complaining. He considered it an honour to suffer because of Christ
(Colossians 1:24). And certainly, it is honourable to do God’s work.
We may say that it is not honourable to be without food or water or clothes. Paul had suffered
all of these things so that he could declare God’s message. Also, people had hit him with their fists,
and sometimes he had nowhere to live. Such a hard life would cause anyone to feel ashamed. And
shame is the opposite of honour.
However, the officials of a great king could suffer insults on behalf of their ruler (see 2 Samuel
10:1-5). His soldiers may suffer injury and death for the honour of their country. Although such
people may feel personal shame, their actions can bring honour to their country and its ruler. It is
an honour to any country to have inhabitants who have behaved in a noble manner,
especially in such circumstances.
Paul considered it wonderful that he could actually bring honour to Christ (1 Timothy 1:1215). Formerly, Paul had opposed Christ. Now Paul desired to serve Christ in an even more eager
manner. Paul even refused to accept any wages from the churches where he worked (1
Corinthians 4:12; 2 Corinthians 11:7-10). He worked with his hands; he made tents to earn his
money (Acts 18:3).
Of course God does not expect every Christian leader to behave like Paul. But no Christian leader
should ever be ashamed that he works for God.

How Christians should behave when other people are cruel to them
(1 Corinthians 4:12-13)
The ‘we’ in this passage means the apostles (the first Christian leaders). Paul seems to refer to
himself especially at the start of 1 Corinthians 4:12 (see 1 Thessalonians 2:9).
However, it is clear that Paul does not only intend these words for himself and the other apostles.
Soon, Paul will tell the Christians in Corinth to imitate his behaviour (1 Corinthians 4:16).
So, this is how all Christians should behave. They are God’s people. They should always do
what is right, good and proper in this evil world. They should show love and kindness to their
enemies. Paul’s words here are much like Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:43-45 and Luke 6:27-28.
People may use cruel and bitter words to insult Christians. But a Christian should not reply in the
same manner. Instead, a Christian’s words should be full of goodness, even in that difficult
situation. Christians pray for their enemies.
People may act in a cruel manner towards Christians. And perhaps they may continue to act in that
manner for a long time. But even when that happens, a Christian should not allow his relationship
with God to become weak. In fact, that Christian should trust God even more strongly
because of those troubles.
Evil people deal with Christians as if the life of a Christian has no value. These people care about
rubbish more than they care about Christians! But as those people try to fill the world with their evil
deeds, God’s people still serve him loyally. By their own good actions, Christians constantly
remind other people that God is good.
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Paul’s love for the Christians in Corinth
(1 Corinthians 4:14-15)
In the first Christian churches, many people tried to teach about God. Some of these teachers
were genuinely working for God; but other teachers just appointed themselves. They did it
because, perhaps, they wanted to earn money or to gain importance (Philippians 1:15-18).
In Corinth, the Christians may have considered it difficult to understand why Paul’s opinions still
mattered to them. Paul had left Corinth to go elsewhere; they had other teachers now. Paul
was saying that they were doing many wrong things in their church. It would not be easy to follow
Paul’s advice.
Paul’s reply was that he still had a responsibility for their church. And that responsibility had its
origin in Paul’s love for them. If those other men were teachers, Paul was like their father.
It was Christ who gave Paul that responsibility and that love. Christ sent Paul to Corinth. And
there, Paul was the first person to declare Christ’s message publicly. That was when Paul’s love
for the Christians in Corinth began. And that was how the church in Corinth began.
For the next 18 months, Paul looked after the new Christians in Corinth as a father looks after
a baby. The number of church members grew, and so did the strength of their relationship with
God. They came to Paul, and told him about their problems. He prayed for them, and he helped
them to trust God.
Paul could have said that he knew the Bible better than the other teachers. He was wiser than
them, and he had more experiences than them. All this was true, but Paul did not urge the
Christians in Corinth to obey him for those reasons. Instead, he asked them to follow his advice
because of his love for them.

Imitate me
(1 Corinthians 4:16)
‘Imitate me,’ urged Paul. That is a bold request. We cannot imagine that many church leaders
today would dare to say such a thing.
But fathers often tell their children to imitate them. Perhaps a child is unsure what to do, or perhaps
he is afraid or foolish. So the father tells the child, ‘Copy what I do.’
That is a much better way to teach than just to give instructions. The child sees what the father is
doing. The child has confidence because his father is doing that thing first.
Paul has just described himself as the ‘father’ of the church at Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:15). And
here he speaks not merely as a teacher, but as a father. For 18 months, the Christians in Corinth
had seen how Paul behaved (Acts 18:11). So they knew his statements in 1 Corinthians 4:10-13
were true. That was how he had behaved in Corinth. And that was how he wanted them to behave,
too.
If church leaders today would not tell anyone to imitate them, perhaps their attitude is different from
Paul’s attitude. Perhaps they feel that they are carrying out a job, like a teacher. Perhaps they feel
unable to take the sort of responsibility that Paul took.
Of course Paul was not pretending to be perfect (1 Corinthians 13:9-10). But he was not afraid of
responsibility. He had examined his own life, and he urged people to copy him. He had tested his
thoughts, behaviour and attitudes with many experiences. What had proved to be good in Paul’s
life would be good for other people, too.
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About Timothy
(1 Corinthians 4:17)
People usually describe Timothy as one of Paul’s companions - a young man who worked with
Paul.
Actually, however, Paul and Timothy did not often work together in the same town. We often
read that Paul sent Timothy to help or to teach a group of Christians elsewhere. Paul could not go,
but he sent Timothy on his behalf. And Timothy loyally followed Paul’s instructions.
Even when both men were working in the same town, they worked separately. It was Timothy’s
arrival in Corinth that gave Paul the opportunity to concentrate on the message of Christ’s death
(Acts 18:5; 1 Corinthians 2:2). Perhaps it was Timothy who then carried out the ceremony called
baptism (see 1 Corinthians 1:14-17 and Acts 18:8).
Two people can work together in such a manner if they trust each other. Clearly, Paul had
discovered that he could trust Timothy (Philippians 2:19-22). And Timothy always respected Paul.
Paul was constantly praying for Timothy (2 Timothy 1:3). 2 Timothy 1:4 shows us that they were
true friends; they very much desired to be together.
1 Corinthians 16:8-9 explains why Paul could not go to Corinth immediately. God had given Paul a
wonderful opportunity to declare his (God’s) good news at Ephesus. You can read what happened
in Acts 19:8-19.
Paul could not leave Ephesus yet, but he was able to send Timothy back to Corinth. However,
Timothy would not remain in Corinth for a long time. Soon, Paul would need his help again (1
Corinthians 16:10-11).

How Paul dealt with proud people
(1 Corinthians 4:18-21)
In 1 Corinthians 4:6, Paul urged the Christians in Corinth not to have proud attitudes. Here, in 1
Corinthians 4:18-19, he says clearly that some of them were already proud. He also explains the
reason why they had that attitude. It was because Paul was not there in Corinth to oppose them.
Nobody in Corinth could act in the power of God’s Holy Spirit to stop them.
Paul insisted that he would come to Corinth soon. Of course, he would only come if God wanted
him to come. Sometimes God had guided Paul to places that Paul did not expect (Acts 16:6-10).
Paul always had to obey God. But Paul expected God to send him to Corinth.
When Paul arrived at Corinth, he would deal with those proud people. Paul preferred to speak to
people in a humble, gentle manner that showed real love. But such gentle words will not usually
convince proud people to change their attitudes. It was usual for a father to take a stick and to hit
a proud child with it (Proverbs 22:15).
Paul had something much more powerful than a stick to deal with the proud people in Corinth. And
he certainly would not depend on his own words, as the proud people did. Instead, Paul would
ask God to give him the power of the Holy Spirit to deal with this situation.
Paul was confident that God would do that. He had seen how powerfully God had acted by his
Spirit during his previous visit to Corinth (1 Corinthians 2:4-5). God would do that again, because
he was establishing his kingdom (his rule) in his people’s lives. God would certainly complete the
work that he had begun in their lives (Philippians 1:6).
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1 Corinthians chapter 5
A church member who married his father’s wife
(1 Corinthians 5:1-2)
A certain man had married a woman who was formerly one of his father’s wives. Because of that
family relationship, this man and this woman were carrying out sex acts that were against God’s
law (Leviticus 20:11). The man was one of the members of the church at Corinth. And the facts of
the matter were well-known.
Sometimes a person with a very evil life starts to attend church because he wants to know God.
That is a good thing, and the church members should encourage that person. But that was not the
situation in Corinth. There, the man was already a church member when he began his evil
behaviour.
And this was not just the stupid actions of a Christian who does not understand God’s law properly.
Even people who were not Christians considered such behaviour to be wicked. This man had
chosen on purpose to act in a manner that was against God’s law.
We do not know why the man was acting in this manner. Perhaps he had become very proud.
Perhaps he had allowed his emotions to rule his life. Perhaps he imagined that he did not have to
obey any laws now.
It astonished Paul that some other members of that church felt proud (1 Corinthians 4:18). A
member of their church was behaving wickedly, and they had been unable to stop him.
When a city is in danger, its inhabitants behave in a humble and serious manner (Jonah chapter
3). They stop their usual activities, and they desperately pray for God’s help.
And that was how the Christians in Corinth should behave in this terrible situation. God’s work
in their city was in danger because of how this man had behaved (Ecclesiastes 9:18). The other
Christians needed God’s help to deal with such a serious situation.

How church leaders should deal with a member who behaves very
wickedly
(1 Corinthians 5:3-5)
A member of the church at Corinth was behaving in a very wicked manner. The local church
leaders had been unable to deal with the situation. They did not know what to do.
Paul was several hundred miles away from Corinth, but he knew how to deal with this matter. In
fact, he had already done it. What the church at Corinth needed most was not powerful words or
physical strength. Paul would have needed to be present in Corinth to use those things.
What the church actually needed was the power of God’s Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 4:20).
Distance is not a problem for the Holy Spirit (John 4:46-53). That was how Paul was able to deal
with the matter by prayer. He told the leaders of the church to join in with his prayer. They would
agree in prayer, and God would deal with the situation (Matthew 18:19-20).
The man’s wrong deeds were so severe that the church leaders should ask God to do
something very serious. The aim was to help the man, in fact to save his spirit from hell. The
man’s spirit was in danger because of the wicked things that he was doing with his body. Only
troubles that affected his body would stop his evil behaviour. The leaders would not ask Satan (the
devil) to cause those troubles. But they would ask God to allow Satan to do that.
When the troubles happened, the man would have an opportunity to think again about his
actions. He would be able to repent, in other words, to change his attitudes and, as a result, his
behaviour. 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 seems to show that, in the end, the man chose to repent. So Paul
then told the church members that they should forgive him.
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Sin is like yeast
(1 Corinthians 5:6-7)
Yeast (or leaven) is a substance that people use in order to make bread. You only add a little
yeast to the flour. The yeast grows and it spreads right through the flour. Jesus described this
process in Matthew 13:33.
Here, Paul used yeast as a word picture of the effect of sin (evil deeds) in a Christian’s life.
When someone starts to do wrong things, it is difficult to stop. A Christian should deal with any sin
that he may carry out, at once (1 John 1:9). Otherwise, that first act will lead to a series of evil
actions. Such evil behaviour will certainly spoil that person’s relationship with God. God hates all
sin.
Unleavened bread is bread that does not contain yeast. People eat no other bread during the
sacred holiday called the Passover. Because they are preparing the unleavened bread for a
sacred purpose, they are very careful. They first remove anything that contains yeast from their
houses. Then they clean the house. And only then can they make their bread.
That is how careful Christians should be to remove sin from their lives. They should examine
every part of their own lives.
Paul links this with the idea of the Passover. Formerly, people killed a lamb (a young sheep) for the
Passover meal. Exodus 12:21-23 explains why. It was so that God would save their families
from death.
Like that lamb, Christ died during the Passover. John 1:29 explains why. It was so that God
would save his people from sin and from death (Romans 6:23).

Change your attitudes in order to serve God
(1 Corinthians 5:8)
Paul has just written about the sacred holiday called the Passover. To prepare for the Passover,
people remove all the yeast from their homes. During that holiday, they only eat bread that
contains no yeast.
Yeast is the substance that makes bread rise. Here, however, Paul uses it as a word-picture. He
explains what he means. By ‘yeast’, he means evil acts and attitudes of hate. Christians should
not hate people, and they should not do evil things. They must remove wrong thoughts from their
minds, and wrong behaviour from their lives. Those wrong things belonged to their former lives,
before they became Christians.
Bread that contains no yeast is called unleavened bread. Paul also uses this as a word-picture.
He means sincere and true attitudes. Christians must replace evil thoughts with sincere and true
thoughts. They must replace wrong behaviour with actions that are right and good.
When people remove yeast from their homes for the Passover, they do it for a sacred purpose.
They want the Passover to be a holiday that God approves of. In the same manner, Christians
remove those wrong things from their lives for a sacred purpose. They want to live in the
manner that God approves of. God does not approve of evil acts or attitudes of hate. God
approves of what is sincere and true.

How Christians should deal with evil people
(1 Corinthians 5:9-10)
Clearly, Paul wrote a previous letter to the church at Corinth. That letter does not still exist. It
contained an instruction that the Christians in Corinth did not understand properly. So here, Paul
explains further what he meant by that instruction.
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In his previous letter, Paul had warned the Christians about wrong sex acts. However, he did not
just say that Christians must avoid those wrong acts. He also told them to avoid people who
carry out those acts. That was the instruction that they could not understand.
They thought that Paul was telling them to keep away from evil people. So, they tried to avoid
friendship with anyone who was not a Christian. But they realised that it was impossible to avoid
evil people completely. Every Christian must sometimes deal with people who disagree with
his beliefs.
Actually, Christians ought to speak to people who are not Christians. Jesus told Christians
that they should declare his good news to everyone (Matthew 28:19; Acts 1:8). Their work,
friendships and other relationships often provide opportunities to do that. Paul did that, and he
wanted other Christians to do it too.
In 1 Corinthians 5:11, Paul explains the correct meaning of his original instruction. He was
warning about Christians who decide, on purpose, to live in an evil manner. Other Christians
should not allow those Christians to behave like that, as if they are doing nothing wrong. Instead,
loyal Christians should separate themselves from such people. By that means, they show that God
does not approve of those evil acts.

How Christians should act when other Christians carry out evil acts
(1 Corinthians 5:11)
When people become Christians, their lives should change. Formerly they lived for their own
pleasure, now their desire should be to please God. They should stop their evil behaviour and they
should choose to obey God instead.
Sometimes we see a great change in a person’s life immediately. Formerly perhaps, that
person served the devil with all their strength, now they serve God with all their strength. However,
often the change seems a much slower process. It can take time to learn how God wants you
to behave.
For that reason, church leaders have to be very patient with their members. They must not be
cruel to someone who is struggling to obey God. They must try to help Christians even when those
people are guilty of serious errors (Galatians 6:1).
But there can be a situation where a Christian chooses, on purpose, to live in a wicked
manner. One particular man in Corinth had made such a decision (1 Corinthians 5:1). A church
leader should first speak to such a person privately, in a gentle and humble manner, after much
prayer. That leader should show the person why his actions are against God’s law. And the leader
should urge the person to change his behaviour and to obey God.
Paul explains here what to do when all such efforts fail. First, it is essential to deal with the
matter in prayer (1 Corinthians 5:3-5). And in the end, it may be necessary to separate that person
from the church. But the intention should not be to hurt that person. Our aim is to save that
person from the evil desires that ruin a person’s relationship with God (1 Corinthians 5:5).

When should a church leader act as judge?
(1 Corinthians 5:12-13)
Sometimes Christians complain too much about the behaviour of people who are not
Christians. Perhaps those Christians are just gossiping. Or perhaps they are genuinely worried
about the state of this world.
There are proper reasons why Christians should be aware of other people’s evil deeds. Christians
have a duty to pray for other people. Also, Christians must sometimes explain to people why their
actions are against God’s law. And Christians should help people who suffer because of other
people’s evil and cruel actions.
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Christians should always remember that God is the judge. They themselves do not normally have
any authority to act as judges. So instead, they must trust God to do what is right. And they must
only deal with those matters that God wants them to deal with.
However, there is one matter where God gives some Christians authority to make judgements. It is
in the organisation of churches. Church leaders must sometimes make important decisions
about the members of their churches. And in those matters, the church leader acts as a judge.
It is a serious responsibility, and the church leader must pray carefully. God’s word, the Bible,
should guide his decision, as the law guides a judge. The church leader must not show favour
(special kindness) to someone who is wealthy, impressive or important. He must do what God
wants him to do.
The church leaders at Corinth had to ask a very evil man to leave their church (1 Corinthians 5:1).
It was a difficult thing to do. But God had given them authority to make that judgement.

1 Corinthians chapter 6
Wrong use of judges
(1 Corinthians 6:1)
While Paul was working in Corinth, some people tried to oppose him in a very strong manner. They
took Paul in front of a judge, and they tried to argue against Paul’s beliefs. That happened in many
other places too, and Paul had often suffered punishments because of his beliefs (2 Corinthians
11:23-25).
However in Corinth, the judge did something unusual. He refused to listen to any arguments about
people’s beliefs. And he ordered the people who were opposing Paul to leave the court. That
allowed Paul to continue his work in Corinth (Acts 18:12-17).
The people who opposed Paul then were not Christians. However, you might expect the Christians
in Corinth to learn something from their experience. But in fact, the Christians were trying to get
the support of judges whenever they disagreed with each other.
This still happens occasionally today when groups of Christians disagree. They cannot stop an
opposing group by mere arguments, so they appeal to the law and to judges. For example, one
group of Christians may ask a judge to order another group not to meet in their town. Sometimes
they can find legal reasons to support their argument. Of course, those legal reasons are usually
just the excuse for their actions. The real reason is that the two groups disagree about their beliefs.
We know that, in certain situations, Paul demanded his legal rights (Acts 16:37-39). He also
considered it proper sometimes to appeal to a judge (Acts 25:10-12). Clearly, he did not believe
that Christians should never use the law.
But Paul considered the actions of the Christians in Corinth shameful. He does not tell us
why they were appealing to judges. But we know that there were opposing groups in their church
(1 Corinthians 1:10-12). It seems that they were asking judges to deal with those arguments. And
Paul considered that wrong.

The saints will judge angels
(1 Corinthians 6:2-3)
In the Bible, the word ‘saints’ means God’s holy people, and that does not just mean a few
special people. Paul declares that God’s people will judge the world. He even adds that they will
judge angels. These statements may astonish us. But for Paul, these things were clear facts. He
even expresses surprise that some Christians seemed not to know these things.
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Clearly today, most Christians do not know these things. And many Christian writers consider this
passage hard to understand. However, we should be able to find the explanation of Paul’s
words elsewhere in the Bible. Paul did not make statements like those ones unless the Old
Testament (the older part of the Bible) already taught those things.
Probably, Paul was referring to Daniel chapter 7. That chapter describes how 4 powerful forces
would rule the world. They would be cruel, like fierce wild animals, and they would use their power
in a terrible manner. They would appoint kings, and for a period of time, they would even oppose
God’s holy people.
In the end, God will declare his judgement against those evil forces. And he will appoint the
saints, his holy people, to rule the world (Daniel 7:27). Their authority and power will come from
God, and his rule will never end.
It is a modern idea to separate the work of judges and rulers. In former times, ‘to judge’ meant ‘to
have legal authority’. So rulers acted as judges, and judges acted as rulers.
The angels are the powerful spirits that God created to serve him. But some angels were not loyal
to God. These evil angels control the evil forces that now rule this world (Ephesians 6:12). When
God establishes the rule of his holy people, this will be his act of judgement against those evil
angels.

Arguments between Christians and how to deal with them
(1 Corinthians 6:4-6)
In the future world, Christians will rule as judges. In other words, they will have legal authority in
matters of great importance. But in this life, the Christians in Corinth were not even accepting the
responsibility to deal with minor matters. They were arguing constantly, but they would not allow
any Christian to decide between them. Paul says that they should be ashamed.
Instead, they were going to judges who were not Christians. And they were arguing with each other
in public. Such actions would not help people to believe in God. If Christians are constantly
accusing each other, other people will not know what to believe.
Paul described Christians as ‘brothers’. They all have the same Father, that is, God. If Christians
are brothers, they should show love towards each other (Psalm 133:1; 1 John 3:10).
Paul insists that the Christians must find a way to deal with these arguments. In the future world,
Christians will be rulers and judges, so they should start with their own arguments now.
They must find one wise person in their church whose decision they would all respect. And they
should allow that person to decide about these matters.
The problem in Corinth was that the Christians did not respect their local church leaders. Instead,
the Christians cared too much about their own opinions. That is why they argued. But they really
needed the leaders whom God had appointed. God had given them each of those leaders for a
particular purpose (1 Corinthians 12:28).

The right attitude when Christians disagree
(1 Corinthians 6:7-8)
In many ways, Christians should behave in a completely different manner from how other people
behave. Their thoughts and attitudes must sometimes be the opposite of other people’s thoughts
and attitudes.
There are several reasons for that difference. Most other people care only about their lives in the
present world. For Christians, however, the future world and the future age are much more
important. Most people are eager to protect themselves, their possessions, their homes and their
families. But Christians give all these things to God (Mark 10:29-30). Instead, Christians love God,
and they love other people (Mark 12:29-31).
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In 1 Corinthians 4:12-13, Paul described how he and the other Christian leaders behaved. People
insulted them, but they spoke words of kindness. When people did evil things to them, they did
good things. When people hated them, they showed love. That was how Jesus had taught them to
behave (Matthew 5:43-48).
Now Paul urged the Christians in Corinth to behave in a similar manner towards each other. They
were arguing so much that they were even taking each other in front of the city’s judges. They
accused each other so often that they forgot Jesus’ command to show love to each other
(John 13:34).
Those Christians needed to change their attitudes completely. It is better to suffer pain and loss
than to cause these things. It is terrible to be responsible for a bad or an evil act - especially
when your own brother suffers it.
And that was how Paul wanted the Christians to consider each other: as brothers. God is their
Father, so they belong to his family. The relationship of Christians to each other is the same as that
of brothers and sisters who love each other.

The kind of behaviour that is against God’s law
(1 Corinthians 6:9-10)
Christians should never forget how they obtained a right relationship with God. It was certainly
not by their own efforts, or because of some good thing that they did. It was entirely because
of God’s kindness, by the death of Jesus Christ. Christians have no reason to be proud (1
Corinthians 4:7).
Paul’s list in 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 shows the kind of behaviour that is against God’s law. Paul’s
purpose is to show Christians that their lives should be different from other people’s lives. They
should not pray to false gods. They should not have sex, except between a husband and his wife.
They should not steal, or be jealous of other people’s possessions. They should not live in a
careless manner, for example because of alcohol.
There are many other things that are against God’s law, of course. But Paul chooses this list to
show a particular kind of behaviour. People who choose to live in this manner often care only
about themselves. For example, they have wrong sex because they want to satisfy their own
desires. They pray to false gods in order to get the things that they want. They steal to make
themselves rich; they drink alcohol to make themselves happy.
Such people do not desire the things that God wants. They will not receive the good things that
God gives. And they cannot benefit from his promises.
However, not everyone who lives in this manner will go to hell. God changes people. In fact,
several of the Christians at Corinth formerly behaved in this manner. But God saved them
and changed their lives completely (1 Corinthians 6:11).
However, Christians must be careful. It is God who has changed their lives. So, they must not
return to the sort of behaviour that offends God.

How God changes people when they become Christians
(1 Corinthians 6:11)
Paul has just made a list of some wrong things that the Christians in Corinth used to do (1
Corinthians 6:9-10). These are serious matters; God had saved many evil people there.
Although God had changed their lives, those evil things still tempted them. Some people were
arguing that Christians did not have to obey God’s law (1 Corinthians 6:12-13). One particular man
had even married his father’s former wife, although this is clearly against God’s law. And many
other Christians felt a strong desire for wrong sex (1 Corinthians 7:2).
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So Paul urged the Christians to remember how wonderfully God had changed their lives. God
had saved them from the evil desires and wrong behaviour that formerly controlled their lives. They
certainly should not allow those wrong things to control them again (1 Corinthians 6:12).
Those evil deeds are like dirt; they spoil people’s lives. But Christians are like people who have
washed themselves at a pure stream. As water removes dirt, so God had taken away their wrong
behaviour. He forgave them, but he did more than that. He also removed the evil deeds from them;
they never had to behave like that again.
And then God made them holy. In other words, he separated them so that they belonged to him.
What formerly ruled their lives now had no power over them. Instead, they became God's holy,
special people (1 Peter 2:9-10).
Then God declared them righteous, in other words, good. He declared that their lives pleased
him. During their former lives, it seemed impossible that such people could ever please God. But
God had done this wonderful thing by the death of Christ. And he worked in their lives by the
power of his Holy Spirit.

Are Christians free to do whatever they want?
(1 Corinthians 6:12)
The phrase that Paul repeats means: ‘I am free to do whatever I want’. It actually appears 4 times
in the Book of 1 Corinthians - see 1 Corinthians 10:23. Each time, Paul considers it necessary to
add something to the basic statement. There is something true about the statement. But by
itself, the statement is wrong and dangerous.
Christians are free people because of their relationship with Christ (Romans 8:1-2; Galatians
3:24-25). The purpose of God’s law is not to control his people; they are genuinely free (Galatians
5:1). The law exists to show people that they need Christ to save them (Galatians 3:19; Romans
2:12). But after God has saved someone, the Holy Spirit should guide that person’s life (Galatians
5:18).
The Christians in Corinth considered themselves free. And they had seen evidence that the Holy
Spirit was working in their lives (1 Corinthians 14: 27-32). But Paul insisted that they were not yet
mature in their Christian lives (1 Corinthians 3:1). They were doing what they themselves
wanted to do (1 Corinthians 3:3). So they were not doing what God wanted them to do.
When a Christian really is mature, there is no difference. The mature Christian wants to do
whatever God wants him to do. For that person, the statement is true: ‘I am free to do whatever I
want’. That is the person whom the Holy Spirit really is guiding.
For other people, however, the statement is wrong. They may be free, but they want the wrong
things. Christians should not do evil and bad things. Christians should not allow wicked desires to
rule their lives. Instead, they must actively choose to do the things that God wants them to do.

‘Food is for the stomach; and the stomach is for food’
(1 Corinthians 6:13)
‘Food is for the stomach; and the stomach is for food.’ This is the sort of statement that a very
greedy person might declare. There were some Christians in Corinth who liked their food too much
(1 Corinthians 11:21). However, Paul’s real subject here is other kinds of wrong desires. Wrong
desires can take control of a person’s life and they can ruin that person’s relationship with God.
So the meaning of the statement at the start of 1 Corinthians 6:13, is: ‘What I want is good for me.’
And Paul’s reply seems angry; it means: ‘What you want is wrong, and evil! God will certainly
bring about the end of all that you desire!’ In particular, Paul mentions the wrong desire for sex.
That is, the desire for sex when God’s law does not permit it. Of course we feel in our bodies a
desire for such things, but that feeling is not good. It is not helpful to us. It will not improve our
relationship with God. If we give in to that feeling, it will spoil our relationship with God.
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We must not just do what we want. We must always ask ourselves what God wants. If we
want the wrong things, we must ask God to help us. We need him to change our thoughts and
desires so that they are more like his thoughts and desires.
At the end of the verse, Paul offers us a better statement to remember. ‘The body is for the Lord
(Christ); and the Lord for the body.’ He means, ‘God knows what is best for us. So we must give
ourselves completely to him. And we should use our bodies to do what he considers right and
good.’

What Paul taught about the human body
(1 Corinthians 6:14)
In 1 Corinthians 6:13, Paul taught that Christians should use their bodies for Christ. It would be
easy to think that he was just warning them about wrong desires, especially wrong sex. It is our
spirits, and not our bodies that we principally desire God to save. It is our spirits and not our bodies
that can live in heaven.
But here, Paul shows that his words about the body have an even more important meaning.
Christ’s body was dead, but God brought it back to life. In fact, Christ then received a better and
more wonderful type of life than he had before his death.
In the same way, God also will bring life to the bodies of his people. Although they may die, their
bodies (and not just their spirits) will live again. And their new bodies will have a better and
more wonderful type of life than they ever knew before (1 Corinthians 15:42-44).
Of course we must not care only about the desires that we feel in this world. Our lives here are
short, and these feelings are only temporary. That is why we so often want the wrong things. We
desire things to satisfy our emotions, instead of things that can help us in our relationship with God.
Today, of course, we understand that relationship most clearly in our spirits. In our bodies, we are
usually more aware of emotions and of desires that have a connection with this world. But God
wants to have a relationship with both our bodies and our spirits. And that relationship will
never end.
Paul will write much more about this subject in 1 Corinthians chapter 15.

Christians belong to Christ, so they should avoid wrong sex acts
(1 Corinthians 6:15-17)
Paul understood how hard it can be to avoid wrong behaviour. So he was careful not just to
give instructions for Christians to obey. He also explained why Christians should do these things.
He wanted them to understand the reasons so that they could make right decisions.
Here, Paul was writing especially about wrong sex acts. Of course, people do such things with their
bodies. So Paul urged his readers to think about the relationship between their bodies and
Christ. Then they would understand how God thinks about such behaviour.
The words at the end of 1 Corinthians 6:16 are from Genesis 2:24. That verse describes how God
unites a man with his wife. And the same verse also describes the relationship between Christ and
Christians (Ephesians 5:31-32).
That is how God thinks about Christians: as the bride of Christ (Ephesians 5:25-27). And if
they are his bride, they are united with him as part of his body (1 Corinthians 12:27).
And that is how Christians should think about themselves. Together, they are the bride of Christ
and, therefore, part of his body (1 Corinthians 10:16-17).
Genesis 2:24 helps us to understand why a man should only have sex with his wife. Someone who
has sex with someone else has begun a relationship with that person. In God’s opinion, there is a
real connection between them.
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Christians belong to Christ even as a bride belongs to her husband. So it is very wrong if they
then form a connection with someone else by means of a wrong sex relationship. God’s people
belong to him, and he wants them to be wholly his.

‘Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit’
(1 Corinthians 6:18-20)
It is clear to everyone why God considers certain actions to be wrong. We all know the trouble that
lies can cause. We know the pain that cruelty can cause.
It may seem harder to say why certain sex acts are wrong. If two adults agree to do something,
perhaps nobody will suffer from that act. But God’s law may still declare it to be wrong.
People claim the right to do whatever they wish to their own bodies. They say, ‘I am free to do
whatever I want’ (1 Corinthians 6:12). Or, ‘I am only trying to satisfy my own desires’ (1 Corinthians
6:13).
The Bible insists that people do not have these rights. They owe everything - even their own
bodies - to God, who made them. So, they are responsible to him (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).
It is especially serious when Christians do these things. When they became Christians, they
invited God into their lives. He accepted, so now he lives in them by his Spirit. Their bodies are
the house of God, in other words, the temple where the Holy Spirit is present. It is terrible to carry
out an unholy and wicked act against God’s house. But Christians are doing that if they
carry out wrong sex acts. So of course, they should ask God to forgive them (1 John 1:9). They
need his help so that they can stop completely that wrong behaviour.
When God saved them, he paid a price. That price was the death of Christ. So now they are not
their own. In other words, they do not belong to themselves. They belong to God. He has placed
his Spirit inside them, as evidence that he owns their lives. So now they are God’s people. And
their bodies are his temple - the house of God.

1 Corinthians chapter 7
Is it good to marry?
(1 Corinthians 7:1-2)
In the church at Corinth, there were strong opposing groups, but the leaders of the church seemed
weak. When the groups argued with each other, the leaders were unable to speak with authority.
Probably those leaders did not yet understand the Bible well enough. Nobody in Corinth had been
a Christian for more than 3 or 4 years; their church was a new church.
It seems from 1 Corinthians chapter 7 that many of the arguments were about marriage. Those
arguments became so serious that the local leaders wrote to ask Paul for advice. It seems that
Stephanas travelled several hundred miles to take their letter to Paul (1 Corinthians 16:17). And
then he brought back this letter, the Book of 1 Corinthians, as Paul’s reply.
The leaders’ question was probably whether it is good for a Christian man to marry. Paul
replied that no one answer is right for everyone. Everyone’s life is different. God has a different
plan for the life of each Christian.
Christians should always try to live in a manner that pleases God. That is the most important
principle. So if a man chooses not to marry in order to serve God better, that is good. But it is not
good if that unmarried man then chooses to have sex with a woman. That is against God’s law. A
man and a woman should marry before they have sex. They can then serve God better because
they have chosen to marry.
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Paul emphasised that a husband should only have one wife. In the same manner, a wife should
have just one husband. But these are simple rules, and people’s lives are complex. For example, a
widow can remarry. Or a man may have married several wives before he became a Christian. In
circumstances like that, it can be difficult to know what to do. But in every circumstance,
Christians should always choose to do the things that please God.

Duties of husbands and wives
(1 Corinthians 7:3-5)
Paul was answering the question: ‘Is it good for a Christian to marry?’ For many people, that
question means, ‘Will I benefit if I marry?’ That is a selfish attitude. A husband and wife should
care about each other, and not just about themselves.
Many people marry for selfish reasons, then after their marriage, they continue to live in a selfish
manner. They may like each other very much, but it is not real love (1 Corinthians chapter 13).
They feel happy because of their marriage, but that is just their emotions. By their marriage, they
are trying to get things; not to give.
That is not how God wants marriage to be. At a Christian marriage, a man and woman give
themselves to each other. They accept duties towards each other. They agree not to be selfish,
but to look after each other. They promise to give their time, money and energy to each other for
that purpose, and for their children.
A Christian husband and wife should love God even more than they love each other. An unmarried
Christian can express his love to God in prayer whenever he has the opportunity. But a Christian
husband and wife have duties towards each other. They should not just take all the time that
they have for each other in order to pray. Because of their marriage, they are not free to do
whatever they want. Their time belongs to each other, and to their family.
But sometimes the Christian man or his wife may desire time alone with God, perhaps for a few
weeks. If they both agree, then it is right for them to separate for that period. And at the end, they
should return to each other.

Will I serve God better if I marry?
(1 Corinthians 7:6-7)
Paul was not married (1 Corinthians 9:5). That fact surprises us. Paul was Jewish, and usually all
Jewish men married. (The Jewish people belong to the nation that came from the families of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.) Perhaps the explanation is that Paul’s wife had died.
But Paul was not unhappy that he did not now have a wife. In fact, he considered it a good thing to
be unmarried. He explains the reasons for this in 1 Corinthians 7:32-35. As an unmarried man,
he could serve God in ways that would be difficult for a married man.
A married man has a duty to look after his wife. But Paul was free to go wherever God sent him. A
married man should avoid unnecessary danger, because his injury or death would cause trouble
for his wife. But Paul constantly accepted risks as he worked for God (2 Corinthians 11:23-27). It
would not have been sensible for Paul to do these things if he still had a wife.
Paul even wished that all Christians were free to serve God like that. But Paul recognised that
God wanted some men to be married. Jesus’ brothers, Peter and the other Christian leaders had
all married (1 Corinthians 9:5). That was their gift from God, even as Paul’s unmarried state was
also a gift from God.
For that reason, Paul was careful not to make any rules about whether Christians should
marry. They must pray to find out what God wants them to do. Perhaps God will give them a
Christian husband or wife, so that they can serve God better together. Or perhaps, like Paul, they
will serve God better as an unmarried person.

235

Advice to unmarried people and widows
(1 Corinthians 7:8-9)
These are not rules; Paul was giving advice here. He was dealing with a situation where people
were not free to arrange their own marriages. Families agreed which boy would marry which girl, at
a young age. When he became a man, the boy could choose the right time for their marriage. But
the girl had no choice in the matter.
For that reason, Paul gave this advice to unmarried men and to widows. Unmarried men could
choose whether or not to marry their young woman yet. Widows were free to remarry if they
wished.
Paul advised them that it was probably wiser not to marry. Across the world, Christians were
suffering because of the cruel actions of their enemies. It would not be easy for a Christian
husband and wife to look after each other in the present situation (1 Corinthians 7:28-31). Their
duties to each other would cause special difficulties for them.
So certainly, people should not marry without a good reason. Strong emotions and selfish
desires are not good enough reasons to marry - and especially not in such circumstances.
Paul told them only to marry if their love for each other made it absolutely necessary. He
refers, perhaps, to Song of Solomon 8:6. Perhaps a man and a woman have such a desire to look
after each other that only death will separate them. Perhaps their love is so constant that it seems
like a burning flame in their hearts and minds. Then Paul agreed that they should marry. But
otherwise, it was probably more sensible not to marry.

Advice about divorce
(1 Corinthians 7:10-11)
Many Christians have just one answer when people ask them about divorce. ‘Marriage is for life,’
they say. ‘A husband and wife must stay together until one of them dies.’
Paul gave a more practical answer to that question.
Firstly, Paul agreed that marriage is for life. He explained that this was not just his idea. God
wanted husbands and wives to remain married for their whole lives. Jesus taught that in Mark 10:212, and Paul believed it.
So Paul taught that husbands and wives should remain together. That is, they should remain
married. Of course, sometimes a husband and wife have to live apart because of work or other
duties. But they should still love each other and they should look after each other.
But Paul also understood that husbands and wives can have very serious troubles. He knew
that sometimes a wife considers it necessary to leave her husband. For example, she might have
to leave home because of his cruelty.
Paul taught that such a woman should not remarry. Perhaps God would answer her prayers for
her husband, and she would be able to return to him. But otherwise, she should live as an
unmarried woman does. He believed that it was wrong for her to marry another man during her
husband’s life (see Mark 10:11-12; but also study Matthew 19:9.)
Sometimes Christians will not forgive a person who divorces. Sometimes they may act in an unkind
manner towards someone who has remarried. But God is not like that. He is ready to forgive
whatever wrong things we may do (1 John 1:9). Read what Jesus said in Luke 7:36-50 and John
4:4-42. Then think about the women in those passages.
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Advice to Christians whose husbands or wives are not Christians
(1 Corinthians 7:12-13)
We like the way that Paul carefully separated his own opinions from God’s commands. Many
church leaders today do not do that. They constantly speak as if they are declaring God’s word.
And sometimes people do not know whether they are following a mere human idea, or a command
from God.
Here Paul was advising men whose wives were not Christians. A Christian man should marry a
Christian woman (2 Corinthians 6:14). But these men had married before they became
Christians.
When someone becomes a Christian, that person has not merely changed his opinions about
religion. There is a complete change that affects every part of that person’s life (2 Corinthians
5:17). That person has new attitudes, and he behaves in a completely different way. His former
friends may now oppose him. He may have to suffer because of his relationship with Christ. His
constant desire now is to please God.
That change had happened in the lives of these men, but their wives were not Christians. Perhaps
those wives served false gods. And perhaps they were doing things that their husbands now
considered evil.
Paul’s opinion was that, if possible, those men should remain with their wives. But he did not
think that anyone should try to force anyone else in this matter. If the wives wanted to leave
their husbands, the husbands should allow it. And certainly, a husband should not try to force his
wife to change her religion.
There were Christian women in a similar situation; Paul gave them the same advice. But Paul was
not making any rules here. God had not spoken to him about this matter, and there was no
clear command in the Bible. So in every situation, people should pray that God will guide them.

The effect when one member of a family becomes a Christian
(1 Corinthians 7:14-15)
In Ezra chapters 9 and 10, some Jews had married women who were not Jews. The Jews are
God’s special people; and this was a very serious matter for them. They had chosen, on purpose,
to marry into families that followed false religions. Their actions were placing the future of their
nation, and its special relationship with God, in danger. Ezra, the priest, told them that they must
divorce those wives.
In some ways, the situation in Corinth seemed similar. There, Christian men had wives who were
not Christians. And Christian women had husbands who were not Christians. They had married
before they became Christians. However, Paul did not tell them to divorce. He thought that, if
possible, they should remain together.
It would be easy to think that the situation in Corinth was the same as in the Book of Ezra. But Paul
could see that, really, it was the opposite. In 1 Corinthians 7:14, he explains his reasons.
In the Book of Ezra, those relationships made the families unholy. When the men married
those women, they were separating themselves (and their future families) from God’s holy people.
They were behaving as if they did not belong to God.
But in Corinth, the opposite was happening. Men and women had become Christians; they had
joined God’s holy people. This had a powerful effect on their husbands, wives and children.
Because one member of the family was now loyal to God, the whole family had an opportunity to
hear about God. Of course, people need to trust God themselves if they want God to save them.
But because of the Christian member of the family, God was claiming the attention of everyone in
that home. That is why Paul described them as ‘holy’.
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Words to encourage Christians whose husbands or wives are not
Christians
(1 Corinthians 7:16)
Paul wrote these words to encourage some Christians in Corinth whose husbands or wives were
not Christians.
Life was not easy for many Christians in that situation. Many of their husbands and wives belonged
to an evil, false religion. It was perhaps difficult for those Christians to attend the meetings at their
church. They had become Christians since their marriage; their husbands or wives opposed
their new beliefs.
Perhaps those Christians felt jealous of families where both the husband and wife were already
Christians. They could help each other in their beliefs; they could pray together (1 Corinthians
14:35).
Paul knew that each Christian’s life is different (1 Corinthians 7:17). A Christian should not be
jealous of other people whose circumstances may seem better. Instead, each person should
work for God in their present situation.
That was true for the person whose husband or wife was not a Christian, too. Perhaps God has
allowed that person to be in that situation in order to save the husband or wife who does not
believe. And God desires to use that Christian member of the family in this great work.
It is a wonderful honour that God allows his people to work for him. Through that Christian’s
prayers, words and actions, God can act to save their husband or wife. Perhaps that Christian
would prefer to be in a better situation. But nothing is better than to do the work that God desires
us to do.

A rule for everyone’s circumstances
(1 Corinthians 7:17)
As he wrote this chapter, Paul tried not to make too many rules. Each person’s circumstances are
different; each person must ask God to guide him. But here was a rule that seemed right in every
circumstance:
People should serve God loyally whatever their present circumstances may be.
When a person becomes a Christian, that person receives new life in his spirit (John 3:5-7).
However, most of the circumstances in that person’s existing life do not usually change. For
example, that person may be rich or poor. They may be married or unmarried. They still do the
same kind of work; they still live in the same place.
Every person desires better circumstances. And of course a Christian hopes and prays for
circumstances where he can serve God better.
James worried about some Christians who were trying to improve their lives. They were moving to
a different town in order to make profits. But they were not asking God what he wanted them to do.
Instead, they were proud because of the success that they expected (James 4:13-16).
Often we desire things that God does not want us to have. But even if we desire good things, we
may still not receive them. Or, like Job, we must wait to receive them (James 5:11).
So in the meantime, we must serve God loyally in our present circumstances. Our
circumstances may change, and then we will have to serve God in new circumstances. God has
permitted this situation so that we can serve him in it. He will even use our troubles and difficulties
to teach us and to help us (Hebrews 12:5-11).
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Advice for Christians about circumcision
(1 Corinthians 7:18-19)
Circumcision is a custom that God told Abraham and his family to carry out. Someone cuts a
small piece of skin from the sex part of a man’s or boy’s body. For Abraham and his family, that
mark reminded them about their relationship with God. It reminded them that they must trust God.
The Jews are the people who come from Abraham’s family. They still carry out circumcision today.
People from several other nations also carry out this custom. But for the Jews, the custom has
special meaning. It reminds them that their nation has a special relationship with God. And it
reminds them about God’s promises to Abraham.
Jesus and the first Christians were all Jews, so all the men had received circumcision. But then
some people who were not Jews became Christians. They had not received circumcision. This
caused an important disagreement among Christians.
You can read what happened in Acts 15:1-29. Some people were arguing that, without
circumcision, a man could not be a proper Christian. Really, those people wanted every Christian
to obey all the rules that God gave to Moses for the Jews. Paul said that, in fact, those people
wanted to control the new Christians (Galatians 2:4).
But God wanted to lead his people not by rules, but by his Spirit. When the Holy Spirit guides
someone, that person is obeying all God’s commands (Galatians 5:18-23).
So it does not matter whether a Christian has received circumcision or not. A person does not
have to be a Jew in order to become a Christian. And a Jew who becomes a Christian is still a
Jew. Their relationship with God is because of Jesus - not because of circumcision.

Advice to Christian slaves
(1 Corinthians 7:20-22)
Many people were slaves at the time when Paul wrote this letter. Life was often hard for them;
many of them had cruel masters.
Some slaves had become Christians. Paul told them that they must continue to work for their
masters. Of course, they could do nothing else; the law forced them to serve their masters.
However, that fact should not upset the slave who is a Christian. Even in that difficult situation,
a Christian has the opportunity to serve God. And in God’s plans, that person’s work for God can
be as important as any other Christian’s work.
God’s opinion about a person matters much more than anyone else’s opinion about that person.
Even when a Christian must work as someone’s slave, God does not consider that Christian a
slave. By the death of Christ, God made that person free. So that person really is a free person in
God’s opinion (Galatians 5:1).
It is a great honour for a slave if someone declares that slave to be free. It is an even greater
honour when God has declared that person free.
So, Christian slaves receive special honour. But Christians who do not work as slaves must
remember to be humble. They may be free people - but they belong to God. It is both a duty and
an honour to serve God.
That fact is a good reason why Christians should never be proud. The greatest Christian must
serve other people; the most important Christian considers himself a slave (Mark 10:43-44).

Do not allow other people to control your life
(1 Corinthians 7:23-24)
The life of a slave was difficult and unpleasant. Nobody chose to become a slave.

239

However, some Christians in Corinth were choosing to behave like slaves. Although they were free
people, they were allowing other, powerful people to control their lives.
Those powerful people were not the church leaders at Corinth. Corinth’s church leaders were
humble and careful men who genuinely wanted to serve God well. For example, one of them was
Stephanas, who travelled several hundred miles to get Paul’s advice (1 Corinthians 16:15-18).
Those church leaders were trying to help people, not to control them. That is the right way for a
Christian to behave.
Some other people in Corinth were trying to control the Christians, and they were acting in a
powerful manner. They had set up opposing groups in the church (1 Corinthians 1:12). They
probably said that the Holy Spirit was guiding them (1 Corinthians 14:37). They spoke in a proud
manner (1 Corinthians 5:6). They were even using the judges to try to control people (1 Corinthians
6:1).
Christ’s death was the price to make his people free. God’s people belong to God. They do not
belong to their church leaders or to anyone else who may try to control them. Christ paid the
price, so they should serve Christ alone (1 Corinthians 7:22).
Nobody can serve two masters (Matthew 6:24). When a person begins his relationship with God,
God makes that person free. And that is how that person should remain.

Circumstances where it is not wise to marry
(1 Corinthians 7:25-28)
The Bible is God’s word and it is perfect. But Christian leaders cannot usually give advice that
is correct in every situation. They must advise Christians how to live at the present time and in
their present circumstances. So like Paul, they must be careful to distinguish between God’s
word and their own opinions.
Of course Paul approved of marriage. God established marriage as the proper relationship
between and husband and wife, so of course it is good. But there can be circumstances where it
is not wise to marry. Paul believed that such circumstances then existed in Corinth.
The troubles that already affected Christians elsewhere would soon affect the Christians in Corinth,
too. Their enemies would cruelly attack them. The government would oppose them. Many of them
would lose their jobs, their homes and their possessions. Some of them would have to die because
of their relationship with Christ.
When people’s lives may be short, they should not normally accept more responsibilities. They
should concentrate on the things that really matter to them. For a Christian, nothing should matter
more than his relationship with Christ. Married people have serious and important
responsibilities towards their husbands or wives. It would be difficult to look after a husband or
wife during the troubles that would soon happen.
In other circumstances, Paul would have given different advice. But he would still have insisted
that marriage is a serious matter. People must think very carefully about their lives, their
relationship with God, and their new responsibilities before they decide to marry.

Christians do not belong permanently in this world
(1 Corinthians 7:29-31)
Sometimes, God acts in an especially powerful manner and many people become Christians.
God’s people become strong, but their enemies become active.
That happened at the time when the first Christian churches began. It was happening in Corinth at
the time when Paul wrote this letter. It has happened at many times and in many places since then.
God’s actions are evidence that the state of this world is only temporary. Wicked people will not
always rule the world. That is why they fight so fiercely against God and his people. As God
saves people, he is establishing his rule.
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Christians must remember that they do not belong permanently in this world. God is
preparing a permanent home for them in the future world, where his rule will be absolute
(Revelation chapters 21 and 22). So Christians must not care too much about the things that they
have in this present world.
Of course Christians should love their husbands and wives now. But they must love God more
(Luke 18:29-30). Of course events in this world will sometimes make them sad, and sometimes
happy. But real happiness is for the person who is ready for God’s rule in the future world
(Matthew 5:1-12). Of course Christians may own possessions in this world. But the possessions
that they really desire belong to the future world.
Those are the things that are really permanent. Nothing can ever destroy them (Matthew 6:1920).

The benefits of an unmarried life for a Christian
(1 Corinthians 7:32-35)
At every wedding, church leaders explain the benefits of married life. This passage interests us
because, here, Paul must show the benefits of an unmarried life for a Christian.
Paul, who was himself unmarried, had advised unmarried Christians in Corinth not to marry.
However, Paul was not making a rule for anyone to follow. He advised that because of the present
circumstances in Corinth. It was a difficult time for people to marry and to start families.
To encourage those unmarried Christians, Paul explained how they were benefiting from their
unmarried state.
As unmarried people, they could give themselves completely to work for God. A married man
must care about his wife and his family. They have a right to his time and energy. In the same
manner, a married woman must look after her husband and their children. She cannot do whatever
she wants to do for God. A husband and wife must serve God in the manner that their present
circumstances allow. Paul even had to give them special instructions in case they wanted to spend
a few days in prayer (1 Corinthians 7:5).
But unmarried people are free to choose how they will spend their time, money and energy.
They often have many less responsibilities at home than married people do. The result is that,
often, unmarried people can serve God better.
Certainly, they will serve God better as unmarried people than if they chose to marry unwisely.

A situation where it is right to marry
(1 Corinthians 7:36-38)
In 1 Corinthians chapter 7, Paul answers the question: ‘Is it good for Christians to marry?’
His reply gives several reasons why it may be better for a Christian to remain unmarried. An
unmarried Christian often has better opportunities to serve God (1 Corinthians 7:32-34). When
people have difficult troubles in their lives, it may be unwise to marry (1 Corinthians 7:26).
Certainly, nobody should marry without proper thought about the serious responsibilities that
marriage brings (1 Corinthians 7:4).
Here in 1 Corinthians 7:36, Paul explains a situation where it is right and proper to marry. This
man genuinely loves a young woman and he wishes to behave in an honourable manner towards
her. He is not marrying for selfish reasons. She is the right age to marry; and he wants to do the
right thing.
Paul contrasts that man with another man in 1 Corinthians 7:37. Both men are behaving in a
mature manner; both men have control over their own emotions. The first man chose to marry
because of his love for a woman. The second man chose not to marry so that both he and the
woman could serve God better (1 Corinthians 7:32-34).
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Both men made decisions that were right and good. God approves of them both. However, the
person who chooses to give all his time and energy to God makes the best decision.
These examples refer to the marriage customs that people used to follow in Corinth. Men
were not free to choose whom they would marry. Instead, families arranged for a boy to become
engaged to a girl when they were both very young. When he grew older, the boy could choose
when to marry. Even where those customs are unfamiliar, we can still learn from Paul’s advice.

Advice to married women and widows
(1 Corinthians 7:39-40)
Here is the beginning of something that became, for Paul, a very important idea. A widow may be
weak and poor, but she can become strong in her relationship with God. She may be too weak to
do most jobs, but there was important work for her to do in the church.
However, Paul began with instructions for married women. A married woman must remain loyal
to her husband while he is alive. She should not leave him to marry another man. However, if he
dies before her, she is free to marry again.
A Christian woman should marry a Christian man. The widow should choose someone who is
‘in the Lord’. In other words, her new husband should be a Christian as she is. They should both
have the same kind of relationship with God. As they serve God together, they will both become
stronger in their relationship with him.
Those instructions for married women are commands that God has given in the Bible. But in 1
Corinthians 7:40, Paul adds his own opinion about a widow. He believes that it would be better
for her not to marry again. He says that she would be ‘happier’ without a husband. Really, he is
referring back to his words in 1 Corinthians 7:32-34. He means that the widow can serve God
better without a husband. If she has a husband, she must give her time and energy to him. But
without a husband, she can give all her time and energy to God’s work.
We can see how this idea developed in 1 Timothy 5:3-16. The churches provided for older
widows, if they had no families to look after them. And those widows gave all their time for prayer,
good works, and to teach younger women.

1 Corinthians chapter 8
Knowledge and its dangers
(1 Corinthians 8:1-3)
Knowledge can be a dangerous thing. In other words, it is possible to know something, but to use
that information unwisely. For a Christian, it is unwise to use knowledge in a way that hurts
someone else.
Paul was replying to a series of questions from the church leaders at Corinth. Their first question
was about marriage; this second question is about meat. The question was: ‘Should Christians
eat meat that someone has offered to a false god?’ These questions were causing serious
arguments among Christians at Corinth.
It was common then for people to take their animals to a priest of their religion. The priest would kill
the animal in a special ceremony and he would take some of the meat. He would return the rest of
the meat to the person who brought the animal.
Some Christians believed that they could eat that meat. Although the priest had offered it to a false
god, they gave thanks to the real God for it. They did not eat the meat in order to give honour to
the false god. Instead, they accepted the meat as something that God had provided for them.
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That was their knowledge, and it was right. But those Christians did not realise how seriously
they were offending other people. Those other people were weaker in their relationship with
Christ. Anyone who ate that meat seemed to be giving honour to the false god. The result was an
impression that nobody could serve the real God properly.
Paul told those Christians that love was much better than knowledge. Their knowledge was
spoiling other people’s relationships with God. But they would help those other people if, instead,
they acted in love (1 Corinthians chapter 13).

About idols and the real God
(1 Corinthians 8:4-6)
An idol is the image of a false god, which people make out of wood, stone, or precious metals.
But their idol is not the real God. There is only one real God, who created the heavens and the
earth. Their idol made nothing - in fact, people made it. It can do nothing to help the people who
pray to it. It deserves no honour. It has no right to be called anyone’s god or master.
Christians serve the only real God, and he is one God. Paul uses similar words to describe
both God the Father and Jesus Christ. They are not separate Gods but one God; Paul repeats the
word ‘one’. Each time, Paul mentions first God’s relationship to all things, and then his special
relationship with his people. Everything exists because of God the Father and by means of Jesus
Christ. We, God’s people, live in a close relationship with God the Father because of Jesus Christ
So there is only one God who is the master of all things. But of course, there are other powerful
spirits even as there are other powerful people on earth. It is those spirits whom people call
their ‘gods’ and their ‘masters’.
An evil spirit deserves no honour. It is wrong even to take the honour that God deserves and to
give it to a good spirit (Revelation 22:8-9). Only the real God has the right to be called ‘God’.
And we know him only through Jesus Christ.

Can food spoil someone’s relationship with God?
(1 Corinthians 8:7-8)
In many religions, people offer food to their gods.
Many of the Christians at Corinth had formerly belonged to such religions. At that time, they
believed that it was an important part of their religion to eat that food. The food gave them a
relationship with that false god.
Now that they were Christians, they served only the one real God. So they did not want to have
any connection with a false god. For that reason, they refused to eat any food that someone
had offered to a false god. They were careful to avoid that food.
Those Christians were right to be careful. A Christian should avoid any behaviour that may offend
God. That Christian’s relationship with God matters more than anything in that person’s life.
However, those Christians had a wrong idea about that food. When Christians eat any food they
should give God thanks for it. They accept that food as something that God has provided for them.
Wrong thoughts, words or actions can spoil a Christian’s relationship with God. But food cannot
have that effect (Mark 7:18-23).
Because of that fact, some other Christians believed that they could eat any food. They were
even eating food that other people had offered to false gods. Their behaviour offended the
Christians who refused that food.
Paul told the Christians, that, in such circumstances, they must not eat that food (1 Corinthians
8:11-13). They should show love towards other Christians. They must not do anything that would
upset another person’s trust in Christ (Mark 9:42).
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When one person’s rights cause trouble for someone else
(1 Corinthians 8:9-10)
People today care very much about their rights. It seems that many of the first Christians had the
same attitude.
Christ had made them free, they said. They had a right to eat whatever they wished. They could
even eat food after someone had offered it to a false god. It was wrong to give honour to a false
god; but they were not giving any honour to that god. They were only eating the food, and they had
the right to do that.
The problem is that one person’s rights can cause serious trouble for another person. A
Christian should not behave in such a manner. Christians must show love to other people. They
should not insist on their rights if other people will suffer as a result.
That was happening among the Christians in Corinth. Some Christians were eating meat that other
people had offered to false gods. Those Christians were not giving honour to false gods, so it was
not wrong for them to eat that meat. However, other Christians saw what they did. Those other
Christians had formerly served false gods, and they were weak in their relationship with God.
If those weaker Christians ate that meat, they would find it hard not to give honour to the false
gods. They had not eaten such meals since they served the false gods. It was clear that they must
not do it again.
So Christians cannot always do the things that they have a right to do. It is more important
that they should show love, both towards God and towards other people.

How to deal with someone whom you do not like
(1 Corinthians 8:11)
Christians often ask how to deal with a person whom they do not like. Of course, they already
know how God wants them to deal with that person. God wants them to show love to that
person. But every feeling in their bodies seems to urge them to avoid that person. So it becomes
hard to obey God and to overcome those wrong feelings.
In 1 Corinthians 8:11, we can see how Paul dealt with such feelings. He thought about people in
a way that encouraged him to show love.
Firstly, he used words that emphasised the relationship between people. Here, the word is
‘brother’. Brothers and sisters have a duty to look after each other.
Paul used the word ‘brother’ here because he was writing about another Christians. All Christians
are brothers and sisters of each other because God considers them his children. They all belong to
God’s family.
However, Christians also have a duty to show love towards people who are not Christians. In Luke
10:27, Jesus chose the word ‘neighbour’ when he mentioned this duty. He then told a story to
show that he even considered foreigners to be ‘neighbours’ (Luke 10:29-37).
Secondly, Paul urged Christians to remember Christ’s love for the person whom they may dislike.
Christ died for that person, so that the person could have a right relationship with God. That is the
greatest love that anyone could ever show (John 15:13). Because God loved so much, we should
also show love.

How stronger Christians should deal with weaker Christians
(1 Corinthians 8:12-13)
In Corinth, Christians were arguing about food. It seems as if Paul could hardly believe it. Paul
himself would refuse ever to eat meat if, by that means, he could help another person to trust God.
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The particular argument in Corinth was about meat that people had offered to false gods. Some
Christians, who had a strong relationship with God, chose to eat that meat. They gave God thanks
for it; they were not giving honour to false gods.
Other Christians, whose relationship with God was weaker, were trying to avoid that meat. They
were afraid of the meat because of the power that false religions formerly had over their lives.
Those meals might tempt them to join those evil religions again.
The stronger Christians said that God’s Holy Spirit was guiding them. But if the Holy Spirit really
was guiding them, they would care about the weaker Christians. The Holy Spirit never guides
anyone to do wrong things.
Their actions were wrong, because they were tempting other people to do evil things. They were
not just wrong against the weaker Christians; they were wrong against Christ. He loved them so
much that he died to save them (1 Corinthians 8:11).
Jesus gave similar advice in Mark 9:42. Christians must be very careful not to do anything that
may spoil someone else’s relationship with God. That is especially important when stronger
Christians are dealing with weaker Christians.

1 Corinthians chapter 9
Paul, the apostle to Corinth
(1 Corinthians 9:1-2)
After Paul left Corinth, the Christians there began to argue about him. Many of them became
Christians later, so they had not known Paul. It seemed difficult for them to accept Paul’s authority.
They felt that a genuine apostle should be impressive. He should demand his rights. But Paul had
behaved in a humble manner. He cared about other people more than he cared about himself.
The word ‘apostle’ originally meant someone whom an important person had sent to carry out an
important task. In the Bible, it means someone whom God has sent to declare his good news. It
mattered very much to the Christians in Corinth whether God was guiding someone by his Holy
Spirit.
All the Christians in Corinth wanted to be people whom the Holy Spirit led. But they did not really
understand what that means. Paul said that they should learn from the lives of Apollos and Paul
himself (1 Corinthians 4:6). That is, they should learn from their humble behaviour and their
desire to help other people. They (Paul and Apollos) were the men whom God had sent as
apostles to establish the church in Corinth (1 Corinthians 3:5-10).
Paul did not pretend that God had sent him as an apostle to all people (Galatians 2:7-8). And Paul
had not known Christ during his life on earth. But Paul insisted that Christ had sent him, like the
other apostles, to declare God’s message. (See Mark 3:13-19, Acts 22:17-21 and 1 Corinthians
15:8).
The Book of Acts often shows that the Holy Spirit guided Paul (Acts 13:2; Acts 16:6-10; Acts 21:1014). God’s work in Corinth was also clear evidence that God had sent Paul there.

Paul’s answer to Christians who accused him
(1 Corinthians 9:3-6)
Paul also refers to these Christians who were accusing him in 1 Corinthians 4:3. They were
probably saying that Paul was not allowing the Holy Spirit to guide his life. If the Holy Spirit
was leading him, then Paul would really be free. Then Paul would not care about anything that
other people thought. He would not act in a different manner because of his love for people (see 1
Corinthians 8:13). That was their opinion.
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Paul replied that God had made him free. He had the right to do what any other Christian leader
was doing. He too had the right to receive proper wages and to live in a comfortable manner.
However, Paul chose not to demand those rights so that he could lead more people into a
relationship with Christ (1 Corinthians 9:15-18).
These verses tell us many details about the first Christian leaders. Peter (Cephas) was married
(see also Mark 1:30). Other important Christian leaders had married; they included Jesus’ natural
brothers, James and Jude. Paul will give another interesting detail about James in 1 Corinthians
15:7.
Paul adds that he and Barnabas worked to earn their money. They did not want to accept
money from the new Christians when they entered a city to declare God’s good news. Paul had
separated from Barnabas because of an argument before Paul went to Corinth (Acts 15:39). But
Paul still approves of Barnabas here. Clearly, they did not allow their disagreement to spoil their
friendship.
Other Christian leaders did not do the same things as Paul did. Perhaps they were married, or
they accepted wages from the Christians. These things were not wrong to do. However, all the
Christian leaders accepted troubles and difficulties because of their work for God. Although
they were free, like Paul, they cared about other people. And the Holy Spirit was guiding
them.

A Christian leader’s right to receive wages
(1 Corinthians 9:7-12)
A Christian leader has the right to receive his wages from the Christians whom he serves. He
also has the right to refuse any payment from them. He is free to do whichever the Holy Spirit
guides him to do.
God gave his law to teach his people. Its rules contain lessons that are important for us today. One
rule is about the strong animal that farmers used to prepare their grain for the store (Deuteronomy
25:4). The rule says that the farmer must not cover the animal’s mouth. Its work is hard and it may
want to eat some of the grain. The farmer must allow that.
That rule is not just about animals. It is really a lesson about people. If an animal deserves food for
its efforts, then clearly a workman deserves his wages. It is wrong to refuse to make the proper
payment for the work that someone has done. That is the real meaning of the rule. Whatever task
a person may carry out, he should receive his wages.
That too is a lesson for us. Even as there is work for us all to do, so God provides the harvest for
us all to enjoy. He wants everyone to know joy and satisfaction because of the wonderful things
that he provides.
So of course good church leaders should be able to benefit from the work that they do. Their real
work is in matters that have a relationship to people’s spirits. But although that work does not really
belong to this world, they still need to earn something in this world. In fact, they deserve their
wages even more than other people do. Other people’s work cannot last (Ecclesiastes 2:17-19).
But the work that God is carrying out by means of church leaders will last always (1 Corinthians
3:10-15).

Wages for the person who declares God’s good news
(1 Corinthians 9:13-14)
At the temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem, God told the priests to eat some of the food that
people offered to him. Paul previously discussed similar arrangements at the temples of false
gods (1 Corinthians chapter 8), but here he refers to the real God’s temple. You can read God’s
rules for his priests in Leviticus 6:14 to 7:36.
For God’s priests, there was both a right and a duty to eat that food, as Leviticus 10:16-20 shows.
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That was because the food was evidence of the relationship between God, his priests and his
people. The priests ate the food as evidence that God had accepted his people’s gifts.
God wanted his priests to receive that food because he wanted to provide for them. There was
food not just for the priests, but also for their families (Leviticus 22:10-13).
So God rewarded the priests for the work that they did for him. Now, of course, there is no temple
and all Christians serve God as priests (1 Peter 2:9). But still God rewards people for their work
for him. As he did before, God uses the gifts of his people to do that. He has made it possible
for people who declare his good news to receive their wages from it.
That brings joy both to the giver and to the person who receives the gift. The giver sees that God
has accepted his gift. And he knows that God is using it to declare his good news. The person who
receives it can be glad with him. For that person, the gift shows that God is providing for him. And
therefore, they both can give thanks to God, together.

Why Paul refused gifts
(1 Corinthians 9:15-18)
Paul did not always refuse gifts from the Christians, as Philippians 4:15-18 shows. However, he
did not want to receive personal gifts when he was establishing a new church. He did not
want the people to hear any appeal from him apart from God’s message (1 Corinthians 9:12). He
did not want them to think that he just wanted money. God’s message was too important for Paul
to declare anything else.
God had given Paul the right to receive his wages from the new Christians (1 Corinthians 9:14).
But God had also made Paul strong enough to do physical work. So Paul made tents to earn
money for himself and his companions. When the new Christians wanted to give, Paul collected
the money to help poor Christians in Judea (1 Corinthians 16:1-4).
Many people who work in the churches care too much about money. If they did not receive
payment, they would not want to do their work. The only reward that they want is their money.
Paul knew about a reward that is much better than money. It was that he could declare God’s
good news freely, without a price (Isaiah 55:1-3; Revelation 22:17). Paul did not want to be like
someone who was just carrying out his duties. It is an honour to be able to declare God’s
message. It is an honour to do God’s work. It is an honour to see how God changes people’s lives
by means of his good news.
Because Paul wanted that reward, he chose not to claim his rights.

Why Paul did not claim his rights
(1 Corinthians 9:19)
The Christians in Corinth were complaining that Paul was not acting like a free person. They
believed that they should take advantage of all their rights as Christians. But Paul did not do that,
so they considered it hard to respect his authority.
For example, they claimed a right to eat any food, even food that people had offered to a false god.
Paul agreed that they had that right. However, he refused to do it. He did not want anyone to
imagine that he was giving honour to a false god (1 Corinthians chapter 8).
They also claimed that their church leaders had the right to receive wages. Paul agreed, but he
refused to accept the money (1 Corinthians 9:6-18)!
Now Paul explains the reason for his attitudes, which seemed so strange to them. He did such
things because he wanted to bring more people into a relationship with Christ. If any of Paul’s
rights made it more difficult for someone to trust Christ, then Paul would not claim that right.
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Paul was only doing what Jesus had said in Mark 10:43-44. A Christian leader should not behave
like a ruler or a master, but like a servant. In order to obey Christ, he must even work like the
slave of all. That does not mean that he must obey everyone’s orders. He obeys God - but he
works for the benefit of everyone. Only a free person has the right to become like a slave. That
was the right that Paul wanted to claim. He would serve all people as he brought God’s good
news to them.

Paul’s work among the Jews
(1 Corinthians 9:20)
The Jews are God’s special people, who come from the family of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Paul
belonged to their nation, as did Jesus.
In each town or city that Paul visited, he first declared God’s good news to the Jews. He urged
them to trust God to save them by means of Christ’s death. God wanted to use them to declare his
message to people from other nations.
Paul was careful not to offend the Jews by his behaviour. He respected their laws and customs.
He tried to live as they did. He only acted differently from them if that was necessary in order to
obey Christ.
Paul loved the laws that God had given to the Jews. He tried to show them how, by those laws,
God was teaching them to trust Christ.
The Jews had added many rules and traditions to those laws. Paul could not approve of many of
those rules and traditions. However, he still respected the people who were sincerely trying to
serve God by means of those rules and traditions. He used God’s law to teach them, so that they
could serve God in a better manner.
Paul knew that God had made him free. A Christian has God’s Spirit to guide him instead of
the law (Galatians 5:18). A person’s life pleases God when the Holy Spirit guides that person
(Galatians 5:22-23). Such a person is free, but he should not use his freedom to please
himself. Like Paul, he should use his freedom to serve other people on behalf of God (Galatians
5:13-14).

Paul’s work among people who were not Jews
(1 Corinthians 9:21)
Paul worked hard to bring people into a right relationship with God. He did not want to offend
anyone, unless God’s message itself offended that person.
Paul often worked among people who were not Jews. In other words, unlike Paul, those people did
not belong to the nation that received God’s law by means of Moses. Other Jews separated
themselves from people who were not Jews.
But Paul did not do that. He respected everyone, whether they knew God’s law or not. He wanted
everyone to invite God into their lives.
Paul was anxious not to cause any unnecessary difficulty for the person who trusted Christ.
Such a person should not try to follow the laws that the Jews followed. Paul persuaded the other
Christian leaders that this is correct (Galatians chapter 2).
The Jews accepted Paul as a Jew (1 Corinthians 9:20). And people from other nations which did
not know God’s law, accepted Paul too. He worked among them as if he were one of them. But
Paul never forgot his duties to God. He always remembered that he must obey Christ. And Christ’s
law was that he must love other people (Galatians 6:2; John 15:12).
That was why Paul acted in this manner. He wanted to show God’s love to people who were not
Jews. In the same manner, he followed the law in order to show God’s love to the Jews. His
constant desire was that God would save people.
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How Paul dealt with people’s weakness
(1 Corinthians 9:22-23)
When people receive a message from God, they should obey it at once. The person who brings
that message may belong to their nation, or not. He may follow their laws and customs, or not.
These things should not matter to the people; they must obey God. However, the reality is that
people do care about these things, because of their weakness.
People also do many other foolish and wrong things because of weakness. Like Cain, they are
jealous of the person whom God approves of (Genesis 4:4-5). Like Joseph’s brothers, they hate
the person who receives God’s message (Genesis 37:5-8). Like Jonah, they dislike the message
that God has given (Jonah chapter 4).
We even see this weakness in people’s attitude towards God’s law. They may obey the law
although they are unwilling to serve God (Luke 11:39-52). But God’s law has no purpose when
people refuse to serve God.
Paul understood this human weakness. He knew that it comes from a person’s desire to please
himself. It becomes very clear when a person allows his emotions to control his decisions, attitudes
or behaviour.
Of course Paul was not doing that. Instead, he recognised people’s weaknesses. He could help
those people, because he too had felt such feelings. In fact, for many years, he had behaved like
that (Galatians 1:13-14). But now he wanted to save people from it.
So Paul declared God’s message to everyone. He lived humbly among them. He served them in
every kind of way. He did not consider himself greater than them. He urged them to trust God as
he himself had done. And the result would be that, together, he and they would share God’s
goodness.

Why Christians should not follow their feelings
(1 Corinthians 9:24-27)
Like Paul, the Christians in Corinth believed that God had made them free. But they disagreed
about the purpose of that freedom.
Many of those Christians wanted to be free so that they could enjoy themselves more. In their
opinion, freedom allowed them to do whatever they wanted. However, Paul wanted to be free so
that he could serve God, and other people, better. He did not want his emotions and feelings to
control his life. Instead, he had to deal severely with his own wrong feelings.
Those Christians complained that Paul was behaving like a slave. Paul could agree with that; as a
free Christian, he was the slave of Christ (1 Corinthians 7:22). In fact, as Christ commanded,
Paul made himself the slave of all (Mark 10:44; 1 Corinthians 9:19). That is, he worked constantly
for the benefit of other people. But his orders came not from them, but from Christ.
Paul said that Christians must behave like runners in a race. If they desire success, runners cannot
allow their emotions to control their lives. They cannot do whatever they want. They cannot eat
whatever food they desire. They cannot relax whenever they please. They must learn selfdiscipline and self-control.
The reward for all that effort lasts only for a short time. But Christians desire a reward that lasts
for all time. They do not earn their relationship with God by their efforts (Romans 4:1-8); it is
God’s gift because of Christ’s death. But they can spoil that relationship if they follow wrong
desires and wrong emotions (1 Corinthians 10:6-12). God will not be pleased with them if they
allow such things to rule their lives.
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1 Corinthians chapter 10
A lesson about selfish attitudes
(1 Corinthians 10:1-2)
Here, Paul begins a lesson about the people whom Moses led. Those people had been slaves in
Egypt, but God made them free. However, as free people, they did not serve God. They served
their own wrong desires and wrong emotions. In other words, they did whatever they wanted
to do. The result was that God was not pleased with them. Almost all of them died in the desert.
They never entered the country that God had promised to their nation.
Paul could see that many Christians were starting to have the same wrong attitudes. God had
made them free, but they cared only to please themselves. They did not really want to serve God
or to show his love to other people.
Paul had to warn them that God would not be pleased with their selfish behaviour. It was a
hard lesson for those Christians. They thought that their lives did please God. He had saved them
when they began their relationship with him. He was present in their lives by his Holy Spirit. They
had gone through the ceremony called baptism to show that they had a new life with Christ.
However, the people whom Moses led had similar experiences. In fact, their experiences had been
actual, physical experiences. They really were slaves whom God had made free. They really did
pass between the waters of the Red Sea. God really was present with them in a cloud as they
travelled through the desert called Sinai.
Clearly, God can be angry even with people who have received his freedom. The fact that he is
present in their lives makes their wrong, selfish attitudes even more serious.

God provides, but his people must be loyal to him
(1 Corinthians 10:3-4)
Nothing mattered more to the first Christians than the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. The Holy
Spirit was the evidence that they really did have a relationship with God. In fact, by means of the
Holy Spirit, God was actually present in their lives. Their life, strength and freedom came from
him.
Because of that, many Christians considered themselves free to do whatever they wanted. They
were the people who had the right to eat and to drink as the people of God (1 Corinthians 10:1617). So they believed that they had the right to please themselves. They even claimed the right to
eat food that someone had offered to a false god (1 Corinthians 8:10).
Paul reminded those Christians about a previous group of people who had behaved like that. The
people whom Moses led had received their freedom from God. The Holy Spirit was working in
their lives also. For 40 years, their entire nation lived in the desert, where there was hardly any
food or water. But God provided their food - not by natural means, but by the power of his Holy
Spirit (Exodus chapter 16).
Also, the Holy Spirit gave them water, even when it had to come from a rock (Exodus 17:1-7). So,
in a very clear manner, their life, strength and freedom came from the Holy Spirit.
However, those people desired to do evil things, and they refused to obey God. Paul will
explain the results in 1 Corinthians 10:7-10. They suffered greatly because of their evil attitudes.
It seems that the first Christian leaders often had to warn about such attitudes. There is another
similar passage in Hebrews 3:7-19.
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When most people are not loyal to God
(1 Corinthians 10:5)
The passage is about the people whom Moses led out of Egypt. God was not pleased with ‘most’
of them. That is, the majority. Paul chooses his word carefully, although, from the facts, we might
not expect Paul to use that word.
Numbers 2:32 tells us that more than 600,000 adult men left Egypt. Among all those people, only
two men remained loyal to God: Joshua and Caleb. They were the only ones whom God allowed
to enter Canaan. Canaan was the country that God had promised to their nation.
Two men among 600,000 hardly seem to deserve a mention. We would probably say that ‘none of
them pleased God’. But Paul does not say that, because he knows God’s opinion about the matter.
In God’s opinion, those two men matter more than all the men who did not obey him. The
Bible only tells us about those other men because God wants us to learn a lesson from their
behaviour (1 Corinthians 10:11).
It is a sad fact that, in every age, most people have not obeyed God. The history of our
churches shows that most church members care more about themselves than about God. Jesus
compared a right relationship with God to a narrow path that few people find (Matthew 7:13-14).
However, God wants everyone to trust him (Revelation 22:17). He makes it possible for people to
remain loyal to him (1 Corinthians 10:13). It is not too hard for us to obey God, because God is
ready and willing to help us.

Do not desire what is bad
(1 Corinthians 10:6)
1 Corinthians 10:6-10 contains a list of 5 separate events during the life of Moses. The purpose of
this list is to warn Christians not to use the freedom that God has given them wrongly. The
people whom Moses led had done that. And some Christians in Corinth were starting to behave in
a similar manner.
God’s people must not even desire what is bad. The people whom Moses led did that. They
wanted food from Egypt after God had rescued them from that country. They desired it so much
that it mattered more to them than a right relationship with God. They even complained that God
had rescued them from their lives as slaves in Egypt!
You can read what they said in Exodus 16:3 and Numbers 11:4-6. Of course, it is not wrong to feel
hunger. It was their reaction to that feeling which was wrong. When we are hungry, we should
pray for food (Matthew 6:11). And we should trust God to provide for us (Matthew 6:31-33). But
they allowed their feelings to control their minds. Then, the wrong thoughts that filled their
minds caused them to oppose God.
It is wrong for a person merely to desire what is bad. For example, when a person desires
wrong sex, that is like the action itself (Matthew 5:28). It is not a proper excuse that this is just a
natural reaction of our bodies. We must not allow the feelings of our bodies to ruin our relationship
with God (Matthew 5:28-30).
Several Christians in Corinth wanted to eat the meat that other people had offered to false gods (1
Corinthians 8:10). Paul told them to be very careful. They must not even desire something that
God considers bad (1 Corinthians 10:19-23).

Do not give honour to a false god
(1 Corinthians 10:7)
Moses remained on the mountain called Sinai for 40 days while he received God’s law. During this
time, the people became impatient. They told Aaron to make them an image out of gold. They
wanted to give honour to that image as their god. So Aaron made an image of a young cow.

251

On a later occasion, the people would behave in an especially wicked manner to give honour to a
false god (1 Corinthians 10:8). But that did not happen on this earlier occasion. Instead, the people
behaved like silly children. They ate and they drank (Exodus 32:6). Then they ‘played’. In other
words, they sang (Exodus 32:18) and they danced in a foolish manner (Exodus 32:19).
Of course they were free people; God had made them free. But they were not free to do
anything that pleased them. They were not free to offend God, who had been so kind to them.
He had chosen them to be his people; he had rescued them from their hard lives as slaves in
Egypt. They were not free to take honour from God and to give it to the image of a false god.
These things were a wrong use of their freedom.
God’s people must not give honour to anyone or anything else as their god (Exodus 20:4-6).
Some members of the church at Corinth were eating meat that other people had offered to false
gods. Those Christians should be especially careful. They must not give honour to false gods, and
they must not cause other people to do that (1 Corinthians 8:10-12).

Do not have wrong sex
(1 Corinthians 10:8)
Israel’s people had almost reached the borders of the country that God had promised to them.
There, they would have to deal with a difficult test that had not seriously affected them before that.
The people who lived in that region served a false god called Baal. Baal was a god of sex, and sex
was an important part of his religion. So women from Moab and Midian tried to tempt the men from
Israel. Many of the men accepted the women’s offer. Again, they were following their emotions
when they ought to obey God. God wanted them to be free people; they chose to let their
emotions rule their lives.
They suffered a terrible punishment. Paul records how 23,000 people died. That perhaps means
just the common people; many leaders died too (Numbers 25:4). Numbers 25:9 mentions 24,000
people who died because of this incident.
Christians too must be careful not to allow their emotions to rule their lives. In such matters,
our feelings quickly become very strong. So we must obey God; and not our feelings.
Paul told the church leaders in Corinth to deal strictly with a man who was guilty of this evil
behaviour (1 Corinthians (5:1-2). God’s people should never behave in such an evil manner (1
Corinthians: 6:9-10). God’s Holy Spirit lives in them. So if they do these wrong things, they
offend against God (1 Corinthians 6:13-20).
God forgives people for every kind of evil deed, but they must repent. In other words, they must
confess their evil deeds to him, and they must ask him to change their lives. With his help, they can
overcome their desire to do these wrong things.

Do not test God
(1 Corinthians 10:9)
In this passage, Paul compares Christians to the people whom Moses led. Here, the reference is to
Numbers 21:4-9.
Those people tested God. In other words, they tried to force God to do what they wanted. In
Numbers 21:5, they even protested about the food that God had provided for them. They
complained against God and against Moses. Also, they accused God of wrong behaviour. They
said that God had taken them out of Egypt in order to kill them in the desert.
When they said these things, the people were testing God. They thought that they could control
him. They were trying to force him to give them the things that they wanted. However, they
did not get what they wanted. Instead, the result was that they suffered a terrible punishment.
God still cared about his people. He saved them from that punishment. The method that he used to
save them teaches us about Christ (John 3:14-15).
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Paul’s lesson for Christians here is that they must not test God (Deuteronomy 6:16). 1 Corinthians
8:10 give an example of how a Christian may test God. A Christian who chooses to enter the
house of a false god should not expect any special protection from God. He should not enter a
place where the desire to do wrong things is so strong. If God has not sent him, he should not go
into any such place. He must not protest that he has the right to go anywhere. Perhaps he even
has that right - but still, his duties to God are more important.

Do not complain against God
(1 Corinthians 10:10)
In 1 Corinthians 10:6-10, Paul explains 5 wrong ways to use the freedom that God gives to his
people. In each of these, people choose to follow their feelings and not to obey God. It is always
wrong to do that.
The last wrong way to use our freedom is to complain. Of course, it is sometimes right to complain
when we must deal with a problem. Paul does not mean that. His original word means to
complain in a secret or quiet manner. People do that to express their feelings when they are
bitter and angry about something. In 1 Corinthians 10:10, Paul refers to people who felt angry
against God.
It is hard to be sure about the particular incident that Paul refers to here. The people whom Moses
led complained against God in that manner on several occasions. When people allow their
feelings to control their lives, they do such things constantly.
Perhaps we can identify the incident from the punishment that Paul mentions. ‘The destroyer’ killed
many people. The Bible sometimes uses words like that when people die quickly from a sudden,
serious illness (1 Chronicles 21:14-15). That happened in Numbers 11:33-34 and Numbers
16:41-49.
The mention of ‘the destroyer’ helps us to understand the reason for these terrible punishments.
It is not that God has suddenly become the enemy of his people. God wants to do good things for
his people, but they would not let God control their lives. Instead, they allowed their feelings to
control their lives, and that gave an opportunity to the devil (1 Peter 5:8).

God wants to teach us, today
(1 Corinthians 10:11)
For Christians, the Bible is not just history. Its purpose is not to provide a record of ancient events
or of people whom the world has forgotten. It tells us about those events and those people
because God wants to use them to teach us, today.
God’s relationship with ancient Israel was real, and it still continues today (Romans 11:1-2). But
God did not establish that relationship so that people from just one nation would know him. From
its beginning, God wanted people from every nation to know his kindness (Genesis 12:3).
Now, that is happening because of the death of Christ. In Corinth, there was clear evidence of that
fact, because people from different nations served God together there (Acts 18:5-10).
Christians live in the final age before Christ returns to rule as king. This is the age when God
has told his people to declare his good news publicly to people from every nation (Matthew 28:1920).
So of course Christians must not neglect the lessons that God teaches in the Bible. Of course they
must learn from how God dealt with people in previous ages. God had not changed and his
attitudes do not change. The wrong behaviour that formerly made God angry has the same effect
today. The things that pleased him then still please him today.
So Christians must learn to trust God and to obey him. And they must not allow their feelings
and emotions to rule their lives.
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Why our security must be in God
(1 Corinthians 10:12)
It is right for Christians to be confident about their relationship with God. Their trust is in God; their
hope is certain (Hebrews 6:17-19). David compared God to a strong castle (Psalm 18:2); because
of God, his people have security. They stand firm, like soldiers in a castle.
However, people quickly forget why they are safe. When that happens, they start to act in a foolish
manner.
That can happen to Christians too. They can forget that they need always to trust God. They forget
that he alone gives them safety (Psalm 62:1-2). So they start to trust themselves, not God.
They imagine themselves to be safe, whatever they may do. Really, of course, they are in great
danger.
That was happening to some people in the church at Corinth. They said that God had given them
freedom. That was true, but they were using that freedom in a wrong manner. They wanted to
be free to follow their own emotions and desires. They were allowing their emotions, and not
God, to rule their lives.
When people trust themselves, and not God, their attitudes are proud. A proud person feels
confident, but a proud person has no proper reason to be confident. He has nothing to depend on
except his own foolish attitudes. So his proud attitudes make him weak, not strong.
Only a fool has confidence in something that is weak. It will certainly disappoint him. When he
needs something to support him, it will fail. When he needs to stand, he will fall (Proverbs 16:18).

About temptations
(1 Corinthians 10:13)
Temptations are the thoughts, ideas and circumstances that test our trust in God. They do not
always seem like troubles; in fact, many temptations seem attractive. But they are always
dangerous; temptations can ruin a person’s relationship with God.
Jesus’ temptations were ideas that came from the devil himself (Matthew 4:1-10). It seems that
the Christians in Corinth had not yet known such severe temptations. Paul described their
temptations as ‘human’ - their temptations came from their own wrong emotions and desires
(see also James 1:14).
We should pray that God will help us to deal with temptation (Matthew 6:13). We will certainly have
temptations, but we must not let them persuade us to do wrong things. Evil thoughts will enter our
minds, but we must not allow them to remain constantly in our thoughts. People will urge us not to
obey God, but we must not accept that wicked advice.
God does not cause temptation, but he does allow it. For the devil, the purpose of temptation is to
spoil a person’s trust in God. But God allows these tests because they prove that a Christian’s
trust in him is genuine. Also, they have a purpose in the life of a Christian. Whenever a Christian
refuses to give in to temptation, that Christian becomes stronger in his relationship with God (1
Peter 1:6-7).
Of course God can forgive people who do wrong things because of temptation (1 John 1:9). But
the real solution to temptation is to trust God more. When we do that, God will show us how to
deal with our temptations.

Avoid false gods completely
(1 Corinthians 10:14)
In the end, Paul’s advice about the images of false gods is like his advice about wrong sex acts (1
Corinthians 6:18). These matters are so serious that a Christian should avoid them completely.
God has provided a way to escape (1 Corinthians 10:13), and Christians should use it.
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Some Christians in Corinth thought that God only wanted them not to give honour to those false
gods. So they gladly ate meat that other people had offered to those false gods. Perhaps they
even entered the house of the false god to do that (1 Corinthians 8:10). They insisted that their
relationship with Christ allowed them to do such things. By those actions they were showing that
God really had made them free. That is what they said.
Paul carefully explained to them that they were wrong:
(1) Even if they did not give any honour to false gods, other Christians may copy their actions.
And because those Christians were weaker in their relationship with God, they might give honour
to false gods (1 Corinthians 8:10-13).
(2) A Christian should not use his freedom to do whatever he pleases. He should use his
freedom to serve other people, so that he can declare God’s good news to them (1 Corinthians
9:19-22).
(3) Certainly, a Christian must not allow his emotions to rule his life. Most of the people whom
Moses led did that. God was not pleased with them; they suffered greatly because of their wrong
attitudes (1 Corinthians 10:1-11).
(4) Paul will soon add another reason why Christians should avoid completely the images of false
gods. To serve a false god is really to serve the devil (1 Corinthians 10:20). Clearly, a Christian
must never do that.

How to teach people to become mature Christians
(1 Corinthians 10:15)
Paul has given the Christians in Corinth 3 chapters of advice about the images of false gods (1
Corinthians chapters 8 to 10). Perhaps we think that it would have been much easier to make a
simple rule for them. That is what many church leaders would do today. They use their authority to
make a rule. Then, they insist that everyone must follow it. They would not ask people to think
carefully about their words, as Paul did.
However, clearly Paul knew what he was doing. Little children have to learn rules. But to become
mature, a person needs to understand the reasons for his actions. Paul’s desire was that the
Christians in Corinth would become mature in their relationship with Christ (1 Corinthians 3:1-3).
So they had to use their minds. They had to think carefully about what God wanted them to
do. It was not enough just to obey a rule because Paul wanted them to do that. The reasons and
explanations really were important. When they understood how to serve God properly in one
matter, they would serve him properly in other matters, too.
There is another reason why a rule would not have been the right way to deal with this matter.
People obey rules either to please other people, or because they are afraid of those other people.
So they are constantly thinking about what other people will say. Their behaviour becomes a
reaction to their feelings.
But in this matter, Paul emphasised that people must not allow their feelings to rule their lives
(1 Corinthians 9:27; 1 Corinthians 10:6-10). Sometimes they would even have to do things that
other Christians did not approve of. Paul had to do that, too (1 Corinthians chapter 9). But a
Christian must always follow Christ (1 Corinthians 9:21).

About communion
(1 Corinthians 10:16)
We get the word ‘communion’ from 1 Corinthians 10:16. It is the translation of a word in the Greek
language, KOINONIA, which appears twice in this verse.
Communion has become the name of the ceremony when Christians share bread and wine
together. However, the original meaning is the friendly relations that that people have with each
other, or with God.
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Of course, not everyone has a friendly relationship either with God, or with other people. Christians
believe that a right relationship with God is only possible because of Christ’s death. They were
God’s enemies, but Christ died to save them (Ephesians 2:12-13).
For Christians, a right relationship with other people should be the result of a right relationship with
God. God loved them, so they should love other people (1 John 4:11). Especially, they should
love each other (John 15:17).
Christians share bread and wine to show that their relationship with God depends on Christ’s
death. They do it together to show that their relationship with each other also depends on Christ’s
death. They do it regularly because Christ told them to do that. They will continue to do it until
Christ returns to this earth (1 Corinthians 11:23-26).
Of course, the bread and wine themselves cannot give anyone a right relationship with God. Such
matters as ceremonies, food and drink cannot do that. It is God who can forgive our evil deeds
by means of Christ’s death. We must ask him, in a humble and sincere manner, to save us. We
must confess our evil deeds to him and we must invite him into our lives.

Why Jesus shared the bread
(1 Corinthians 10:17)
On the night before Jesus’ death, he had a special meal with his disciples. The disciples were
Jesus’ special students; they became the first leaders of the Christian church. At that meal, Jesus
shared bread and wine with them. And he told the disciples that Christians should continue to
share bread and wine in a similar manner (1 Corinthians 11:26).
On that occasion, Jesus did not give a separate loaf of bread to each person. Instead, he took
one loaf and he broke it. He gave one piece to each person.
Jesus explained his actions with the words, ‘This is my body.’ That is, the bread meant his body.
He broke it to show that, soon, he would die on the cross. He told the disciples to eat it because
they all needed to benefit from his death. God could save them only because of his death.
Paul explained that the single loaf had a special meaning, too. It showed that Christians were not
separate people with their own private beliefs. By the death of Jesus, God had joined them
together, as if they were one body (1 Corinthians 12:27).
That was a lesson that Jesus constantly emphasised at that special meal. He showed them how
they should serve each other (John 13:12-15). He gave them a command that they must love
each other (John 13:34-35). He described them as branches of a vine (a fruit bush). A branch can
only produce fruit if it remains in the vine (John 15:1-8).
Then Jesus prayed for them. He asked God to join them together as if they were one (John
17:11).
The relationship that Christians have with God creates a relationship between all real
Christians. The evidence of that relationship should appear in their love for each other (John
13:35).

The purpose of sacred food
(1 Corinthians 10:18)
In ancient Israel, people gave animals to God at his house, called the temple, in Jerusalem. The
altar was the place where the priests burned meat from those animals, to offer it to God.
However, the priests did not burn all of the meat. God’s law told them that they themselves
should eat certain parts of some gifts (Leviticus 6:24 to 7:36).
Paul has referred to this matter before, in 1 Corinthians 9:13. Then, his subject was the rights of
people who work for God. Now, his subject is the meat that people offer to false gods.
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Food itself can neither benefit nor spoil a person’s relationship with God (1 Corinthians 8:8).
However, when people eat special, sacred food, they do it for a purpose.
For example, when a Christian accepts the bread and wine at church, he does it for a purpose.
He does it to express that he trusts God to save him, by means of Christ’s death. He wants to
please God, and he can only do that because of Christ’s death.
When the priests of Israel ate their sacred meat, they too had a purpose. They were expressing
the fact that, because of the death of the animal, God’s relationship with his people continued.
They too wanted to please God; and their work at the altar was necessary to do that.
When people offered meat to false gods, they had a purpose also. Their purpose was to give
honour to false gods, that is, to evil spirits. They wanted to please those evil spirits. For that
reason, Paul advised Christians not to eat that meat (1 Corinthians 10:20-21).

Do idols have any power?
(1 Corinthians 10:19-20)
The only real God created everything: heaven, the sky, the earth, and everything in them
(Genesis 1:1; John 1:1-3). The Bible says that people must pray only to him (Exodus 20:3-6). He
alone is able to give them the help that they need (Psalm 62:1-2).
However, people often consider other things to be their gods. For example they make the images
called idols out of wood, metal or stone. They pray in front of those idols, as if such gods really
could help them. They offer gifts - especially food - to their gods, in order to try to please those
gods.
The Bible teaches that these things are not really gods. That is, they do not have the power to
help anyone. An idol is just a piece of wood, metal or stone. Nobody should pray to it or give it
honour (Isaiah 44:9-20).
However, people are clearly giving honour to something when they call these things their gods.
And when those gods seem to answer prayers, it is not always just the result of people’s
imagination.
Paul’s explanation may give us a shock. Paul believed that both good and bad spirits are active
in this world. A person who prays to a false god is really praying to an evil spirit, in other words, a
demon. It is evil spirits, and not God, who gain honour from such activities. Evil spirits may even
choose to answer prayers sometimes, so that people will not trust the real God.
That is why Paul urged people so strongly to stay away from idols (1 Corinthians 10:14). That
is why he told people only to give honour to the real God (1 Corinthians 10:21). It is foolish and
dangerous to give honour to any evil thing. God alone deserves our honour, and he is
completely good (James 1:17).

A jealous God
(1 Corinthians 10:21-22)
God has described himself as a ‘jealous God’ (Deuteronomy 5:9). In other words, he insists that
his people must serve him alone as their God (Deuteronomy 6:14-15). God will not allow anyone
or anything else to receive the honour that he deserves.
When people eat a meal together, they do it to show their friendship. If they share a cup, that
shows an especially close friendship. It is not just entertainment; we have duties towards our
friends. In particular, we have a duty to be loyal to them.
Christians accept the food and drink that God provides for them. That can mean the bread
and wine at church (1 Corinthians 10:16). It especially means the things that God provides to give
health and strength to their spirits (John 6:48-58). Christians receive their friendship with God only
because Christ died for them. That is what gives life to their spirits.
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Some Christians in Corinth were also accepting food that evil spirits had provided. Actually, they
were eating meat that other people had offered to false gods (1 Corinthians 8:10). Those other
people were trying to give honour to the images of their false gods. Really, however, they were
giving honour to evil spirits (1 Corinthians 10:20).
So, those Christians in Corinth were not loyal to God. They were accepting things both from the
real God, and from evil spirits. That would cause God to be jealous and it would make him
angry.
It is important for us always to be loyal to God. Jesus made a similar statement in Matthew 6:24.

How should Christians use their freedom?
(1 Corinthians 10:23)
1 Corinthians 10:23 is very similar to 1 Corinthians 6:12. There, the subject was wrong sex acts;
here, it is meat that someone has offered to a false god.
Really, the argument was about freedom. God has saved his people from the evil forces that
formerly controlled their lives. So, they are free. But that fact does not give them an excuse to
do whatever they want. God did not make them free so that they could act in a wicked manner.
They certainly should not allow their emotions to control their lives. People who do that are not
free. They are behaving like slaves to their own emotions.
Paul repeats the same phrase twice in both verses. That phrase means: ‘I can do whatever I
want.’ It seems, perhaps, that the Christians in Corinth were often repeating that phrase to each
other. For them, it expressed their joy in the freedom that God had given them. Paul did not argue
with that statement, but he always considered it necessary to add other words to it.
Yes, of course Christians can do the things that they want to do. But they must always ask if they
are behaving in a helpful and useful manner. They should certainly not do anything that is not
good, right and proper.
Yes, they can do what they want. But they must think about the results of their actions. Not every
action will help people to trust God; some actions can ruin other people’s confidence in God.
Christians should always use their freedom to serve God. He wants to guide and to direct their
lives. He can show them what they should do. If they obey him, their actions will be good, useful
and helpful. And then Christians will achieve the results that God wants in their lives.

Christians’ attitudes towards other people
(1 Corinthians 10:24)
This is a very important principle for Christians. God did not save them merely for their own benefit.
He wants to use their lives in order to help other people.
Therefore, Christians should not be selfish. They must not care too much about their own desires.
Certainly, they must not allow their own emotions to rule their lives.
It is much more important for Christians to think about other people. They must think about how
they can bring God’s good news to other people. They must think about how they can help other
people to trust God. They must think about how, like Christ, they too can show God’s kindness to
other people (John 13:1-17; 1 Corinthians 11:1; 1 Corinthians 9:19-23).
When Christians think about other people, they will not feel such a strong desire to please
themselves. They will not want to follow their own plans for their lives. Instead, they will ask God to
guide and to direct them. Their desire will be to do God’s work. So they will serve other people with
the strength that God gives them.
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God has made his people free. That is, free from the evil forces that formerly controlled their lives.
The purpose of that freedom is not so that they can satisfy their own desires. God has made them
free so that they can serve him. It was not possible for them to serve him while those evil forces
still controlled them. Nobody can serve two masters (Matthew 6:24).
Now that they are free, it is their honour to be the servants of God. And as God’s servants,
God sends them to do his work for the benefit of other people.

Can Christians eat all kinds of meat?
(1 Corinthians 10:25-26)
In 1 Corinthians chapters 8 to 10, Paul’s subject is the meat that people have offered to false gods.
For several reasons, he advises Christians not to eat that meat. That is, they should not choose
on purpose to eat it.
However, sometimes Christians may not be aware whether they are actually eating that meat.
They may be afraid to eat any meat in case someone has offered it to a false god.
Paul told them that they did not need to worry about that. God created the world, and everything in
it. So, it all really belongs to him (Psalm 24:1). So whenever they ate food from the market, they
should thank God for it. He had provided that food for them.
It was not necessary to work out where that food had come from. For a Christian, that food
comes from God, because he provides it. There is no rule that Christians cannot eat certain
kinds of meat. God has given freedom to his people. When Christians buy food, they are using that
freedom properly. They do not need to worry about the religion of the person who sold it. They only
need to be careful that their own attitudes are right and proper in God’s opinion.
Paul gave this advice to Christians who were not Jews. Some Christians in Corinth were Jews.
That is, they came from the family of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Those Christians probably
followed the same rules about food that other Jews followed. God had given them freedom
too, but they were following Paul’s advice in 1 Corinthians 9:20 and 1 Corinthians 10:32. They did
that because, like Paul, they wanted other Jews to trust Christ too. Those Christians were using
their freedom wisely.

Advice for guests who are Christians
(1 Corinthians 10:27)
When you are a guest in someone else’s home, do not argue about food. Instead, eat whatever
that person provides for you. That is good manners. It is also the right way for a Christian to
behave. Christians should respect people who are not Christians. And that is especially true when
someone shows special kindness to a Christian.
In 1 Corinthians 10:27, someone has invited the Christian for a meal. There may be an opportunity
for the Christian to speak about God at that meal. Even if not, the Christian can still show
something about God’s goodness by the way that he behaves. So, the Christian should have a
grateful attitude. He should behave in a humble manner. And his words and actions should
express kindness and goodness.
A loyal Christian would not want to eat food that someone has offered to a false god. But on such
an occasion, it does not seem right to ask about this matter. A question like that could offend the
person who invited the Christian. It would be difficult to provide a different meal for a Christian
guest. The person who invited the Christian intended to show kindness to that Christian. Unless it
was really necessary, it would not be right to refuse that kindness. The Christian accepted the
invitation, so he should accept the meal too.
Before the meal, the Christian should pray, even if he must do it silently. Someone may have
offered that food to a false god, so the Christian should ask God to protect him. Also, the Christian
should thank God for the food, because God provides all our food (1 Corinthians 10:26).
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What should a Christian do if he has to refuse food?
(1 Corinthians 10:28)
Sometimes a person who is not a Christian invites a Christian for a meal. On such occasions, the
Christian should eat whatever food his host has provided. In other words, the Christian guest
should not normally refuse the food for reasons of religion. Of course he may have to refuse
food for other reasons. For example: Because of his health, or if there is too much food.
However, there can be circumstances where a Christian should refuse food because of matters of
religion. For example: Someone may warn the Christian not to eat the meat because the host
offered it to a false god.
If the Christian had not known that fact, he could have eaten the meat. In fact, he should eat it see 1 Corinthians 10:27. But now that the Christian does know, the circumstances are different.
People may be watching that Christian to see whether he eats that meat. If so, they will think that
he is giving honour to the false god.
Or, the person who told the Christian may be watching. That person may be someone whose trust
in God is weak. So, that person may imitate what that Christian guest did. That person may also
eat food that people offer to false gods. The result may be to ruin that person’s trust in Christ
(1 Corinthians 8:9-12).
The decision not to eat the meat may offend the host. So the Christian must be careful in how
he explains his decision. He should emphasise that he is grateful for the host’s kindness. He
should eat happily any other food that the host offers him. And when he refuses the meat, he must
do it politely. In other words, he must not blame the host!

What will bring the greatest honour to God?
(1 Corinthians 10:29-30)
Paul has almost finished his advice about the meat that people offer to false gods. Clearly, that
was an important subject for the Christians at Corinth.
Here, Paul refers to two of the excuses of those Christians who were eating that meat. Firstly,
they knew that God had made them free. So, they were only using the freedom that God had given
to them. Secondly, they gave thanks to God for that food. They did not see why they should refuse
good food.
Those arguments may seem clear and sensible. But there is something very strange about those
ideas.
It is a strange kind of freedom whose only effect is to cause trouble and worry for other people. It
is a strange way to give thanks that causes other people to say bad things about you. We should
use our freedom to give honour to God. We should give thanks in order to praise God. Everything
that we do should give honour to God (1 Corinthians 10:31).
Paul urged Christians to ask themselves whether their actions really bring honour to God.
When their actions help people to trust God, then people will praise God for that. But that does not
happen if their actions only increase people’s doubts and worries. And then God will not receive
from those people the honour that he deserves.
There are many situations where Christians do not know what to do. Or, they may have such
strong opinions that it is difficult for them to follow the Bible’s instructions. In such situations, it is
always wise to ask what will bring the greatest honour to God.

How to give glory to God
(1 Corinthians 10:31)
God’s glory means his greatness. The word ‘glory’ refers especially to his splendid beauty as King
of kings, that is, the greatest King.
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Whatever people may do, God remains the greatest King. People cannot increase his greatness.
But they can choose whether they, by their actions, give him honour as their King. They can
choose whether they will allow God, or their own emotions and desires, to rule their lives. When
they choose to give God honour, they are giving glory to God. When they care more about their
own greatness, God does not receive glory from their lives.
We give God glory when we decide to trust him and to serve him. People make that decision
when they first become Christians. They can then give God glory by every decision that they
make afterwards. Even in the most minor matters, they can choose whether to serve God or not.
When they obey God, they are giving him honour. So he receives the glory.
That is even true as a person eats a meal. That person can give thanks to God for the food, and so
recognise God as their provider. Or, a person can eat whatever food he selfishly desires. Then, the
person is allowing wrong emotions to rule his life. God receives no honour or glory from that
person’s selfish behaviour.
However, the good news is that we can give God glory. We do it when we trust him to save us.
And we continue to do it whenever our actions recognise his greatness.

Did Paul try to please everyone?
(1 Corinthians 10:32-33)
In 1 Corinthians 10:33, several English translations say that Paul tried ‘to please everybody’. The
original words do not include a word for ‘try’.
We know that Paul did not please everyone. It would not even be right for a Christian to try to do
that. A Christian speaks the truth about God, whether people approve or not. 2 Corinthians 11:2326 reminds us that many people opposed Paul in a very cruel manner.
Our problem is the use of the word ‘please’ in the translation. It is a reasonable translation of the
original word but it clearly does not express Paul’s meaning. Paul did not care about what other
people thought about him. He only wanted to please God. He explains in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 that
he was very careful not to do anything to impress anyone.
Really, Paul means that he acted for the benefit of everyone else, and not for his own benefit.
His desire always was that God would save people. That is, that God would give them a right
relationship with himself.
So, Paul could not allow selfish desires to enter his thoughts. He could not please himself. He
could not just do whatever he wanted.
Therefore, Paul would not do anything that made it harder for any person to trust God. He
had that same attitude towards everyone, whether they were already Christians or not. And he had
the same attitude towards everyone, whether they belonged to the same nation as him (the Jews),
or not (for example, the Greeks).
He urged all Christians to have a similar attitude.

1 Corinthians chapter 11
Why Paul told Christians to imitate him
(1 Corinthians 11:1)
Really, 1 Corinthians 11:1 belongs at the end of chapter 10. Paul has just explained how he
behaves (1 Corinthians 10:33), and so he urges Christians to do the same. As he said in 1
Corinthians 4:6, he was using his own life as an example, to teach the Christians in Corinth.
So Paul urges those Christians to copy his behaviour and his attitudes. Such advice was
necessary because nobody in Corinth had been a Christian for a long time yet. Usually, new
Christians can learn from older Christians in their church (Hebrews 13:7).
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Paul was not asking the Christians in Corinth to praise him as a great leader. He cared very little
whether they approved of him or not (1 Corinthians 4:3). However, he cared very much whether
they were loyal to Christ (2 Corinthians 11:28-29). Because he started their church, he felt a sense
of responsibility towards them. They seemed as if they were his children in their relationship with
Christ (1 Corinthians 4:14-16).
So Paul repeats his instruction in 1 Corinthians 4:16 that they should imitate him. We are glad to
see Paul’s reason for this instruction. He urges them to imitate him, because he too is imitating
Christ. In other words, as they learn from him, they will really be learning from Christ. That is the
aim. They are learning to think and to act as Christ did.
That is the only reason why Paul wanted them to copy him. He wanted to make their relationship
with Christ stronger.

Two reasons why Paul was pleased with the church in Corinth
(1 Corinthians 11:2)
There were very serious troubles in the church at Corinth, and Paul needed to warn them about
many things. However, Paul never forgot that he was dealing with new Christians. Nobody in
Corinth had been a Christian for more than a few years. They were not yet mature in their
relationship with Christ (1 Corinthians 3:1-2). So Paul always dealt with them in a patient and
gentle manner.
When they were doing the wrong things, Paul carefully explained. But when they did the right
things, Paul approved of them. Here in 1 Corinthians 11:2, Paul mentions two reasons why he
was pleased with them.
(1) They had remembered Paul and his message. They were still a loyal Christian church,
although they were doing many wrong things. They remembered the things that Paul had taught
them. Although they argued about Paul’s authority, they continued to ask him for advice.
(2) They still believed firmly in the most important lessons that Christians teach. Paul refers
especially here to Christ’s death (1 Corinthians 11:23) and the fact that, afterwards, Christ became
alive again (1 Corinthians 15:3). Paul received this knowledge from God himself; and Paul passed
it on to the Christians in Corinth. Since then, Christians have continued to pass on (or teach) these
lessons to new Christians. They include not just the facts, but also the things that God can do in
their lives because of those facts.
So Paul was pleased with the Christians in Corinth. They still served God. They still wanted to
learn how to serve God better. And those are the most important things in any Christian’s life.

Why God allows some people to have authority over other people
(1 Corinthians 11:3)
It is the head that directs the movement of the human body. When we wish to go somewhere, we
first turn the head in that direction. Our legs and feet actually carry out the work, but only as the
head directs them.
People like to have complete control over their lives, but God does not allow that. He has given
some people authority over other people. Those leaders are like the human head; they have the
responsibility to guide and to direct other people.
However, even the people who lead do not have complete authority over their own lives. Even if
they are responsible to nobody else, they are still responsible to Christ. That is especially
true in the Christian church. Christ is the head, that is, the leader of his church. Every person,
and especially each leader, should allow Christ to guide and to direct his life.
Even Christ accepted this kind of authority. He did not do what he himself chose to do. He
obeyed completely God the Father, who sent him to this world (John 6:38). It was God the Father
who directed Christ’s actions.
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Some members of the church in Corinth did not want to obey anyone. In particular, they included
some women. They were not obeying the instructions of the men who led that church. In fact, it
seems that they did not even respect their own husbands (see 1 Corinthians 14:31-35). Probably,
they thought that the Holy Spirit was guiding their actions. But really, they were not recognising
the authority that God had established among his people and in his church (1 Corinthians
14:37-40).

Christian women and questions of authority
(1 Corinthians 11:4-5)
Both men and women should pray. Also, both men and women can prophesy. Here, the word
‘prophesy’ probably does not mean ‘to speak a message from God about the future’. Instead, it
probably means ‘to declare words that give honour to God, by the power of the Holy Spirit’. That
could be by means of words that encourage other people to give honour to God, as in 1
Corinthians 14:3. When we encourage other people to give honour to God, we ourselves are giving
honour to him.
People have different opinions about what covered the head here. It could be a hat, or long hair.
It could be a veil (a cloth to cover a woman’s face), or a net to cover her hair.
Clearly, Paul is referring to a custom of that time which expected men and women to dress
differently. He approved of it because it showed a proper attitude towards authority. The Holy
Spirit should guide the person who prays or prophesies. But still, that person should respect the
authority that God has established, both in the family and in the church (1 Corinthians 14:27-40).
For Christian women, that often means that they should accept a man’s authority. That is a hard
lesson, but it is an extremely important lesson. As Christ obeyed God his Father completely, so
we too (both men and women) must learn to obey. God has given us people in this world to
obey (for example, husbands and fathers), so that we can learn how to obey him (God).

Signs of authority
(1 Corinthians 11:6)
The problems in the church at Corinth were the result of a wrong idea about personal freedom.
God makes his people free from the control of evil forces so that they can serve him instead. The
Christians in Corinth confused that with the idea that they were free to please themselves. They did
not want anyone else to have authority over them.
Some of the women refused to cover their heads in the manner that was usual for women in
Corinth. They uncovered their heads at church meetings to show that their husbands did not still
have authority over them. In their opinion, anything that covered the head was a sign of a man’s
authority over them.
Paul reminded them that their hair also covered their heads. If signs of authority upset them so
much, then they should cut off their hair. Paul knew that they would not want to do that (1
Corinthians 11:15).
This is what Paul meant. Even as God has given women beautiful hair, so God has given authority
to some people. It should not upset Christians when they have to obey someone else. As
they serve other people, Christians can learn to be patient, humble, loyal and careful. They gain in
knowledge, experience and discipline. They learn how to work hard and to do their work well. All
these things are qualities that God approves of. A person who has these qualities can serve God
better because of them.
A Christian should not try to please himself or herself. Instead, he or she should please God. And
one way to do that can be to serve other people well.
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The natural relationship between men and women
(1 Corinthians 11:7-9)
In this passage, Paul studies Genesis chapters 1 and 2 to discover the natural relationship
between men and women. That is, the human relationship that God originally created for them
to have with each other. Notice that this is different from their relationship as Christians or their
relationship with Christ (see 1 Corinthians 11:11-12).
We can see that, in every country across the world, men often have authority over women. Either
God established this arrangement, or it is the result of people's evil deeds. In the Bible, no
other explanation is possible. If men’s authority was the result of people’s evil deeds, it would
appear in Genesis chapter 3. If God established it, it would appear in Genesis chapters 1 and 2.
Genesis 1:26 says that God made man in the image of God. Genesis 2:7 says that God created
man first. Genesis 2:18 shows that God created the first woman to be a helper for the first man.
Genesis 2:22 describes how God created her from the man’s side. Paul refers to all these verses.
As a man should bring honour to God, so a wife should bring honour to her husband. In the same
manner, a daughter should bring honour to her father. That is the natural human relationship
between men and women. That is what God originally intended.
The arrangement changed when people began to carry out evil deeds. After that, God said
that a husband would rule his wife (Genesis 3:16). But notice that God did not allow men to rule
women in an evil or cruel manner. Such behaviour is very wrong. In particular, the Bible teaches
that husbands should love their wives (Ephesians 5:28-29). They must provide for their wives
and look after them.

Women, authority, and the angels
(1 Corinthians 11:10)
In ancient Corinth, it was usual for women to cover their heads in a particular manner. However,
some Christian women were refusing to do that. They believed that it showed their husband’s
authority over them. As Christians, they wanted to be free from human authority, so that they could
be more holy.
Paul taught that Christians should accept the authority of other people. So, those women should
respect their husbands. They should not argue about whether to cover their heads. It is not wrong
to wear something in order to show that you respect someone else’s authority. Even the angels,
who are God’s special servants in heaven, do that.
Paul was referring to Isaiah chapter 6. In that chapter, Isaiah saw the greatness of God. God was
sitting in his house called the temple, on his royal seat. Special angels called seraphim flew above
him. They called to each other that God is ‘holy, holy, holy.’ And they declared that his greatness
fills the whole world.
Isaiah mentions an interesting fact about these angels. They had six wings, but they only used two
wings to fly. With two wings, they covered their feet. And with the other two wings, they covered
their faces.
So the holy angels, who serve God in the most holy place, accept a sign of authority on
their heads. They cover not just their heads, but also their faces.
The Christian women in Corinth did not want any sign of authority on their heads, especially when
they prayed (1 Corinthians 11:5). But they were not more holy than those angels are. Clearly, it
was not unholy for those women to cover their heads.
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Men depend on women, even as women depend on men
(1 Corinthians 11:11-12)
In Paul’s opinion, it is not wrong that, sometimes, a man has authority over a woman. Examples
include a father’s authority over his daughter, or a husband’s authority over his wife. These types
of authority are something that, originally, God established.
To prove this, Paul again refers to Genesis 2:21. God made the first woman from the side of the
first man. God did that in order to provide a helper who would be suitable for the man (Genesis
2:18). He created the woman for the man.
Of course, that does not allow men to use their authority in an evil or cruel manner. God created
the first woman from the man; but every man since then has been born to a woman. Men depend
on women even as women depend on men. That is not just true about birth. It is also true about
almost every part of human society.
God intended that men should use their authority with an attitude of love. We sometimes see
genuine love in human relationships. However, perfect love between men and women is only
possible in their relationship with Christ.
That is so because God is bringing all his people together in their relationship with Christ. They
are like a body where every part is necessary (1 Corinthians 12:14-27). In God’s church, both men
and women from every nation depend on each other and they need each other (Galatians 3:28).
Each member is an important and necessary part of the church, and that includes men and
women, boys and girls. It includes everyone who has trusted Christ to save them.

How to behave when the Holy Spirit is active
(1 Corinthians 11:13-15)
When an evil spirit takes possession of a person, that person often loses any control over their own
behaviour. That happens in many false religions. So, the person acts in a wild manner.
Such behaviour was familiar to many of the Christians in Corinth. Several of them had formerly
belonged to religions like that. They knew how their priests had behaved under the control of evil
spirits. For example, their priestesses (female priests) uncovered their heads in a manner that
normally would offend people. They shouted wildly and they acted in a frightening manner.
The Holy Spirit was working powerfully in Corinth, and he often spoke through the female
Christians. They too were uncovering their heads during prayer. Perhaps they were trying to show
that the Holy Spirit was speaking. But their actions were against the customs of their country
and it was offending people.
When the Holy Spirit speaks through a person, that person does not lose control of his or her
behaviour. So, Christians can choose how they will act.
Paul urged them to behave in a reasonable and sensible manner. He told them to ask
themselves what seems right and proper to do. Of course, in different countries, people will have
different ideas about the right and proper way to dress or to behave. But Christians should always
choose to act in a manner that is sensible and right.
In several translations, 1 Corinthians 11:14 refers to ‘nature’. It probably does not mean ‘the
natural world’ here. The meaning is ‘the sense of what is right and proper’. People everywhere
have the idea that certain things are right and proper to do. So, that is part of their nature.

New ideas
(1 Corinthians 11:16)
Sometimes a Christian has an idea about the Christian life that seems quite new. If that
Christian is able to persuade other people, the idea can spread quickly. People like to follow the
most modern ideas and fashions.
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Such an idea can have a powerful effect on many people. But it may not last long. People may
forget that idea because it never really achieves anything worthwhile. However, they are more
likely to forget it because there is something new for them to follow.
These ideas may be, for example, about the design of churches or the places for meetings. They
may be about new ways to praise God or about things that the church leader can say. They may
be about the behaviour or dress of Christians. Such ideas are not usually from the Bible,
although the Bible may say something about them. Really, those ideas are more about people’s
weakness than they are about the power of God.
In Corinth, the idea was about what a woman should wear during prayer. The women followed that
idea because they felt excited by it. Some of them could argue strongly for it. But that did not
make the idea right. Paul reminded them what they were arguing about. The Bible had not taught
them to do that. It was not helping people to trust God. It was just someone’s new idea; the
people in the other churches had not even heard about it. It would separate them from other
Christians whose help and support they needed.
Clearly that idea, like so many new ideas, was not a good idea.

Church meetings and their problems
(1 Corinthians 11:17)
The first Christians did not only meet for prayer and to study the Bible. They also met to have
special meals together. From those meals we get the ceremony called communion, where
Christians continue to share bread and wine together (1 Corinthians 11:23-26).
Paul approved of most things that the church in Corinth did at their meetings for prayer and Bible
study (1 Corinthians 11:2). However, he could not approve of their meals. He considered that
their behaviour at those meals was very wrong (1 Corinthians 11:21-22). For that reason, he told
them that they should not continue to eat together (1 Corinthians 11:34). Instead, they should just
share the bread and wine together, to remember Christ’s death (1 Corinthians 11:26).
Perhaps even Paul felt sorry that it was necessary to stop those meals. They had been a tradition
since the beginning of the first Christian church (Acts 2:46). The Christians who began the tradition
had very good reasons for it. They shared their food because they wanted to show love to other
Christians, especially to poorer Christians. The meals were also an opportunity to meet other
Christians and to talk about Christ and the Bible.
However, no tradition that is of human origin is ever perfect. After a period of time, a tradition
that originally was good can start to cause serious troubles. Then, it is necessary to change the
arrangement, before the good tradition becomes a bad tradition.
So, Paul told the Christians in Corinth to stop their special meals together. However, they should
continue to share a little bread and wine, because that was Christ’s command (1 Corinthians
11:23-25).

Do arguments between Christians have any purpose?
(1 Corinthians 11:18-19)
Paul wrote the Book of 1 Corinthians in Ephesus, which is several hundred miles away from
Corinth (1 Corinthians 16:8). He received reports about the church in Corinth from Christians who
had travelled between the two cities (1 Corinthians 1:11).
Paul did not believe all the reports that he heard. However, it seemed clear to him that there were
opposing groups in the church at Corinth. He knew what they were arguing about. He also
understood how serious those arguments had become (1 Corinthians 6:1-8).
It was not good that Christians were arguing in such an angry manner. We might think that those
arguments had no proper purpose. People often say that when Christians disagree today.
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However, disagreements between Christians do have a purpose. They show clearly that
Christians are not always right. Even the best Christian leaders and Bible teachers believe some
things that are wrong. That may not matter much if the most important things are right. But the
disagreements force Christians to study the Bible for themselves. If they really want to know
the truth, then God must be their teacher.
That is what God wants. He wants Christians to belong to a church, and to learn from the leaders
there. However, he does not want Christians to depend on their church or its leaders. He wants
Christians to depend on him.
Churches and their leaders sometimes disappoint us. But God never disappoints his loyal people.
And what he says is always true and right.

Christians should help poor people
(1 Corinthians 11:20-22)
The ‘Lord’s Supper’ seems to be the name that the church in Corinth used for their meals
together. ‘Supper’ is a meal; and in the Book of 1 Corinthians, ‘Lord’ usually seems to refer to
Christ. So, this was Christ’s special meal. Or that was what they called it.
Paul insisted that their meal did not deserve any such name. Yes, the Christians in Corinth were
meeting together, and they certainly ate well. But their meal had no connection with Christ. It was
not an opportunity for Christians to show love to each other, as Christ did (John 13:1-4).
In fact, it was the opposite. It had become an opportunity for the richer Christians to act in a
greedy and selfish manner. If they shared their food, it was only with their rich friends. If they
shared the wine, they kept too much for themselves.
There were poor people in that church; its members included several slaves (1 Corinthians 7:2122). That meal could have provided an ideal opportunity for the other Christians to help them.
They all could have shared the good food, and the poor Christians could take home some of the
food. But that was not happening.
Paul cared very much for poor people. His words show that this matter upset him deeply.
Wherever Paul went, he collected money for poor Christians (Galatians 2:10). He had taught the
Christians in Corinth to do that, too (1 Corinthians 16:1-4).
But it is not enough just to help poor people in a distant country. Christians should also care
about the poor people who live among them.

Jesus’ last meal with his disciples
(1 Corinthians 11:23)
The night before Jesus’ arrest was one of the most important occasions in Jesus’ life. It is so
important that the Bible gives 5 separate accounts of that last meal. They are: Matthew 26:17-30;
Mark 14:12-26; Luke 22:7-39; John chapters 13 to 17; and here.
Paul was not present at those events, but he still had personal knowledge of them. He seems to
say that he received that knowledge from Christ himself. That is why he taught so carefully about
those events. In a similar manner, Christ had shown Paul that he (Christ) was alive after his death
(see 1 Corinthians 15:8). We do not know how or when Christ showed these things to Paul.
However, we can read accounts of how Christ spoke to him in Acts 22:6-10; Acts 22:17-21 and
Acts 23:11.
The meal was a special meal, for the sacred holiday called the Passover. Jesus’ 12 special
students, called the disciples, ate the meal with him. Lamb (a young sheep) was the meat at that
meal. God had made special rules about that meal (Exodus 12:2-11).
It was the bread, and not the meat, that Jesus chose especially to speak about on that occasion.
Jesus was establishing a special sacred meal, which would help Christians always to remember
the importance of his death.
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At special meals, people usually choose to have plenty of food that is beautiful and, if possible,
expensive. That was the kind of meal that the Christians in Corinth were trying to have (1
Corinthians 11:21-22). But all that food was not necessary for the special sacred meal that Jesus
established. For that meal, they only needed a little bread and wine. It was the meaning of the
meal and its purpose - not the food - that was important.

The reason for Christ’s death
(1 Corinthians 11:24)
Paul believed that nothing is so important as Christ and his death (1 Corinthians 2:2). Christ
himself wanted Christians always to know the reason why he died.
That was why, on the night before his death, Christ broke bread for his disciples (special students).
He explained his action very simply. The bread meant his body. As he gave them the bread, so
he was giving his life on their behalf.
That is what everyone needs to understand about Christ’s death. His death was not the result of an
unfortunate series of events or the actions of certain people. Christ’s death was God’s plan to
save his people. He died so that God could forgive the sins (evil deeds) of his people. Because of
his death, God frees his people from the power of sin, death and the devil. That was the real
reason for Christ’s death.
The Christian churches have very many traditions; hardly any of them existed at the time of Christ
or the first Christians. However, Christ did establish this ceremony. He told the disciples that they
should continue to break bread together. That simple ceremony would link them, and every
Christian who lived after them, to Christ’s death. It would give every Christian an opportunity to
declare that Christ died for them. As they received the bread, they would give God thanks for his
goodness to them. And they could put their complete trust in his power to save them.

The result of Christ’s death
(1 Corinthians 11:25)
As Christ broke the bread, he explained the reason for his death (see 1 Corinthians 11:24). As he
shared the cup, he spoke about the result of his death. A new kind of relationship would now
exist between God and his people. Christ’s blood poured out of his body at his death. That blood
makes this new relationship with God certain (Hebrews 9:14).
A ‘covenant’ means the promises that establish a relationship. For example, after a war, the
opposing sides make a peace agreement, that is, a covenant. They make promises, for example,
not to attack each other. The peace, which should follow, is their new relationship. By this means,
opposing nations can become friendly.
In the new covenant between God and people, it is God who has made the promises. He
promises to forgive when people confess their evil deeds to him. He promises to save people who
trust him. When people invite him into their lives, he promises to establish a right relationship with
them. He can do these wonderful things in a person’s life because of Christ’s death.
But although God makes the promises, people must accept them. They must confess their evil
deeds to him, and they must trust him. It is like when somebody offers a cup to another person.
That person must accept the cup and drink from it in order to gain any benefit.
Before people accept the benefit of Christ’s death, they are God’s enemies (Ephesians 2:11-12).
But the blood of Christ changes the situation completely (Ephesians 2:13). The result is a right
relationship with God (Ephesians 2:14-19).
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Declare Christ’s death until his return
(1 Corinthians 11:26)
Christians teach that the most important event in the world’s history is the death of Christ. The
most important future event will be when Christ comes back to this world. Between these two
events, Christians must declare Christ’s death to the world. Whenever they share bread and
wine at church, they are declaring the importance of Christ’s death.
Christ’s death is so important because God saves people only by means of Christ’s death (1
Corinthians 1:18). That is why Christ came into the world: to save people (Matthew 1:21). All
people have done wrong things against God’s law; we deserve only punishment (Romans 3:23,
Romans 6:23). But God can forgive us because Christ died for us (Isaiah 53:5-6; John 3:16-17).
So, we must confess our evil deeds to God, and we must invite Christ into our lives.
When people do such things, they are trusting God to save them because of Christ’s death. As
Christians, they wait for Christ’s return. At his death, Christ defeated both the devil and the power
of death (Hebrews 2:14-15). Until Christ’s return, people will still die and the devil will continue to
have power in this world. That is the reason why there is so much trouble in the world. And that is
the reason why Christians are so eager for Christ to establish his rule on earth.
However, many things that Christ achieved by his death are already happening. God is
saving people; they are receiving a right relationship with him. Across the world, people are
hearing and believing his good news. We even have clear evidence that Christ defeated death.
After his own death, Christ became alive again (1 Corinthians 15:20). So, the hope of Christians is
not in vain (Hebrews 6:19).

Who should not accept the bread and wine at church?
(1 Corinthians 11:27)
Some things are holy. That is, they belong to God in a special way. If people do not respect those
holy things they offend God.
The bread and wine at church are holy because of their connection with the death of Christ. Many
Christians in Corinth had not recognised that fact. They thought that they were eating together
merely in order to enjoy themselves. So, they ate too much food and they drank too much wine.
They sent poor Christians away without enough to eat (1 Corinthians 11:21-22).
It was not just Paul who was angry about this. They had offended God and they had caused
themselves illness and troubles (1 Corinthians 11:29-30).
Because of this, Paul advised the Christians in Corinth not to eat meals together (1 Corinthians
11:34). They should just share a little bread and wine together to remember Christ’s death (1
Corinthians 11:26). That is what most Christian churches do today. But still, some people do not
really recognise the sacred nature of that ceremony.
For example, some people accept the bread and wine although they have never invited Christ into
their lives. Perhaps they imagine that, by their own efforts, they can earn a right relationship with
God. But that attitude offends God. Christ died to save them. They must put their trust
completely in him.
Even some Christians do not recognise the holy nature of the bread and wine. They are guilty of
wrong behaviour, but they do not want to confess it to God. But we must confess our wrong
deeds to God if we want him to forgive us (1 John 1:9). God wants to deal with the wrong things in
our lives. It is wrong for us to accept the bread and wine if we will not allow him to do that.
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Test yourself: are you serving God properly?
(1 Corinthians 11:28)
On two separate occasions, Paul urged the Christians in Corinth to test themselves (see 2
Corinthians 13:5). It is not good enough if a Christian was only loyal to God in the past. Christians
should constantly trust God, and they should always obey his commands. They must test their
thoughts, attitudes and behaviour to make sure that they are serving God properly.
An especially important time to do that is before a Christian accepts the bread and wine at church.
That ceremony is a holy occasion because of its connection with Christ’s death. It is very wrong
for a person who is living in an unholy manner to accept those sacred gifts. So, at that special
moment, Christians should examine their own lives in front of God.
Often, of course, they will discover that they have done wrong things. Perhaps they are guilty of
many evil deeds, and some of those may be severe. Then, they should remember that God
desires very much to forgive. He forgives every kind of wrong and evil deed (Exodus 34:6-7). His
Son, Jesus, died so that he could forgive his people. We would be lying if we claimed never to do
any wrong things. So we must confess our wrong deeds to God. He will forgive us and he will
give us a right relationship with him.
That is how Christians can accept the bread and wine at church. They do not deserve to receive
any holy thing because of their own efforts. But they know that Christ died for them. They have
confessed their wrong deeds to God, and God has accepted them because of Christ’s death. So,
they eat and drink with thankful hearts.

Judgement on unholy behaviour in church
(1 Corinthians 11:29)
The Christians in Corinth had not recognised the importance of their meals together. They were
behaving as if they were at a party (1 Corinthians 11:20-22). Paul warned them that they were
acting in an unholy manner on a very holy occasion. The result was that they had brought
God’s judgement against themselves. That was why many of them were weak and ill. Some of
them had even died.
It is a holy act when Christians share bread and wine together. They are remembering God’s most
holy act in this world, that is, the death of Christ. Those Christians in Corinth were not
recognising the connection between their meals and Christ’s death. The result of their unholy
behaviour was severe.
Of course, Christ did not die so that his people would become weak or ill. In fact, the purpose of his
death was to make his people well - in their spirits, but also in their bodies (Isaiah 53:4-6).
However, that holy act (Christ’s death) was also an act of judgement. The word holy means
‘separate for God’. So, a holy act will always separate holy people and things from whatever is
unholy. Clearly, that is a kind of judgement.
That is how, at those holy meals, many Christians in Corinth were bringing about judgement
against themselves. Their food had a special meaning: the body of Christ, who died for them. But
they ate it in a manner that made poorer Christians feel ashamed. The richer Christians were even
drinking too much wine!
Paul told them that, especially on such a holy occasion they must first examine their own lives.
They should confess their evil deeds to God. They should ask for his help to remove from their
lives anything that is unholy. Then, they can accept the bread and wine gladly, and not in fear of
judgement.
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How Christians may be making themselves weak and ill
(1 Corinthians 11:30)
God is very kind. Sometimes he will even rescue us from troubles that we ourselves have caused.
However, we must not expect that he will always do that. Certainly, we must not do wrong or
foolish things so that we can demand his help.
If we do that, we are testing God. Paul has already warned Christians not to test God (1
Corinthians 10:9). In other words, they must not try to force God to protect them.
Paul told the Christians in Corinth that they were making themselves ill. Probably, Paul is just
referring to the natural results of their wrong behaviour. It is unhealthy to eat too much food or
to drink too much wine. Some of the Christians in Corinth were doing these things often (1
Corinthians 11:21; 1 Corinthians 8:7-10).
Also, many Christians were making themselves weak. Perhaps they were using too much energy
at their meetings. The women were uncovering their heads when they felt the Holy Spirit’s power
(1 Corinthians 11:5-16). Perhaps at the same time they were shouting, or they were behaving in a
wild manner. Paul had to explain to them how to behave when the Holy Spirit spoke through them
(1 Corinthians 14:27-35).
Paul says that some of them ‘slept’. He means that they had died. However, they had died as
Christians; they will live again (1 Corinthians chapter 15).
Perhaps those Christians thought that, as God’s people, they were safe. Christians already have
the kind of life that lasts always in their spirits – but not yet in their bodies. So, in this world, they
cannot do everything that they may want to do. And they cannot always do the things that
other people ask them to do. Even when their desires are good and right, they may still be acting in
an unwise manner. They cannot even just copy the things that other Christians may be doing. God
gives different amounts of strength to different people. He directs some people to do things that
other people should not even try to do.

Can Christians suffer because of God’s judgement?
(1 Corinthians 11:31-32)
The illness or death of Christians is not usually the result of God’s judgement against them.
However, it can be so sometimes, as Paul has just explained (1 Corinthians 11:29-30).
That fact may surprise us. God loves his people; he does not cause them to suffer. They are his
children, to whom he constantly shows his kindness (Matthew 7:9-11).
We find an explanation when we compare 1 Corinthians 5:1-5 with 1 Corinthians 11:27-32. In the
earlier passage, Paul tells the church leaders how to deal with a member who is guilty of very
wicked behaviour. They should pray that God will allow the devil to cause serious trouble for that
man. That trouble would give the man an opportunity to change his attitudes. God’s desire is to
save such a person.
Here, church members were acting in an unholy manner on a holy occasion. Paul says that they
were causing their own troubles. They had brought the judgement of God against themselves. So,
our troubles are sometimes the result of our own foolish behaviour. And they are sometimes
the result of the devil’s work. But we must not blame God for our troubles. He only does good
things for his people.
However, we may ask why God allows these troubles to happen. In 1 Corinthians 5:5, the answer
was to save the man’s spirit. In 1 Corinthians 11:32, the answer is to save the people from a
worse punishment. When God’s people do unholy or wicked things, sometimes only serious
troubles will cause them to stop.
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Simple changes to deal with problems at church meetings
(1 Corinthians 11:33-34)
When there is a serious problem with people’s behaviour at church meetings, sometimes simple
changes can deal with the problem.
In Corinth, church members were behaving in an unholy manner when they shared the bread
and wine (1 Corinthians 11:20-22). First, Paul reminded them what Jesus had taught about this
matter (1 Corinthians 11:23-26). Then, he urged them to examine their own thoughts and attitudes
(1 Corinthians 11:27-32).
Finally, Paul told the church leaders to make two simple changes to that meeting:
(1) Formerly, people had brought their own food to the meeting. At the meeting, they ate as much
as they wanted. But now the church members must eat their food at home. At the meeting,
they would just share a little bread and wine, to remember Jesus’ death.
(2) Formerly, people began to eat their food as soon as they arrived. This made the meeting like a
party, except that each person brought his own food. But now anyone who arrived early would
have to wait for the other members. So the meeting would begin at its proper time, probably with
prayer. That would make the meeting a more serious occasion, and people would respect its
importance.
Paul adds that he wants to make some other arrangements, too. There are other things to deal
with, but they do not need immediate attention. It would be better for Paul to explain these things to
them himself, rather than to send a letter. Perhaps these words end Paul’s reply to the letter that
he mentioned in 1 Corinthians 7:1. However, Paul has not finished the Book of 1 Corinthians.
There are some more important subjects that God wanted him to teach the Christians in Corinth.
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How to teach God’s good news
in EasyEnglish
A guide for church leaders
Christians have a duty to declare the gospel
In a very severe manner, James warns church leaders and all who teach in churches. Their words
will have a powerful effect on people’s lives. So they must be careful about the things that they say.
They must teach God’s word, the Bible, clearly. They must show other people how to begin and to
continue a right relationship with God. When people meet to learn about God, God himself is also
present. And he is the judge of the things that the teacher says. (See James 3:1.)
Many church leaders care much about their words, but for different reasons. Perhaps they desire
to show how carefully they have studied their subject. Perhaps they want to tell a story well, or
perhaps they are trying to amuse people. Jesus spoke severe words about leaders who cared only
to impress other people (Matthew 6:1; Mark 12:38-40).
It is wrong for a church leader to imagine that he can speak about any subject whatever. God has
given that church leader responsibility for the people who listen to him (Hebrews 13:17). That is,
the leader is responsible for their relationship with God. The leader is not responsible for the
decisions that people may make. But, like Ezekiel, he is responsible to warn them about the things
that God orders them to do (Ezekiel 33:1-11).
Clearly, therefore, church leaders have a responsibility to tell people how they can receive a right
relationship with God. But some church leaders are not sure about that. Such a leader may say, ‘I
cannot save anyone. Only God can save people. So I do what I am able to do. I have the skill to
bring people into my church. I know how to encourage people so that they continue to come to
church. I provide meetings that interest them. I arrange events that they enjoy. I do not often
explain that people need a personal relationship with God. My members do not like to hear about
such things. I worry that they may leave my church as a result.’
Some of this church leader’s ideas are right, but some are wrong. He is right that only God can
save a person. But a leader must not imagine that he brings people into his church by his own skill.
It is God who sends a person into a particular church. God does it because he is working in that
person’s life. He wants to use that church leader to teach that person. So it is a terrible thing if a
church leader refuses to speak God’s message.
We can see that this church leader has another wrong attitude also. He is afraid of people’s
reactions to God’s message. But nobody should be so afraid of people that he cannot carry out his
duties to God. See Proverbs 29:25.
There are many church leaders, however, who understand their responsibility in front of God. They
recognise that people really do need a right relationship with God. And those church leaders want
very much to show people how they can receive that right relationship. But often those church
leaders have a different problem. They do not clearly understand what they should be explaining.
Many Christians imagine that every church leader already knows about all such matters. But, of
course, that is not true. And that is the reason for this book. It will show you what people need to
know in order to receive a right relationship with God. It will explain how you can teach these things
clearly. And it will give you the confidence to declare these things publicly.
2000 years ago, Paul wrote that there is only one gospel. And he insisted that the gospel will never
change (Galatians 1:6-12). Here, the gospel means the message of good news that God uses to
save people. It is by this gospel that God can save people from every nation (Romans 1:16-17).
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2000 years later, there are many Christian churches and they disagree about many things. But
when Christians study their Bible in order to understand the gospel message, something
astonishing happens. They agree about almost everything in the gospel message. They agree that
all people are, by nature, enemies of God. They agree that only God can save people. They agree
that this can only happen because of the death of Christ.
That is powerful evidence that the gospel really is a message from God (Galatians 1:11). People
from different churches, with different traditions, agree that the gospel is the reason why Jesus
came to this earth. They agree that it is essential for people to believe the gospel. They agree that
it is the most important message ever.
So, let us study the gospel message carefully.

Why do so many evil things happen in our world?
The world is a very beautiful place. But everyone realises that there is something very wrong about
our world. Cruelty, evil acts and murders are common. Wicked people have great authority, and it
seems impossible to escape from their power. And even the best people struggle to control the
bad thoughts that sometimes fill their minds.
The Bible has an explanation of these facts. It says that God created a perfect world (Genesis 1:331; Proverbs 8:22-31). And he intended that people should be perfect, too (Ecclesiastes 7:29). But
people chose not to be loyal to God (Genesis 3:1-19).
The result is that a state of war now exists between all people and God. People have made
themselves God’s enemies.
Paul describes this terrible situation in Romans 3:10-18. He does not use his own words there.
Instead, he repeats a series of passages from the Books of Psalms, Isaiah and Ecclesiastes. He
does not need to explain those passages because they are very clear. Nobody is completely good.
Everybody is guilty when God is the judge. All people do things that oppose God.
God created you and he is your judge. It is a terrible thing to be his enemy. We hope to escape
from our enemies but nobody can escape from God (Psalm 139:7-8; Revelation 20:12-13). We
hope that our enemies will be too weak to punish us. But God’s power is absolute (Revelation
19:1). When we think about these things, John 3:16 astonishes us. It tells us that God loves the
people in this world. He does not want them to suffer as his enemies. He very much wants to save
them. And he has provided the way by which that can happen. God can save people because of
the death of Christ. God does it when people invite him into their lives.
We much prefer to speak about God’s love than to speak about people’s evil behaviour. But we
desire to mend the broken relationship between people and God. A doctor must first understand
the illness before he can cure it. And we must understand clearly how people have become God’s
enemies.
Firstly, it is clear that people are God’s enemies because of their evil behaviour. It is not only their
actions that are wrong. Their words (Matthew 5:22) and even their thoughts (Matthew 5:28;
Romans 1:21) are also evil. Their own conscience tells them that these things are wrong (Romans
1:18-20). And the fact is even clearer for people who know God’s law (Romans 2:12).
God has declared his standards in the Ten Commandments, that is, the commands in Exodus
20:1-17. Jesus taught that people must obey every one of those commands completely (Matthew
5:19). James taught that people must not neglect even one of God’s commands. A person who
does not obey one command has offended against them all (James 2:10-11).
When we think about these Bible passages, we realise a very important fact. All people are guilty
in front of God, and not just the worst people. Nobody can ever prove that they have completely
obeyed all of God’s laws. Even if someone’s actions were perfect, that person’s words or thoughts
would prove him guilty. God’s standards are too high for anyone to achieve. See Romans 3:9-23.
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Clearly, God considers that something is very wrong with people. It is not just their actions that are
wrong. Jesus said that evil actions were just the result of something deep inside a person (Mark
7:20-23). In other words, the nature of people is wrong. There is something in our nature that
opposes God. And that is why our behaviour, attitudes, desires, thoughts and actions are so often
evil.
So, secondly, people are God’s enemies because of the evil nature that is in them. Of course God
did not originally create people to have an evil nature. He wanted people to love him and to serve
him gladly. So he allowed the first people to choose whether to be loyal to him or not.
They decided not to obey him. The Bible records how this decision changed completely both their
nature and the nature of the world round them (Genesis chapter 3). Before it they were God’s
friends, afterwards, they were his enemies. Before it, they could not die, afterwards, they were
certain to die.
And the first people did not just make that decision for themselves. They made it on behalf of
everyone born after them (Romans 5:12). It affects everyone, even from birth (Psalm 51:5).
Without Christ, there would be no hope for anyone.

How much should a church leader say about sin?
In our previous chapter, we discussed sin (evil deeds), although we did not use that word. We also
did not mention hell, although the Bible teaches clearly about it. And we did not describe what
happened to Adam and Eve. Clearly, there are a lot of important subjects that we could explain.
Church leaders need to know how much they should explain about sin. It would be wrong not to
mention it. People need to know the truth about the state of their lives in front of God. If people do
not understand about sin, then Christ’s death would seem without purpose. And then people would
have no reason to invite God into their lives.
Something very strange happens when a church leader speaks about sin. People listen to his
words but, usually, there seems to be no reaction. People act as if they do not care about these
things. That is extraordinary. It is not the usual way for people to behave when they hear terrible
news about themselves.
When a judge sends someone to prison, that person feels the strongest emotions: fear, shame,
anger. Only a person who has gone to prison many times does not care about the judge’s
decision. But when a church leader speaks about God and his judgement, people seem not to
care. That, too, is evidence of how terrible our state is in front of God. The Bible calls that attitude
‘a hard heart’. It is the attitude of people who do not care. God wants to change that attitude
completely. His desire is to give people a right relationship with himself (Ezekiel 36:26).
Actually, it is better if we do not usually see strong reactions and powerful emotions in our
churches. Emotions can quickly become much too strong for anyone to control. And then it may be
impossible for the person to hear about Christ. That person may start to imagine that even God
cannot save them.
For that reason, a church leader should appeal to a person’s mind and intelligence, not to the
emotions. A church leader should consider himself a teacher, not an entertainer (see 1 Timothy
4:11). An entertainer appeals to the emotions, but a teacher educates the mind. People who have
learned the truth about God can then start to trust him.
Our work begins with the mind, but it cannot end there. It is God’s desire to change people
completely (John 3:3; 2 Corinthians 5:17). It is especially in a person’s spirit that the person needs
a right relationship with God. The mind will die when the body dies. It is the spirit that can live
always with God (Hebrews 12:23).
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That is why our own words and thoughts are not enough. We can, perhaps, educate people’s
minds, but we are completely unable to change their spirits. Only God can do that. For that reason,
regular prayer is essential for the church leader who carries out this kind of work. He must pray for
himself as well as for the people whom he hopes to help. And for the same reason, the leader
must use God’s word, that is, the Bible. Our words can only have an effect on a person’s mind, but
God’s word is much more powerful (Hebrews 4:12).
There is also another reason why we must use the Bible to teach about these things. There are
many different beliefs in this world, and most of them are neither good nor helpful. We must show
people that we are not merely teaching our own opinions, but God’s opinions. They have an
important decision to make. So we must show them what God has said about these matters.
However, if we explain too many Bible verses, people may find them too hard to understand. It is
better to choose just one Bible verse, and to explain it well.
We are now ready to answer our original question. How much should a church leader explain
about sin? Of course, the answer is not the same for every group of people. Some people learn
more quickly than other people do. So the leader should continue to explain until the people
understand clearly these important facts:
(1) The people must understand that they have not obeyed God’s law. God considers each of them
guilty. And one day in the future, he will be their judge.
(2) The people must understand that their lives need to change completely. They have been God’s
enemies, and they must now become his friends.
(3) The people must know that they cannot save themselves. They cannot pay for their sins by
means of good actions. Only God can change their lives. And he does it by means of Jesus’ death,
when people invite him into their lives.
When people understand those things, the church leader has explained enough about sin. So then
the leader can explain what God did to save people from their sin: the death of Jesus.

How a church leader can explain about Christ’s death
It should be clear that people cannot save themselves. To do that, they would need to give
themselves a right relationship with God. They have done many wrong things against him, and
they have become his enemies. So of course they cannot now become his friends by their own
efforts. They cannot force God to accept them. Only God is able to save people.
The Bible is God’s own account of what he did to save people. That is its subject, from beginning
to end. But we cannot ask people to study the whole Bible before they trust Christ. That would be
too hard for almost anyone to do. Instead, a church leader should use his knowledge of the Bible
to select an important passage or verse. He then uses that passage or verse to teach how God
can save people. So, although perhaps the leader only reads one verse, he uses that verse to
explain the message of the whole Bible.
The church leader must select that verse very carefully. Each verse belongs in a longer passage.
The leader must consider the meaning of the whole passage before he selects the verse. Although
he might not read the whole passage at the meeting, he himself should study it carefully.
One especially useful verse for this purpose is John 3:16. However, because the whole Bible is
about this subject, many other verses are useful for this purpose. John 3:16 explains why God
acted to save people. It was because of his great love. It explains how God acted. He sent his Son,
Jesus Christ. And it explains who benefits from God’s kindness. God saves the people who believe
in Christ. Finally, John 3:16 tells us the results of God’s action. Those people will not suffer God’s
punishment. And they will always live with him.
That is a wonderful verse, and people can learn much from it. But John 3:16 does not explain
everything that people need to know. In particular, it does not tell people how to believe. And it
does not explain what Christ did to save us. Those two subjects are essential knowledge for
anyone who desires to have a right relationship with God.
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So let us think about Christ. First, we need to understand who he is. If Christ were merely a man
like other men, then the Christian religion would be like any other religion. Its beliefs would merely
be human ideas. It would be unable to give anyone a right relationship with God.
Christ is, and always has been, God (John 1:1-2; Hebrews 13:8). He is God the Son, who, with
God the Father and the Holy Spirit, created the world (John 1:3). The Father, Son and Spirit are
the one and only real God (Deuteronomy 6:4; John 17:11). At a future time, all will recognise
Christ’s greatness (Philippians 2:9-11). And Christ will rule both earth and heaven (Psalm 2; Luke
1:32-33; Revelation 19:16).
The Bible records that God saw the terrible state of people on this earth. He saw that they had
become his enemies. He saw their evil deeds and he knew about their evil nature. They did not
care about God, but God cared about them. People deserved only punishment, but God wanted to
save people.
God is completely good; his nature is perfect. Because he is completely good, he always punishes
evil acts. So, he is the perfect judge. However, because he is completely good, his love is very
great. So, it is his desire to save people.
Those two statements may seem to be opposites. It seems impossible both to punish and to save.
But the Bible has always insisted that that is God’s character – Exodus 34:6-7. And in the life of
Christ, we see how God did both, together.
Christ is God. But he chose to be born as a human baby. God was living among us (Matthew
1:23), but the people did not recognise him (John 1:10-11). His life as a boy and a young man was
like the life of any other young person. He studied. He learned a trade. He worked with his hands.
But there was one important difference from us. Unlike us, Christ never did any wrong thing that
was against God’s law (1 Peter 2:22-23). That fact matters. Christ did not deserve the punishment
that he would later suffer.
As a man, Christ began to teach the people about God, and to do God’s work among them. He
cured people who were ill. He declared God’s good news, even to the poorest people (Luke 4:1819). Everything that he did was good. But still, people hated him and they wanted to kill him.
And in the end, that is what happened. Christ, the perfect Son of God, suffered a slow, painful and
cruel death that he did not deserve.
As we have already said, there is much cruelty in this world. It is a terrible fact, but many innocent
people suffer in the most unfair manner. We do not remember Christ’s death just because it was so
unfair. We remember Christ’s death because, by it, God was carrying out his promise to save his
people.
In order to save his people, God must punish their evil acts. When Christ died, he himself suffered
the punishment on their behalf. God the Son took upon himself our evil deeds (1 Peter 2:24). The
punishment that can bring people a right relationship with God was upon Christ (Isaiah 53:4-6).
Christ’s death had a powerful effect on some of the people who saw it (Mark 15:39-43). But, at the
same time, something astonishing was happening that people could not see. Strange events
happened across the city (Matthew 27:50-54).
The first people did not obey God, and we still suffer from the results of their evil deed today. But
Christ obeyed God completely, even in his death. And the results of his good action can save us
now, and always (Romans 5:17). That one event – Christ’s death – can give us a right relationship
with God that never ends (Hebrews 9:28).
God wants us to trust him. So he has provided evidence that Christ’s death did achieve these
things. There is the evidence in the Bible (Luke 24:27; John 20:31). There is the evidence that
Christ became alive again after his death (1 Corinthians 15:3-8). There is the evidence that God
has given Christ the place of greatest honour in heaven (Acts 1:9-11; Hebrews 1:3-4). There is the
evidence of the people whom God has sent to declare his message (Matthew 28:18-20; Hebrews
2:3). And there is the evidence of the astonishing things that still happen after the prayers of
Christians (Mark 16:20).
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For all these reasons, people should believe Christ. They should confess their evil deeds to him,
and they should invite him into their lives.

How much should a church leader say about Christ’s
death?
In the previous chapter, I showed how to teach about Christ’s death in a clear manner. However,
that chapter contains too much information for a church leader to explain on just one occasion.
Of course, a church leader could teach all these things at a series of meetings. If the subject were
less important, then that might be the right thing to do. But nothing is more important than a
person’s relationship with God. So the church leader must use every opportunity to teach what
God has done by means of Christ’s death.
The Bible declares that people must trust Christ now (2 Corinthians 6:2; Hebrews 4:7). Church
leaders must therefore not delay people until some future occasion that may never happen. If God
has given an opportunity to declare his good news, then the church leader must not waste that
opportunity.
And the church leader should use every opportunity well. Many visitors to his church will never
return there. They must hear God’s good news on their first visit, because they may never get
another opportunity.
The church leader should arrange everything at the church and in the meeting for the benefit of
visitors. He should choose songs for the meeting because of their words, and not just the music.
He should train the church members to speak about Christ to visitors. There should be information
at the church that the visitors can take away. The leader himself should be available to speak and
to pray with people after the meeting.
But the most important opportunity to teach about Christ is when the leader speaks during the
meeting. Sometimes the leader may even have to change his subject to help the visitors who are
present. So the leader must allow the Holy Spirit to guide him.
But if the leader cannot explain everything, what should he say? The answer must be: whatever
will teach the people how to receive a right relationship with God.
They may already know much, or they may know nothing. It may seem impossible to teach
anything worthwhile to someone who knows nothing about Christ. But in fact, many people trust
Christ on the first occasion when they hear God’s good news (Acts 8:26-39; Acts 16:29-34). Their
experience is genuine. God has saved them and he changes their lives.
Sadly, some people attend good churches all their lives but they never trust Christ. That fact shows
us that God does not save people just because of their knowledge. God saves people who trust
him. People do not need complete knowledge of the reasons for Christ’s death before God can
save them. But they do need to understand that Christ died for them.
‘Christ died for me’ may seem a very simple statement. It should not be difficult to teach people
the meaning of those words. Of course, people need to say those words sincerely and to
understand those words properly. When those words express a person’s beliefs, that person has
learnt several important lessons:
(1) That person knows that he has done wrong things against God. The person would not need
Christ to die for him if he had done nothing wrong.
(2) That person knows that he cannot save himself. He believes that God can save him by means
of Christ’s death. So the person realises that neither a church, nor good works, nor any human
effort, can save him.
(3) That person realises the importance of Christ’s death. He understands that, because of that
one event, God can change his life.
(4) That person knows about the love of God (1 John 4:9). Christ chose to die for that person (John
15:13).
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(5) The words ‘Christ died for me’ show a personal relationship with God. The person who believes
that has chosen to trust Christ for himself. That person does not depend on someone else’s
relationship with God. And that person does not imagine that God saves everyone, with or without
trust in Christ.
The church leader will probably not ask people to say those words, ‘Christ died for me’. But the
leader should certainly teach people to believe those words. He should do that at every
opportunity.
The Bible constantly tells people to trust God. They should do that because Christ died for them.
And the result is that they will have a right relationship with God. Because that is the Bible’s main
message, a church leader can choose to speak from any part of the Bible. So when he explains
these things, he never needs to repeat the same talk twice.

Advice about how to begin a relationship with God
The Gospel, God’s good news, is a message with three parts.
Firstly, there must be a description of the true state of people in God’s opinion. Even the best
people are guilty when he is their judge. All people are evil by nature and they carry out evil deeds
(Romans 3:23). They deserve only punishment, but it is God’s desire to forgive (John 3:16;
Romans 6:23).
Then, it is necessary to teach what God has done in order to forgive people. He sent his Son,
Jesus Christ, into this world (John 3:16). Jesus died in order to suffer the punishment that people
deserve (Isaiah 53:4-6). But God made Jesus alive again (Acts 2:24). And when people invite
Jesus into their lives, God forgives them. God gives them a right relationship with himself; they
become the children of God (John 1:12-13).
The last part is to give clear advice about what people should do. They should confess the true
state of their lives in front of God. He is right to consider them guilty because of their evil thoughts,
words, and deeds. They should decide that they will allow God to change their lives. That is what it
means to ‘repent’. It is a complete change of mind and attitude. They should invite Christ into their
lives and they should allow him to rule their lives. They should believe the Gospel and they should
trust Christ.
In Mark 1:15, Jesus told the people to repent and to believe the Gospel. That is a brief way to say
the same things that I have written in the paragraph above. ‘Believe’ does not mean merely,
‘Believe that it is true’ (James 2:19). ‘Believe’ really means: ‘Believe and trust’. If people do not
trust God, they cannot benefit from his kindness.
The first Christian leaders were also careful to give this kind of advice (Acts 2:38-40; Acts 3:19).
They told people how they could begin a right relationship with God. And they explained that in a
clear and practical manner. Of course they wanted people to join the church. But without genuine
belief and trust in God, that would not save anyone. So the first Christian leaders emphasised that
people must repent. And they advised people to begin a new life where they trusted God
completely.
Imagine that you were visiting a church for the first time. There, you discovered that God
considered you guilty. You would feel desperate and you would not know what to do about that
fact. But then the church leader explained that Christ died for you. And because of Christ’s death,
God could forgive you. You would then want God to forgive you. But you may not know how to ask
God for that.
Suppose that the meeting ended then. You would want God to save you even before you left that
place. But the church leader gave you no opportunity to invite God into your life. And you yourself
did not know what to do. So you did nothing. You just continued with your life as before the
meeting. Perhaps you will have another opportunity, but perhaps you will not.
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It is much better if the church leader explains clearly what to do. He can tell people to repent, but
they may not know how to repent. He can tell people to pray, but they may not know what to pray.
So it is a good idea to lead people in a simple prayer. If that does not seem right, the leader could
ask all the people to say ‘Amen’ at the end of his own prayer.
Here is a simple prayer that a church leader can ask people to pray with him on such an occasion:
‘Dear God,
I know that I have done many wrong and evil things. I have not obeyed your law and you
consider me guilty. I realise that I cannot save myself. But I thank you that Christ died for me.
And I understand that, by his death, you can give me a right relationship with yourself. So
now, I invite you into my life. I ask you now to forgive me and to change my life. I thank you
because of your promise to accept all who trust you.
Amen.’
If the leader asks people to join in the word ‘Amen’, it may be right to explain its meaning. It means
‘This is the truth’; people use it at the end of a prayer to show that they agree with the prayer. In
other words, they are asking God to accept the leader’s prayer as if it were their own prayer. If they
are sincere about that, then God will accept their prayer.
The church leader should encourage people to speak to him at the end of the meeting. Then, he
can give them personal advice.
This chapter is about the advice that people need in order to trust Christ for the first time. That
advice should only be about their relationship with Christ. At that time, we do not tell people to join
a church. That is not necessary for God to save a person.
But after people become Christians, they need more advice. They need to know how to develop in
their Christian lives. So they should read the Bible and they should pray. They should find a good
church that believes the Bible (Hebrews 10:25). There, they will find good Christian friends who
can help them. They should confess to God the wrong things that they do. God will forgive them (1
John 1:9). They should tell other people about Jesus. They should start to do God’s work, and they
should show his love in practical ways. They will do this both inside the church, and among people
who do not yet know Jesus (James 2:15-17). As they do these things, God will help them to
become mature in their Christian lives.
And they can be confident that God is now their God. They have a relationship with him, and he
will always be with them. And so, each day, they can trust him completely.
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Galatians: Bible Study and Commentary

“God has made his people free”
A Bible Study in EasyEnglish (1200 word vocabulary) on Paul’s letter to the Galatians

Keith Simons
This commentary has received Advanced Theological Checking, by an independent Theological Checker.
Our EasyEnglish lexicon, grammar, and checking facilities are kindly provided by Wycliffe Associates (UK).
A word list at the end explains words with a *star by them.

About the Book of Galatians
This is a letter that Paul sent to Galatia. He wrote it to help the Christians there. Some teachers
there were teaching wrong ideas to the Christians. So Paul explained carefully why those ideas
were wrong.
Paul’s letter has helped many people since then. This letter is one of the most important books that
Christians have. It teaches that people cannot save themselves by their own work. Only God can
save people. And he does it as a free gift. He does it by Christ’s death. We must ask Christ to
come into our lives. And then God gives us his *Holy Spirit. By the *Holy Spirit, we can do the
things that God wants us to do.

Galatians chapter 1
Paul prays for the Christians
Galatians 1:1-5
Paul begins his letter
Today, people use the word ‘apostles’ to mean the first leaders of the Christians. But the word
‘apostle’ really means a servant who takes a message. Usually, an important man sent his servant
to take the message. But the message that Paul brought was not from any man. It was not from
the church leaders in Jerusalem or anywhere else. God had given that message to Paul.
And so Paul wrote his letter. He was telling God’s message to some Christians. These Christians
lived in a country called Galatia. So we call them the ‘Galatians’. Today, Galatia is part of the
country called Turkey. There were several churches in Galatia. Paul had worked there. He knew
the Christians well. And he knew about their problems. Some teachers there were teaching wrong
ideas to the Christians. Paul wanted to help those Christians.
What Paul was praying
Paul was praying for those Christians. And he told them what he was praying. These wrong ideas
were causing them troubles. They felt confused. Paul asked God to be kind to those Christians.
And Paul asked God to help them.
We know that Paul usually prayed these things for Christians. But here he explained why he
prayed this. Jesus had died for them. He died so that God would save them. There are many bad
things in this world. But God has chosen to save his people from all these things. He is such a
great God!
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God’s good news
Galatians 1:6-10
The word ‘gospel’ means ‘good news’. Paul chose that word to describe the message that God
had given to him. And God had not given his message to Paul only. God gives that message to
everyone who really is a Christian. He wants all people everywhere to receive his message.
But the Christians in Galatia had heard a different message. That message came from some
teachers who were working there. Their ideas did not come from God, so those ideas were not
really the gospel. It was a false gospel. It was not even a gospel, because it was not good news.
Still today, some teachers try to confuse people about the gospel. But there is only one gospel.
And there is only one Bible. God has not changed his mind. Christians must never teach things to
each other that the Bible does not teach. Even an *angel must not come from heaven (God’s
home) to speak a different message.
Paul knew that the false teachers would not like his words. But his purpose was not to make
anyone happy. He had to tell the Christians only what is true. He was writing on God’s behalf. He
was a servant of Christ. So Paul could write nothing else. He had to obey his master, that is,
Christ.

How Paul’s life changed
Galatians 1:11-17
Usually, Christian leaders teach the gospel (God’s good news) to new Christians. So, Christians
learn the gospel from other Christians. But that did not happen to Paul. Instead, it was God who
taught Paul. So Paul was very sure that his message came from God.
Paul believed that God had already chosen him at his birth. God had a special work for Paul to do.
Paul did not know anything about that. But even when he was a young man, he wanted to work for
God.
Paul as a young man
Paul did not then know the gospel. And he did not know what God wanted him to do. Paul had
certain ideas about God. So Paul thought that the Christians were very wrong. Paul decided that
he would fight against the Christians. He believed that God wanted him to do that. Paul put many
Christians into the prisons. And the Christians were afraid of him.
Paul becomes a Christian
But then God changed Paul’s life. You can read what happened in Acts 9:1-19 and Acts 22:3-16.
(Paul was still using his old name, Saul, then.) Paul did not change his own life. He did not even
know that he needed to change anything. God did it. Paul saw Jesus Christ. Immediately, Paul
knew how wrong he had been. So he became a Christian.
Soon after this, God showed Paul the purpose of his life. Like Jesus and all the first Christians,
Paul was a *Jew. But the gospel, God’s good news, is for everyone. And God wanted Paul to
teach the gospel to people who were not *Jews.
Paul in Arabia
The other Christians were not ready to do this yet. So it was God who taught Paul about this. God
caused Paul to go to the country called Arabia. There were no other Christians in that country then.
We do not know how God taught Paul there. But we can be sure that Paul prayed much. And we
can be sure that he studied his Bible there.
Paul wanted to be with the other Christians. He tried to join the church in Damascus. He told the
*Jews about Jesus there. But he was not able to remain there. People were trying to kill him (Acts
9:22-23).
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Paul teaches God’s good news
Galatians 1:18-24
Paul tries to visit Peter
Paul also tried to join the church in Jerusalem. This was the most important church at that time.
Peter (also called Cephas) and James were the leaders of that church. Paul wanted to visit Peter
because Peter knew Jesus well. This seems to be the same visit as in Acts 9:26-30.
So Paul came to Jerusalem. But people could not believe that he really was a Christian. The
Christians refused to meet him. In the end, Barnabas helped Paul to meet the church leaders.
Barnabas knew what had happened to Paul. So Paul met Peter. But Paul could only remain there
for two weeks. People were trying to kill him again. God told him that he must leave Jerusalem
immediately (Acts 22:18).
Paul goes to Cilicia and Syria
So Paul went back to Cilicia, where he was born. And he went to Syria. He told people there
about God’s good news.
The Christians in Judea and Jerusalem received reports. And they knew that God had really
changed Paul’s life.
Paul in Antioch
Paul was still teaching God’s good news to *Jews only. Paul does not explain here what happened
next. The church in Antioch needed another leader. Barnabas went to Cilicia and he asked Paul to
do this job (Acts 11:25-26).
So Paul worked in Antioch. He remained there for one year. Then the *Holy Spirit told the church
leaders there to send Paul and Barnabas away.
Paul in Cyprus and Galatia
Paul and Barnabas taught God’s good news in many places. First, they went to Cyprus, where
Barnabas had once lived. And then they went to Galatia.
Paul teaches God’s good news to people who are not *Jews
In Galatia, they began to teach God’s good news to people who were not *Jews. Many of them
became Christians.
Paul wrote this letter to help those Christians in Galatia. He had taught God’s good news to them.
But they were not *Jews. After that, Paul returned to Antioch.
The problems in Galatia
Then other teachers went to Galatia. Those teachers were *Jews, like Paul. But Paul did not agree
with all those teachers. Some teachers were telling the Christians that they must obey the *Jewish
rules. But Paul had not taught them to obey those rules. And the Christians in Galatia did not know
what they should do.

Galatians chapter 2
God’s good news is for everyone
Galatians 2:1-10
Paul continues to teach people who are not *Jews
Paul had begun to explain God’s good news to people who were not *Jews. Paul taught them the
same things that he taught to *Jews. So he taught them that Jesus had died for them too.
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Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch. And there, they continued to work with people who were
not *Jews. They believed that God wanted them to do that. But then some men came from
Jerusalem. They said that they were teachers in the church there. But they did not agree with Paul
and Barnabas.
The rules that the teachers taught
The men (from Jerusalem) began to teach in Antioch. They spoke to the people who were not
*Jews. They told those people that they must obey the *Jewish rules. If they did not do that, God
would not save them (Acts 15:1). That is what they taught.
The most important rule was that the men must let someone *circumcise them. This happens
when someone cuts a little skin from the man’s body. (They cut it from the part of the body that
only males have.) The *Jews do this because of the promises that God made to Abraham (Genesis
chapter 17). A man who accepts this mark in his body becomes like a *Jew.
The Christians in Jerusalem were all *Jews. So the males among them had already received this
mark. And Paul was a *Jew too. He did not think that it was wrong to *circumcise someone (Acts
16:3).
But Paul could see that there was something wrong about these new teachers. The *Jewish rules
seemed more important to them than Jesus did. The teachers did not only want to *circumcise the
men who were not *Jews. The teachers wanted them to obey all the *Jewish rules.
Paul and Barnabas go to Jerusalem
Paul saw that this was not God’s good news. So he and Barnabas went to Jerusalem. They did
not do the things that those wrong teachers were doing in Antioch. Paul and Barnabas did not try
to teach their own ideas to all the Christians. Instead, they spoke only to the people who seemed
to be leaders. Acts chapter 15 also describes this meeting.
Paul meets the church’s leaders in Jerusalem
Paul speaks about the people who ‘seemed’ to be leaders. The church in Jerusalem was not like
other churches. Many people taught there. When any Christian leader went to Jerusalem, the
Christians asked him to teach there. That leader might stay there for a week, a month or a year.
And during that time, he would continue to teach.
So it was not easy to know who the leaders really were. But there was James, who was a brother
of Jesus. And there were Peter (also called Cephas) and John. Peter and John had been Jesus’
disciples (special students). These three men met Paul and Barnabas. And other leaders were
present too. These men knew God; and they knew the Bible. They would know if Paul and
Barnabas were wrong.
Paul told the leaders about the things that he and Barnabas had done. He explained what they
were teaching. And he told them about the people who were not *Jews.
And the leaders agreed with everything that Paul said. Paul was teaching the same things that
Peter was teaching. God had sent them both. God sent Peter to the *Jews. And God sent Paul to
people who were not *Jews. This was right and proper.
The letter from the leaders
The leaders wrote a letter to help Paul. You can read that letter in Acts 15:23-29. The leaders also
asked Paul to help them. Many Christians in Judea were very poor. When Paul travelled, he should
ask Christians to give some money for them. Paul had already done this (Acts 11:30). And he
continued to do it (1 Corinthians 16:1-4).
So, people who were not *Jews could become Christians. Their men did not need anyone to
*circumcise them. God’s good news is the same, whether people are *Jews or not.

Christians should not be separate from each other
Galatians 2:11-13
Peter visits Antioch
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So Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch. They continued to work as church leaders there.
Several people who were not *Jews became Christians in that church.
Peter (also called Cephas) went to Antioch too. He was happy about the things that were
happening there. He even ate meals with the people who were not *Jews. *Jews did not usually do
that then. They would not visit or eat with other people. *Jews were separate from other people
because of their rules.
Peter changes his mind
But then Peter changed his mind. This was because some Christians had come from Jerusalem.
James had sent them to Antioch.
All the Christians in the Jerusalem church were *Jews. So they all did the same things that other
*Jews did. When Peter met these visitors from Jerusalem, he was afraid. So then he refused to
eat with the people who were not *Jews.
Peter was an important leader. When he did that, other people did the same thing. So, the people
from the church could not still eat together. The *Jews refused to eat with anyone who was not a
*Jew. Christians were making themselves separate from other Christians. Even Barnabas was
doing this.
Paul knew that this was wrong. God had made them all Christians, whether they were *Jews or
not. So they should not make themselves separate from each other.
Galatians 2:14
Paul tells Peter that he is wrong
When a leader does something wrong, it can cause trouble for many people. Peter was wrong, and
Paul had to tell him. Usually, we would not want to do that in front of other people. But Paul could
do nothing else. Everyone knew what Peter had done. So Paul had to make it clear that Peter was
wrong. The problem was too important.
So Paul explained this to Peter.
Peter’s mistake
Peter had not obeyed the *Jewish rules. He had eaten with people who were not *Jews. But then
Peter made himself separate from those people. So they would have to obey all the *Jewish rules
before Peter would eat with them!
It was clear that Peter was wrong. He could not ask other people to obey rules that he did not obey
himself!

All people do wrong things
Galatians 2:15-17
Nobody is righteous
There are three kinds of people. And they all do wrong things:
(1) There are *Jews. They should know the rules that God has made. But they still do wrong
things. People cannot make themselves righteous in front of God.
(2) There are people who are not *Jews. They do not know the rules that God has made. So they
do not know what God wants them to do. Because of that, they do many wrong things.
(3) There are Christians. They may be *Jews. Or they may not be *Jews. Christians still do wrong
things. But they do not do those wrong things because of Christ. They are Christians because they
ask God to make them righteous. God does that because Jesus died. And so Christians believe
him.
The word ‘righteous’

285

The word ‘righteous’ means ‘completely good’. But nobody is completely good. So nobody is
righteous. And there is nothing that people can do to make themselves righteous. Only God can
make people righteous.
Only Jesus Christ is righteous. Christ is righteous because he is God. And God is completely good;
he never does any wrong things. But Christ died on behalf of people who are not righteous. He
died so that God would make them righteous.
When people ask God to come into their lives, God changes their lives. Immediately, those people
become Christians. And God makes them righteous. They still do wrong things, but God is still
working in their lives.

God changes lives
Galatians 2:18-21
A new life with a new purpose
When someone becomes a Christian, his life changes completely. That person’s old life has
finished. The things that seemed important then are not important now. He has a new life.
That person has a new purpose for his life. Before, he lived for himself. Now, he lives for Christ.
Christ makes us *righteous
This is only possible because of Christ. Christ loved that person. He died for that person. And now
that person lives for Christ.
It is not rules that make this possible. God’s rules say that a person must obey those rules
completely. A person who does not obey God’s rules must die. But Christ died on behalf of that
person.
It is love that makes this possible. Jesus loved, so we live. But we do not live so that we can do the
same old things. It is Christ who makes us *righteous, not the rules. So we do not live by the rules.
We live by Christ. We believe him. And, each day, he helps us to do the right things. He does this
by the *Holy Spirit.

Galatians chapter 3
Christ is more important than the rules
Galatians 3:1-5
We can see that Paul really loved the Christians in Galatia. But he cannot believe what has
happened to them! They were never *Jews. God accepted them, so they are Christians. But now
they want to live like *Jews. And Christians in Galatia are even asking people to *circumcise them!
Paul had taught them clearly about Jesus’ death. God had sent his *Holy Spirit into their lives.
God had helped them when they had many troubles. And he was still doing good and powerful
things among them.
But those Christians in Galatia wanted to obey rules! They thought that they should do things to
make God happy! They wanted to be like the *Jews.
But God is not happy because people obey rules well. God is happy when people believe him.
And it is those people that God makes *righteous.

Paul explains about Abraham
Galatians 3:6-9
The importance of Abraham
Paul writes about Abraham. There are important reasons why Paul has to explain about Abraham.
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(1) The Christians in Galatia wanted to obey the *Jewish rules. So they must ask someone to
*circumcise them. Abraham was the first person in the Bible who received this mark. But he did
not do it because of any rules. He did it because of God’s promises.
(2) The Christians in Galatia wanted to be like *Jews. So Abraham was very important to them.
The *Jews came from Abraham’s family. The families of Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, were the first
*Jews. The *Jews were special because of God’s promises to Abraham.
(3) The Bible says that God made Abraham *righteous (Genesis 15:6). God did not do this
because Abraham obeyed any rules. God did not give his rules until 430 years later. God made
Abraham *righteous because Abraham believed God. That is, Abraham believed God’s promises
to him.
God’s promises to Abraham
So Paul has to write about God’s promises. Genesis 12:2-3 is the first promise to Abraham.
There is a surprise in that promise. The Christians in Galatia wanted to become like *Jews. But
God promised to be kind to people everywhere. So God promised to help the people in Galatia
too! That was part of God’s promise to Abraham. And they did not have to become *Jews first!
Abraham believed God
The most important fact about Abraham is that he believed God. So people who believe God
become like Abraham. It is those people who really belong to Abraham’s family. Other people
may belong to Abraham’s human family. But if they do not believe God, they are not like Abraham.

Blessings and curses
Galatians 3:10-14
Blessing for people who believe
God does good things for the people who believe him. We call those good things ‘blessings’.
Because Abraham believed, people from every country can receive God’s blessing (Galatians 3:8).
A curse for people who do not obey God’s rules
The opposite of a blessing is a curse. ‘Curses’ mean bad things. Bad things happen if anyone
does not obey God’s rules completely. Deuteronomy 27:26 says that.
People cannot make themselves *righteous
The Christians in Galatia thought that they could make themselves *righteous. They were trying to
obey the rules that God had made. But they could not do it. Nobody could obey all God’s rules
(Romans 3:23). So there was a curse against them. They wanted a blessing, but they got a curse.
They needed God’s promises, but they chose his rules.
They should have learned the lesson in Habakkuk 2:4. God makes *righteous the people who
believe. God’s rules were not for people who believe. Instead, they were rules that people had to
obey.
Christ accepted the curse
So the rules brought a curse when people did not obey them. But Christ accepted that curse. That
happened when he died on their behalf. He had the curse so that they have the blessing. So God
does the things that he promised to Abraham. God gives his blessing to people who belong to all
the countries. And he gives his *Holy Spirit to them because they believe.

God’s promises to Abraham
Galatians 3:15-18
The importance of promises
People make promises too. And those promises can be very important for their family or even their
country. Often governments will not let anyone change such an important promise.

287

God made his promises to Abraham. And nobody could change them. Even God could not change
them. God always does the things that he promised.
God’s rules do not change his promises
God gave his rules to Moses. This happened 430 years after God made these promises. So the
rules could not change the promises. People did not receive the promises because of the rules.
So God gave his rules, and they were important. But they did not change God’s promises.
God’s promises were really promises to Christ
God gave those promises to Abraham. But they were not only for Abraham. It was very important
for Abraham that his family continued. And his family did continue. The *Jews came from his
family. And Christ came from the *Jews. So really, God made these promises to Christ.

The purpose of God’s rules
Galatians 3:19-20
God was separate from his people
The rules that God made were not without a purpose. They were necessary because people were
doing very many wrong things. Because of those wrong things, God was separate from his
people.
They could not meet him, even to hear his rules. God had to choose someone who would receive
his rules on their behalf. That person was Moses.
God wants to live among his people
God used Moses because God was separate from his people. But God does not want to be
separate from his people. He wants to live among them. He wants to be their God.

The rules and the promises
Galatians 3:21-29
God gave the rules so that people would accept his promises
So, there are God’s rules and there are God’s promises. God, who gave the rules, also gave the
promises. They are not opposites. God gave them both for the same reason. God gave the rules
so that people would accept the promises.
First, people had to know the wrong things that they were doing. So they needed God’s rules.
Then, they had to believe God. So they needed his promises. They would ask Christ to come into
their lives. And God would make them *righteous.
God’s rules teach people not to do wrong things; his promises make people free
God always wanted his people to be free. But he did not want them to do whatever they wanted.
He did not want them to do things that are wrong and bad. So he made his rules, which were like a
teacher. A teacher teaches his students not to do wrong things. And while he teaches them, they
are not free. But after that, they become free.
And so, at the proper time, Christ came. Christ came because of God’s promises. Christ died so
that God could make his people *righteous. And then God’s people are free. They are not free
because of the things that they have done. They are not free because they obeyed rules. They are
free because of Christ.
God says that his people are *righteous
They themselves are not *righteous. They have done many wrong things. But Christ was
*righteous. So God says that they are *righteous. They are like someone who wears another
person’s clothes. When God looks at them, he sees Christ. Or, they are like someone who has
married Christ. We think that a man and his wife are separate people. But God sees them both as
one person.
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When people belong to Christ, they are not still separate from each other. People see *Jews and
other people. People see males and females. People see slaves and free people. But God sees
his people. They are Christ’s, and, like Abraham, they believe. So they receive all that God
promised to Abraham. Those promises were really to Christ (Galatians 3:16). And God’s people
belong to Christ. So those promises are for them.

Galatians chapter 4
God has made his people free
Galatians 4:1-7
A son is like a slave until he reaches the proper age
Paul uses an example to explain why God gave his rules. A rich man may give everything to his
son. But that son is still a child. So, the son receives nothing yet. Instead, other people have
authority over his money. And the son does not even rule over his own life. He must obey his
teacher.
That son is the master of everything that will become his. But while he is still a child, he is like a
slave. He has to obey other people until he is the proper age.
Before God sent Jesus
Before God sent Jesus, God’s people were like slaves. God had chosen those people to become
his sons and his daughters. And God the Father wanted them to receive everything. But they were
not ready to receive their gift. So, there were rules that they had to obey.
God wrote his rules for the *Jews. And he showed other people too that they should do the right
things. They saw the world and the sky, so they all knew something about God (Psalm 19:1-4). So
all people became like slaves to the things that ruled the world.
When Jesus came
But then, God sent Jesus.
It was the proper time. God had used his rules to teach the *Jews so that they could recognise his
son. And a powerful and cruel government ruled very many countries. So many people knew that
they needed someone to save them. People were ready for God to do his work.
And then Jesus, God’s son, came. He did not seem important. His birth seemed like any other
birth. People did not know that his mother, Mary, had not had sex with her husband, Joseph. His
family seemed like any other family among the *Jews. They too obeyed the rules that God had
given.
God makes people into his own sons and daughters
It was God who sent Christ into the world. He did it to make his people free. His rules had authority
over his people for the proper time. But now God was doing something new. He was making the
people who had been slaves into his sons and daughters. He was making them free by his *Holy
Spirit.
And they are like children who are very happy. They love God their Father very much. They even
call him ‘Abba’, which is a children’s word for their father.
So Paul tells the Christians in Galatia that they are not still like slaves. They are the sons and
daughters of God. God has made them free. Now they will do the right things because they love
God very much.
And God also loves them very much. He has many gifts for them.

Christians who want to obey rules
Galatians 4:8-11
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Christ makes people free
Paul has explained how the *Jews obeyed God’s rules. By those rules, the *Jews learned about
God. And by Christ, God made *Jews free. But most Christians in Galatia had not been *Jews.
Because they were not *Jews, they did not know God then. But they were still like slaves. It was
not God’s rules that they had to obey. Something that was worse ruled their lives. They obeyed
false gods then. They were the slaves of those false gods.
But now, they knew God. Or, it was better to say that God knew them. God had chosen them.
God had saved them. God had changed their lives. God had made them free, and they had
become his sons and his daughters.
Rules can seem more important than Christ is
But now the Christians in Galatia want to obey very many rules again. Paul is surprised and sad.
They like the rules about special days, special months, and special years. They like all the rules
that the *Jews have. And so the Christians in Galatia want to become like slaves.
Paul feels afraid. He had taught these people about Christ. And Christ had made them free. But
now, Christ did not seem important to them. They wanted rules now!

The love of a Christian leader
Galatians 4:12-20
Paul and the Christians in Galatia once loved each other
A leader in a church should love the people that he teaches. And they should love him. That
happened in Galatia. Paul writes about the weakness that he felt there. He had many troubles
while he taught God’s good news in Galatia. But the Christians in Galatia loved him. And they did
everything possible to help him.
Paul still loved the Christians in Galatia. He was sad when people told him about their wrong ideas.
These troubles seemed to cause him pain. That pain felt like a mother’s pain while she is giving
birth. Paul felt like a parent who loves his children. And Paul thought that the Christians in Galatia
were like his children. He was the first person to tell them about Christ. The result of Paul’s work
there was that they became children of God.
The Christians in Galatia had changed
But the Christians in Galatia had changed. They did not still feel that love for Paul. And now other
people wanted their love. These people were the people who were teaching them to obey the
*Jewish rules. And these people were not teaching these things because of love. They taught
because they wanted to rule other people’s lives.

A lesson about two sons of Abraham
Galatians 4:21-23
A lesson from Abraham’s life
Still, the Christians in Galatia wanted to obey God’s rules very much. Those rules are in the books
that Moses wrote. So Paul told them that they must read those books.
The first of those books is called Genesis. The rule that the *Jews must *circumcise boys and men
is in Genesis. The *Jews do that because of the events in Abraham’s life. So, again, Paul wrote
about Abraham.
The importance of Abraham’s sons
When we read about Abraham’s life, Abraham’s sons are very important. God made promises to
Abraham. But God would not do those things during Abraham’s life. Those promises were for
future centuries. So, Abraham needed a son. And God said that Abraham would have a son.
But it was not easy for Abraham to have a son. Abraham’s wife became old and they still did not
have a son.
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Ishmael, the son of Abraham’s slave wife
So, Abraham married his slave, called Hagar, and she became his second wife. They had a son
called Ishmael. Ishmael’s birth was not the result of God’s promises. He was Abraham’s son. But
he was not the son that God promised to Abraham. God had made promises about future
centuries. But those promises would not happen by Ishmael. Abraham still needed another son.
Isaac, the son of Abraham’s free wife
Abraham’s first wife called Sarah became very old. And it seemed impossible for her to have a
child. But God had made his promise. And so Abraham and Sarah had a son. He was called
Isaac.
The two sons of Abraham
So Abraham had two sons. One son was born because of God’s promise. It happened because
God had done it. That son was the son of Sarah, who was a free woman. And the other son was
born because people wanted it to happen. It happened because of the things that people did.
That son was the son of Hagar, who was a slave.
Paul’s lesson about the two sons
We can learn from those two women’s lives. We can believe God’s promises. We can let God
work in our lives. Then we become like Sarah’s son; we are free.
Or, we can do things as people usually do those things. People are doing that when they try to
obey rules. Those people are like Hagar’s son. They are like slaves. And only God can make
them free.
Galatians 4:24-27
The two sons are like the two cities called Jerusalem
God made his rules at the mountain called Sinai. There he gave them to the *Jews. Jerusalem is
the most important city for *Jews. There, they continue to teach those rules. And they continue to
obey those rules. That is the work that they must do.
But Paul wrote about another Jerusalem. It is the future city for all God’s people. And there, all
God’s people will be free. John also wrote about that city (Revelation chapters 21 and 22). Paul
repeated Isaiah 54:1. Sarah was not able to have children. But in the end, all God’s people will be
like her children!
Galatians 4:28-31
God’s promise is only to the people who believe him
God’s people are free. So they are like Isaac. They have become God’s children because of his
promise.
But other people do not like the people who believe God’s promise. That happened to Ishmael and
Isaac. Ishmael was cruel to Isaac. Paul repeats Sarah’s words to Abraham (Genesis 21:10).
Abraham loved both sons. And he asked God what he must do.
God told Abraham that Sarah was right. God’s promise was not to Ishmael. It was to Isaac.
And Christians, like Isaac, are free people because of God’s promise. They are sons and
daughters of God. It is only the children of a slave who are slaves.

Galatians chapter 5
How God makes people *righteous
Galatians 5:1-6
The wrong ideas of some teachers
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Paul wrote this letter because the Christians in Galatia had some wrong ideas. They had learned
those ideas from some teachers. Those teachers taught people to obey the rules that *Jews obey.
And so the teachers wanted to *circumcise the male Christians.
Body and *spirit
The problem was that the teachers were thinking too much about people’s bodies. The teachers
wanted to *circumcise the Christians’ bodies. But that was only the beginning. Then they would
teach people to do good things with their bodies. Really, those teachers wanted to rule people’s
lives in this world.
Paul believed that it was more important to think about a person’s *spirit. Some people have
taught that the human body is itself a bad thing. Paul did not teach that. Instead, Paul taught that
God made both the human body and the human *spirit. And everything that he made was good.
People became bad because of sin. Sin means the bad, wrong things that we do.
How people become *righteous
Christ makes people free, so that sin does not still rule their lives. Then the *Holy Spirit comes into
those people’s lives. And the *Holy Spirit teaches their *spirits. The *Holy Spirit shows them how to
do good and right things. That is what should happen in a Christian’s life. But the Christians in
Galatia were doing something else.
The Christians in Galatia were not *Jews. But they were trying to become like *Jews. Christ had
made them free. Those Christians wanted someone to *circumcise them. But people who want to
be like *Jews must obey all the *Jewish rules. A person who must obey rules is not free.
The Christians in Galatia thought that the *Jewish rules would teach them how to become
*righteous. But it is God who will make people *righteous, by Christ’s death. It is not something that
we do. It is God’s gift to people who believe. If someone *circumcises a man, that mark does not
make that man *righteous.

People soon believe wrong ideas
Galatians 5:7-12
God is against these wrong ideas
The Christians in Galatia had believed some wrong ideas. But Paul was sure that they would
change their minds. He knew the things that God had already done in their lives. And he believed
that God was still working among them.
These wrong ideas were like yeast. Yeast is something that people put into flour. It causes bread
to rise. A little yeast goes quickly through all the flour. The Christians in Galatia were like that.
Some people had taught them a few wrong ideas. And very quickly, all the Christians believed
those ideas.
But the wrong ideas did not come from God. They were only people’s thoughts. And God was
against the teachers who were teaching these wrong things.
False teachers are against the message about Christ’s death
Paul did not tell people that they should let someone *circumcise them. That is why very many
people were against him. Instead, he taught people about Christ’s death. He taught people that
God wanted to make them free. These teachers in Galatia did not want Paul to teach that!
A mark in the body does not cause people to do the right things
Those teachers wanted to cut a little skin from men’s bodies. The teachers were thinking too much
about the human body. If the body was very important, perhaps the teachers should cut more skin
from their own bodies. Perhaps they should cut away the whole male part of their bodies! Paul did
not really want anyone to do this. Both he and the teachers knew that this was not a right thing to
do. God’s rules say that a man must not do it (Deuteronomy 23:1).
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God told the *Jews that someone should *circumcise them. But he did not tell them this so that
they would only have a mark in their bodies. It was much more important for people to believe in
their *spirits. A mark in the body does not cause people to do the right things. But when God
changes their *spirits, then they can do the right things.

God’s rules teach us to love
Galatians 5:13-15
Some people think only about themselves
People may say, ‘If people do not have to obey rules, then they will do many wrong things.’ This is
correct if people only want to make themselves happy. Those people think only about their lives
now. That is, in this world. They are thinking about their bodies and not their *spirits.
But that is not what Christians should do.
Christians should love other people
Christians are free because God made them free. God did that because he loves people (John
3:16). And so Christians should love other people too. Because Christ loved, he became like a
servant (Mark 10:45). And because Christians love, they too should be like servants (John 13:1417). They must not be cruel to each other. But if they let the *Holy Spirit help them, they will love
each other.
When Christians love other people, they are obeying God’s rules
And if Christians love each other, then they really are obeying God’s rules. Paul repeats Leviticus
19:18. Jesus also said that this verse is very important (Mark 12:31). Paul explains that this is the
purpose of all God’s rules. God did not make rules so that people would have rules to obey! God
made the rules so that people would learn to love each other.
So Paul was not teaching anything that was against God’s rules. He was teaching Christians to
love other people. That was what God wanted his people to do. God made his rules for that
purpose. He made the rules so that people would love him. And if they did that, they would love
other people too.

Why Christians need the *Holy Spirit
Galatians 5:16-26
Why people do bad things
If a person thinks too much about himself, he will do many wrong things. That person tries to do
whatever things will make him happy. He is thinking about his body, not his *spirit. So he does
things that are against God’s rules.
But a Christian has the *Holy Spirit to help him. The *Holy Spirit teaches the Christian’s own
*spirit. So the Christian does things that are right and good. The Christian knows that his *spirit
really is important.
That is how the *spirit and the body can be opposites. One person may only do those things that
his body likes. That person may do every kind of bad thing. God’s rules say that these things are
wrong. People like that are not Christians. They are against God. They are against every good
thing. They let their bodies rule their lives. When they die, they will not go to heaven (God’s home).
God is against them.
The *Holy Spirit has authority in a Christian’s life
Another person believes that his *spirit is important. So he lets the *Holy Spirit help him. That
person is careful about the things that his body wants. So he does not let those things rule his life.
Also, the rules do not have authority over his life. Instead, God’s *Holy Spirit has authority. So that
person is a Christian.
That Christian does not have to do the right things because of any rules. But the *Holy Spirit is in
his life. And so he does things that are good and right.
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Good things that happen because of the *Holy Spirit’s work
Paul’s list (verses 22-23) shows the good things that happen because of the *Holy Spirit’s work.
Paul describes these things as ‘fruit’. Good fruit grows on good trees. And good things happen in
Christians’ lives.
For example, a Christian loves other people. He does not do it because of rules. He does it
because the *Holy Spirit has taught his *spirit to do it. In other words, he does it because God is in
his life. He does very many other good things too. And good things are never against God’s rules.
This person did not always do this. Before he became a Christian, he was like any other person.
He tried to do the things that he wanted. His body wanted wrong things, and those things ruled his
life. But then he saw what Jesus had done by his death. That person asked God to come into his
life. And God changed his life. He became a Christian. Now that Christian does not really want to
do those things that make him happy. He tries to do the things that God wants. And God helps
him to do these things by his *Holy Spirit.
Sometimes that Christian still does wrong things. Or he thinks wrong thoughts. But fruit (verse 22)
needs time to grow. And that Christian needs time to learn from the *Holy Spirit. Every day, he is
learning. Every day, the *Holy Spirit shows him new things. Every day, he can know God better.
Every day, his love for God can become stronger.
And while this is happening, he is becoming a better Christian.

Galatians chapter 6
Proper thoughts about ourselves and other people
Galatians 6:1-5
Verses 2 and 5 may seem to be opposites. One verse tells Christians to be like someone who
carries things for other people. The other verse tells Christians to be like someone who must carry
his own things. But Paul has not made a mistake!
Christians should help other people
Christians should help other people with their problems and difficulties. That is so important that
Paul calls it ‘Christ’s rule’. Christ made that rule in John 13:34. Christians must love each other.
What to do when another Christian does wrong things
Sometimes a Christian will do many wrong things. Other Christians should not be cruel to that
person. Instead, they should try to help him. Perhaps he will start to love Christ again. And then
that person can stop the wrong things that he is doing.
But Christians must be careful when they help a person like that. Their love for God must continue
to be strong. They must remember what Jesus has done for them. They must let the *Holy Spirit
teach them. It is dangerous for Christians not to do the things that God wants. It is very easy to
copy the wrong things that another person is doing.
Christians must be careful about their own thoughts
So Christians must not think themselves better than they really are. A Christian must not think that
he is not able ever to do wrong things. And a Christian must not think that he is more important
than anyone else. A Christian is only a Christian because of the things that God did.
A Christian must be careful when he thinks about himself. He must be careful always to do the
things that God wants. God knows about the things that each person is doing. So each person
must check whether he is doing the right things.
That does not mean that the Christian must obey rules. That means that he must give the *Holy
Spirit authority over his life. Then good things will be in that Christian’s life (see Paul’s list in
Galatians 5:22-23).
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So each Christian must check that those good things are in his own life. For example, every
Christian must love other people. Every Christian must be kind and patient. The *Holy Spirit will
teach every Christian to do the things that are in Paul’s list. But each Christian must be ready to
learn.

Good Christian teachers
Galatians 6:6
Paul has written much about bad Christian teachers. But there were also good Christian teachers,
even in Galatia. They taught the things that the Bible says.
Paul tells the Christians in Galatia that they should help those good Christian teachers.
Perhaps those good teachers needed food, money or a home. So the Christians should give them
the things that they need. They should help those good teachers so that the teachers can continue
to teach them.

A lesson about a farmer and his seeds
Galatians 6:7-8
Paul explains his whole letter in a few words here. A farmer gets the same food that he plants. No
other food will grow on his farm. So he must plant the right thing. A farmer who plants weeds gets
weeds! A farmer must choose good seeds to get good food.
There is a lesson here for everyone. People must choose what is important in their lives. But really,
there are only two things that they can decide.
People who chose this world
(1) People can choose the things that are in this world. Really, they have chosen to make their
own bodies important. In the end, the body is all that a person has in this world. And the nature of
the body is that it will die. So really, that person has chosen death.
Perhaps that person does not want to obey any rules. He only wants to make himself happy. In
other words, he wants his body to feel good. But his body must die. That person has chosen death.
Or perhaps that person wants to obey rules. So he tries to do this with his body. But his body too
must die. And that person has still chosen death.
We all know that everyone’s body must die. But a person who chooses death has chosen
something worse than that. He has chosen that his *spirit will die. And that does not mean the end
of his *spirit. It means that his *spirit cannot go to God’s home, called heaven. Instead, his *spirit
will go to a place where he will have pain and troubles. That place is called hell.
People who chose heaven
(2) People can decide that heaven (God’s home) is most important. Those people have chosen
that their *spirits are more important than their bodies. Their bodies will die, but their *spirits will
never die. God’s *Holy Spirit will cause them always to be alive.
The nature of the *spirit is that it is alive. So a person who lives by the *Holy Spirit is really alive.
The *Holy Spirit gives life that has no end.
People can only choose to live by God’s *Holy Spirit because God has made this possible. God did
this by the death of Christ. Christ died so that we can live. And that does not mean only to live in
this world. The *Holy Spirit comes into our lives when we believe. The *Holy Spirit changes our
*spirits when we let him teach us. The *Holy Spirit will cause us to be alive in heaven after our
bodies have died. The *Holy Spirit will not leave us then. He will continue to make us alive, even
when this world is not still here.
This is only for the people who let the *Holy Spirit rule their lives. It is only for people who really
are Christians. They have chosen what is good. So, like the farmer, they will get what is good.
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Good things that Christians should do
Galatians 6:9-10
Christians should be patient
God wants Christians to do good things. They will have many troubles in this world. But they
should still continue to do those good things. They should not stop. Instead, they must be patient.
They are like the farmer. A farmer must be patient when he plants his seeds. He must wait for the
plants to grow. If he waits, he will get good food from his fields.
Christians should do good things
So Christians should do good things. They should be kind and good to everyone. But other
Christians belong to God’s family, as they do. So Christians must love each other. They must love
the people who, like them, believe God.
Christians do God’s work, by his *Holy Spirit
Christians do not do these good things because of rules. They do these things because God’s
*Holy Spirit is in their lives. The *Holy Spirit causes them to have love for other people. The *Holy
Spirit shows them how to help those people. The *Holy Spirit helps them to do these things.
This is all God’s work; Christians do it on his behalf. They are God’s servants.

God changes everything by his *Holy Spirit
Galatians 6:11-16
Often, Paul asked someone to write his letters for him. But Paul liked to write the end of each letter
himself. He used the end of this letter to repeat his most important lesson. He wanted the
Christians in Galatia to understand this very clearly. Perhaps that is why he used large letters here.
Or perhaps that was how he always wrote.
The problem in Galatia
Some teachers in Galatia wanted to *circumcise the male Christians there. Paul told the
Christians that they should not agree. The mark itself did not really matter. But these teachers had
several wrong ideas. The teachers wanted to *circumcise Christians for several reasons. But all
these reasons were wrong:
(1) Those teachers wanted people to make themselves *righteous. The teachers said that, to do
this, a person must obey God’s rules. But really, this is impossible. People cannot make
themselves *righteous. Only God can make a person *righteous. He does that when a person
believes his promise. And God does it by his *Holy Spirit.
(2) The human body mattered too much to those teachers. But the nature of a body is that it must
die. Its end is death. But God wanted to change people’s *spirits, so that they will always be alive.
God does this by his *Holy Spirit.
(3) Those teachers wanted to have authority over people’s lives. So they told the Christians that
they must obey the *Jewish rules. Really, they were trying to make themselves important. But God
should have authority over Christians’ lives. God shows them the things that they should do by his
*Holy Spirit.
(4) Those teachers were afraid that people would be cruel to them. Many people were against
the Christians. Those people included some *Jews. The teachers wanted to make those *Jews
happy. So they taught Christians that God wanted them to obey *Jewish rules. But this would
mean that Christ’s death was not really important. Paul showed that Christ’s death is very
important. Christians should not be ashamed about Christ’s death. They should not be afraid if
people are cruel to them. People might even kill them, but life in this world is not really important.
The life that God’s *Holy Spirit gives is really important. He gives that life to a person’s *spirit. And
that life has no end.
God is making everything new
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Paul knew something better. God is making everything new by his *Holy Spirit. He has begun in
the lives and *spirits of the people who believe him. Because of Christ’s death, he has changed
their lives. This old world, and the things in it, do not really matter. God will change everything; he
is making a new world.
Because of Christ’s death, God is doing all that he has promised
All this is happening because Christ died. That was the most important event ever. People who
are not really Christians cannot believe that. But everything that God has promised becomes
possible because of that one event. He has promised to save completely those people who
believe him. He has promised to make them free from the wrong things that rule their lives. He
has promised the end of their troubles. He has promised that they will be his sons and
daughters. He has promised to give them a home that is completely good. And they will always
live with him.

The end of Paul’s letter
Galatians 6:17
Another kind of mark
The teachers in Galatia wanted to *circumcise men. They wanted to put this mark on men’s
bodies.
Paul wrote about another kind of mark. Bible teachers have two ideas about this ‘mark’:
(1) Slaves had a mark on their bodies. That mark showed who their master was. Paul sometimes
called himself a ‘slave of Christ’. He meant that Christ was his master. Paul obeyed Christ. Christ
should be the master of everyone who really is a Christian.
(2) Paul had some other marks on his body. These were the marks that cruel men had made.
They had attacked him and they had hit him. They did it because they were angry with him. They
did not want him to tell God’s good news to people. The marks that they caused were painful. But
Paul was not angry. These marks showed that Paul was Jesus’ servant. Jesus had marks like that,
too.
Galatians 6:18
Paul prays for the Christians
Paul has finished his letter to Galatia. So he prays for the Christians there. He usually finishes his
letters like this.
Paul asks Jesus Christ to be kind to them. Paul wants them to know that God loves them. Paul
wants them to know this in their *spirits, and not only in their minds. And Paul calls them
‘brothers’. They are like his brothers because all Christians are God’s sons and daughters.
The word ‘Amen’ at the end means, ‘This is true.’

Word List
angel ~ one of God’s special servants in *heaven. *Angels bring messages from God.
circumcise ~ to cut a little skin from a man’s (or boy’s) body. It is from the part of the body that
only males have.
Holy Spirit ~ The Holy Spirit is God, even as the Father and the Son are God. But there is only
one God. The Holy Spirit is always working in this world. He helps people to believe. He teaches
them. And he is present in the lives of people who believe.
Jew ~ a person who is born from the families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
Jewish rules ~ the rules that the *Jews must obey. These rules include God’s rules, which are in
the Bible.
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righteous ~ completely good. (No people are completely good. So really, nobody is righteous. And
there is nothing that people can do to make themselves righteous. Only God can make people
righteous.)
spirit ~ the part of a person that is alive, but which we cannot see. There are also bad spirits and
good spirits. The *Holy Spirit is God’s Spirit.
© 2010 Keith Simons
This book is in EasyEnglish Level A (1200 words), which was developed by Wycliffe Associates (UK).
July 2010
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Psalms 120 to 134: Bible Study and
Commentary

“Songs of Ascent”
A Bible Study in EasyEnglish (2800 word vocabulary) on Psalms 120 to 134

Keith Simons
EasyEnglish is a system of simple English designed by Wycliffe Associates (UK). This commentary has not
yet received Advanced Theological Checking.
A word list at the end explains words with a *star by them.

About the Songs of Ascent
About the title: “Songs of Ascent”
The word ‘ascent’ means a step, or an upwards climb. The ‘Songs of Ascent’ is the ancient title of
a collection of 15 Psalms (sacred songs). They begin at Psalm 120 and they end at Psalm 134.
Bible students do not really know why these songs have this title. But here is the most likely
explanation.
God’s law includes a rule that *Jewish men should go to Jerusalem for the sacred holidays each
year. There are three such occasions, called Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles (Deuteronomy
16:16).
Probably, these songs were for the men to sing as they travelled. Of course, they did not have
modern methods of transport. Most of them walked. And as they walked, they sang these songs.
Their journey might take 3 or 4 days, or longer, if they were from the north of Israel. And some
people even travelled from other countries to get to Jerusalem. They might travel for a few weeks,
or even months.
Some of the journey had to be *uphill, because Jerusalem is at the top of a hill. That is why these
are the songs of “ascent” (an upwards climb).
The people went to Jerusalem because God’s temple was there. This was the sacred building that
was God’s house in this world. Of course, God is too great to live in any building, and people knew
that fact (1 Kings 8:27). But God had chosen the temple. There, he was present in a special
manner. The sacred box that was evidence of his promises to Israel was there. His glory (the
splendid beauty of God’s most wonderful character) had filled the place (1 Chronicles 7:1-2). And
there, God’s people met to pray. There, they offered their *sacrifices to him.

Authors and date
King David is the traditional author of many (or most) Psalms. And his name appears as the author
of 4 Songs of Ascent: Psalms 122, 124, 131 and 133. David’s son, King Solomon, appears as the
author of Psalm 127. David chose the place for the temple (God’s house in Jerusalem); and
Solomon’s workmen built it.
Bible students are not sure that the titles are part of the original Psalms. But we do know that
people were travelling to Jerusalem to *worship during Solomon’s life. Soon after his death, the
kings of northern Israel tried to stop this (1 Kings 12:27). And after that, people from northern Israel
did not often travel to Jerusalem for the sacred holidays (2 Kings 23:22-23).
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If David and Solomon wrote the Songs of Ascent, then they are about 3000 years old. But some
people have thought that the correct date may be about 500 years later, during the life of Ezra.
Ezra taught the people to obey God’s rules about the sacred holidays again (Nehemiah 8:13-17).
But people did not go long journeys to *worship then. The *Jewish people who were in Israel lived
only in a few towns near Jerusalem.

The Songs of Ascent today
The Songs of Ascent have always been important for both *Jewish and Christian *worship.
*Jewish people read all the Songs of Ascent at the Synagogue (*Jewish place of *worship) each
Saturday afternoon.
In many traditional churches, Christians sing or read the Psalms (including the Songs of Ascent)
regularly. It is an important part of their *worship.
In modern churches, Christians sing a selection of new and old songs (called hymns) during their
*worship. Many of these songs include words from the Psalms. And often, they also read passages
from the Psalms at their meetings.
The Songs of Ascent have also provided ideas to poets and writers.
The Rock (a type of music) musician called Bono has written about how the Psalms have helped
him. There is a *rumour that his band, called U2, may use ‘Songs of Ascent’ as a possible name
for their next CD. They do not intend to sing these Psalms; they will sing their own songs. But it
seems that they like the idea of ‘Songs of Ascent’. (See “About the Title: Songs of Ascent”.)
In every age, Christian writers have loved the Songs of Ascent. One of many writers who wrote
much about them was C.H. Spurgeon. And the Scottish writer, R.M. M‘Cheyne, wrote his own
series of 14 poems, which he called ‘Songs of Ascent’. Again, they were not the Psalms, but his
own poems. He wrote those poems because he liked the idea of ‘Songs of Ascent’.

Other ideas about the meaning of “Songs of Ascent”
We prefer the idea that these songs were for people to sing on their journey to Jerusalem. (See
“About the Title: Songs of Ascent”.) But different writers have had other ideas. Here are two of
them:(1) The title ‘Songs of Ascent’ may a description of the style of the poetry. These Psalms are
different from the style of many Psalms. In other Psalms, the lines are often in pairs. The second
line may repeat the ideas in the first line; or it may contrast with it. But this does not often happen
in the Songs of Ascent. Instead, the ideas seem to progress through the Psalm, as the poet
repeats particular words. For example in Psalm 121, there is the word ‘help’ in verses 1 and 2, and
‘become tired’ in verses 3 and 4. If this is correct, then the word ascent means ‘steps’. And the
‘steps’ are a word-picture for these particular words, which bring us from one idea to the next idea.
(2) The title ‘Songs of Ascent’ may be about the steps in God’s house (called the temple). We do
not really know whether there were steps in Solomon’s temple. But there were steps in the temple
that Ezekiel saw (for example, Ezekiel 40:31). If this idea is correct, ‘Songs of Ascent’ means
‘Songs for the Temple’.
It is possible that more than one idea is correct. The different style of poetry may help people to
remember the songs on their journey. And it is possible that the songs were both for the temple,
and for the travellers. Perhaps the travellers learned the songs when they heard them at the
temple.

Something to do
(1) Before Solomon built the temple (God’s house) in Jerusalem, people went to Shiloh to
*worship. Read what happened to Hannah when she went there: 1 Samuel 1:3-20.
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(2) About 2000 years ago, people were travelling long distances in order to *worship God in
Jerusalem. They even travelled there from foreign countries, although the journey was often
difficult and dangerous. Read these Bible passages about people who did this. They are from the
Book of Acts in the *New Testament: Acts 2:5-11; Acts 8:27-28.
(3) Read about Jesus’ last journey to Jerusalem. He went on this journey immediately before the
sacred holiday called the Passover. See Mark 10:32 to Mark 11:10.

Psalm 120
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 120 first.
In this first song, the poet is starting a journey. He does not say where he intends to end his
journey. But it is clear that his journey begins in a foreign country. The journey will end among
God’s people, the *Jewish people in Israel. And the poet does not intend to return.
That was not the usual experience, of course, for the people who travelled to Jerusalem for the
sacred holidays. They were travelling for a short journey, perhaps for a few days or for a week.
And afterwards, they would return home immediately.
But this poet had no desire to return to that foreign country. He had prayed that God would help
him to leave that place. He considered that, by this journey, God was answering that prayer. In
other words, God was doing the thing that the poet had asked him to do. For the poet, this was not
just a holiday. He considered that God was rescuing him by this journey.
And the poet needed God to rescue him, because he had lived among cruel people. They were
people who told lies. They were people who wanted to start wars. They even used the poet’s own
words against him.
The poet says that he had lived abroad for too long. He mentioned two foreign countries: Meshech
and Kedar. Those countries were not especially near Israel. We do not know much about them.
We do not know why the poet was there. And we do not know why he delayed his return to Israel.
Perhaps he was a prisoner or a slave, so he could not return. Perhaps he was a trader, and he felt
unable to return, because of his business.
The poet knows that he has been living among evil people. He has heard their evil words; he has
seen their wicked actions. He knows that God will punish them severely.
But God has saved the poet from them. God has allowed the poet to leave that place. He is going
to the place where God’s people live.

Some lessons from Psalm 120
Christians have to live in this world, where many evil people surround them. Christians do not
belong to this world, like other people. They belong to God. Their permanent home is not in this
world, but in heaven.
God has sent us into this world so that other people may believe in Christ. For a temporary period,
we live here, and we are Christ’s witnesses. Jesus spoke about this in his prayer in John 17:14-21.
However, when we become Christians, we must leave many things from this world. We must not
continue to follow our evil thoughts, desires and attitudes. Instead, we invite God into our lives. And
we ask for his help so that we can obey him.
Of course, sometimes we will still do wrong things that are against God’s law. Then we must
confess those things to God, and he will forgive us (1 John 1:9).
Sometimes we may have to leave people because we believe God. Or, people may leave us. Our
friends and relatives may become our enemies (Mark 13:12). Perhaps we will decide to leave
some friends because they urge us to do wrong things.
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Sometimes a husband is a Christian, and his wife is not. Paul said that such a husband should not
leave his wife. If she is content to live with him, they should not divorce (1 Corinthians 7:12). Paul
added that, perhaps, God will use the husband to save his wife (1 Corinthians 7:16).
But if we must leave people because of our belief in God, Jesus has a promise for us. We might
have to leave a few people whom we love. But even in this world, God will give us many more
people to love (Mark 10:29-30). There will always be trouble for us in this world. However, in the
next world (heaven), our troubles will end. Then, we will always live with God. God is making a
permanent home for us (Revelation chapter 21).

Psalm 120 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 120. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 120 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 120 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 120
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

I cry out to God when I have troubles.

And he acts to help me.
[2]

‘God, please rescue me from people who lie.

They are trying to confuse me.’
[3]

God will act to rescue me from their lies.

He will stop their untrue words.
[4]

So their punishment will happen as suddenly as an arrow flies.

And it will last longer than coals that burn slowly.
[5]

I am sorry that I live in a foreign country.

I may be living in the country called Meshech.
I may have chosen a tent as my home, in the country called Kedar.
[6]

I have lived in such countries for too many years.

These people hate peace.
[7]

I would do almost anything to bring about peace.

But whatever I say, these people still want war.

Psalm 120: Something to do
1. Find out how and why God wants his people to be separate from the world. Read this passage
which may help you: 1 Peter 2:9-12.

Psalm 121
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 121 first.
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As the poet went on his journey, he would hear many stories about the roads to Jerusalem. The
roads were difficult and dangerous.
There were both lions and bears that lived in Israel (1 Samuel 17:34). Sometimes these large wild
animals attacked sheep. And sometimes they killed people (1 Kings 13:24; 2 Kings 17:25-26).
One important road to Jerusalem was the road from Jericho. But there were robbers on that road
(Luke 10:30). Those robbers would not just take a man’s possessions. They were cruel men, who
did not hesitate to cause pain or even to murder.
And there were many other troubles too. Some routes to Jerusalem are through the desert. The
sun is hot, and there is no shelter or water. Groups of enemy soldiers frequently entered Israel.
They would take away anyone whom they caught (for example, 2 Kings 5:2).
People would also worry about the many things that they did not know about. There were strange
stories about evil spirits who lived in the desert. Also, many people chose to walk by night, to avoid
the sun’s heat. But then they might worry about all the things that they could not see because of
the darkness.
The poet had heard many such stories. But he had decided not to worry. He had no reason to
worry. He was God’s servant, so God was his master. The poet was walking to Jerusalem in order
to *worship God. And God was able to protect him.
So the sight of the hills caused joy, not fear. Every traveller would see those hills as he approached
Jerusalem. And among those hills was the one where God’s house (called the temple) was. God
was in his temple, and he defended Israel from there. But God is not like a weak false god, who
can only be in one place. Israel’s God is the God who made heaven and earth. And God is present
everywhere. So God was also with the poet as he walked.
The poet could know God as his personal guard. And so could each traveller who, like the poet,
had given himself or herself completely to God.
So the heat of the sun did not need to cause fear. God is a shelter from such real dangers.
But God also protects from dangers that are not real. There are many silly stories about the
dangers of the moon. But the person who trusts God does not need to be afraid of the moon.
So the Psalm promises God’s complete protection upon his servants. He protects them from
danger. He defends their lives. He is with them on all their journeys. His protection is both
immediate and permanent.

A lesson from Psalm 121
God protects and helps many people even when they do not deserve it.
But the special protection that Psalm 121 describes is not for everyone. It is for God’s servants
who have given their lives to him completely. They belong to him, and they trust him completely for
their protection.
But to become one of God’s servants, you do not need to be a special person. You do not need to
be someone important, or even someone especially holy. But you must confess your wrong deeds
to God; and you must invite him into your life. You must give your life to him completely. You must
obey him and you must trust him. You must allow him to direct your life.
Sometimes people put themselves in danger because of their own stupid actions. Then they ask
God to save them from that danger. God is kind, and sometimes he helps those people. But they
should recognise that they have done something wrong. God does not want people to do foolish
things. He wants people to learn to be wise.
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Psalm 121 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 121. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 121 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 121 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 121
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

Let me look up again at the hills.

Let me know where my help comes from.
[2]

My help comes from God, who made both heaven and earth.

[3]

God takes care of you as you travel.

Every step of the way will be safe.
He is watching you constantly.
He will not become tired.
[4]

God is Israel’s guard at all times.

He does not become tired and he does not sleep.
[5]

God is your personal guard.

He is like a shelter that is right by you.
[6]

So you are safe.

The sun cannot hurt you during the day.
The moon cannot hurt you by night.
[7]

God protects you from every danger,

Your life is safe because he takes care of you.
[8]

God protects you when you come.

God protects you when you go.
He protects you now.
He protects you always.

Psalm 121: Something to do
1. Compare Psalm 121 with Psalm 91. Psalm 91 is also about the protection that God gives. Then
read Matthew 4:5-7. Try to understand when a person should have confidence in God’s protection.
2. Read about David’s experiences of God’s protection is 1 Samuel 17:34-37.

Psalm 122
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 122 first.
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The poet was pleased that he could go to *worship God in Jerusalem. And he was especially
pleased that he was not alone. There were other people who wanted to go with him.
Those people came from the poet’s own town. So they were his friends and, especially, his
relatives. People in Israel lived near to their families. People who lived in the same town were
usually relatives. God told Moses and Joshua to arrange the possession of land in Israel in that
way (Numbers chapter 34; Joshua chapters 13 to 21).
So it gave the poet great joy that people in his own family wanted to *worship God. But it was an
even greater joy to stand inside the gates of Jerusalem. The poet had arrived in this special city. It
was the city where God had chosen to live among his people. Here was the place for prayer for all
nations. Here was the place for *sacrifice. Here was the sacred building called the temple, which
was the house of God. And in the temple was the sacred box, which was evidence of God’s
promises to Israel.
Even when he prayed at home, the poet probably looked towards Jerusalem (Daniel 6:10). When
the poet prayed, he was praying to God at his temple in Jerusalem (1 Kings 8:35-40; 1 Kings 8:4451). But at his home, the poet could not offer *sacrifices to God. He had to do that at the place that
God had chosen. That is, at the temple in Jerusalem (Deuteronomy 12:5-7).
When the poet entered Jerusalem, he saw a small city with a wall round it. But the city did not
disappoint him. That wall was for the city’s protection. Because of the wall, the houses had to be
very close together. They leaned against each other, and they supported each other. That was like
Israel’s people. They had come together to *worship God. And all the different families supported
each other. Alone, they would be weak. But together, with God’s help, they made up a strong
nation.

The Jerusalem that David described
Israel was divided into 12 *tribes. The members of each *tribe were the families that came from
one of Jacob’s sons. During many periods of their history, the *tribes did not have a common ruler.
Before Saul ruled, the nation had no king. For several centuries, people whom we call ‘judges’ led
the nation. (See the Book of Judges.) But during that period of time, each person did as he
pleased. After Saul, there were David and Solomon. And after Solomon, the 10 *tribes in northern
Israel separated themselves from the *tribe of Judah, which controlled Jerusalem. David’s family
ruled in Jerusalem for many centuries. But other kings ruled the 10 *tribes in northern Israel.
In this song, the poet saw all the *tribes together (verse 4). And he saw the temple (God’s house).
Solomon built the first temple. So in history, this song could only belong to Solomon’s rule. But the
title says that David (Solomon’s father) was the author of this song. During David’s life, there was
no temple.
Peter said that David was a *prophet (Acts 2:30). That means that God showed future events to
David. David wrote about events that had not yet happened. And we shall see that those events
are still in the future.
David (in other words, the poet) saw that his own family would rule Jerusalem. That is what God
had promised to David (2 Samuel 7:12-16).
Ancient kings were also the judges of their people. But many ancient kings were not fair judges.
They used their power to benefit themselves and their friends. People could not obtain fair
judgements, so poor people and weak people suffered. But here in Jerusalem, David saw
something different. Here, the judges gave the people the help that they needed. The judges acted
against evil people. And the judges helped people who were too weak or poor to protect
themselves.
So here in Jerusalem were the rulers that God had appointed. Those rulers loved God’s law. All
the people in Israel came together to *worship God there. And there were not wars and troubles
between the various *tribes (groups of families). Instead, they supported each other.
This is how Jerusalem should be. This is how God wants Jerusalem to be. But then the reality of
the last 3000 years enters the song. Jerusalem has never been like that. So people who love
Jerusalem must pray.
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A prayer for peace in Jerusalem
David described in Psalm 122 how Jerusalem should be. He showed how God wants Jerusalem to
be. But Jerusalem has never been like that. So God’s people should pray.
They should pray that God will give peace to Jerusalem. It is only then that the city will know
security. It is only then that the frequent wars will send.
The word ‘peace’ in the original language (called Hebrew) is interesting. It is the word ‘shalom’, and
it appears in the name ‘Jerusalem’ (in other words, ‘Jeru-shalom’). The city’s name means ‘the
peaceful city’. And the word ‘shalom’ (peace) is not just about no wars. It also includes the ideas of
success and health. When God brings his peace to Jerusalem, all these things will happen too.
Good things will happen in Jerusalem, and all of Israel will benefit.
In fact, the whole world will benefit when God gives peace to Jerusalem (Genesis 12:3; Zechariah
8:20-23; Romans 11:12).

A lesson from Psalm 122
Jerusalem will only know peace when Messiah rules there. ‘Messiah’ means the person from
David’s family whom God has appointed to rule on his behalf. And when he rules, the whole world
will have peace. He will establish right judgements. So he, the Messiah, will save God’s people
(See Isaiah 11:1-9 and Isaiah 32:1-5).
God will not allow the power of evil rulers to continue always. It is his plan to change this world
completely.
The word ‘Christ’ is a translation of the word ‘Messiah’. Both words mean the same thing. ‘Christ’ is
in the language called Greek; ‘Messiah’ is in the language called Hebrew. Christians call Jesus
‘Christ’. So they are saying that he is the Messiah.
Of course, Jesus has not established peace in this world yet. But he has begun his rule. He is
ruling in the hearts, minds and spirits of people who love him. And the Bible promises that he will
return. He will return to act as judge against all that is evil and wicked in this world. He will end the
power of cruel rulers and governments. He will establish his rule upon the earth.
The Bible calls him ‘the prince of peace’ (Isaiah 9:6) and ‘the King of kings’ (Revelation 19:16).

Psalm 122 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 122. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 122 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 122 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 122
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

I was very happy when my friends told me about their plan.

They said, ‘Join us! We are travelling to the house of God in Jerusalem.’
[2]

And now, we have arrived.

We have entered the gates of the city.
We are standing in Jerusalem.
[3]

Jerusalem is a special city.

All the buildings are very close together.
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[4]

And this is where all the families from Israel come together.

These families belong to God.
And they gather in order to praise God’s most holy name.
They are obeying the law that God made for Israel.
[5]

God has established kings from David’s family to be the rulers in Jerusalem.

From Jerusalem, those kings issue fair judgements.
[6]

The name Jerusalem means ‘the peaceful city’.

So pray that it will be peaceful.
I pray for everyone who loves Jerusalem.
I pray that they will be safe.
[7]

I pray that the walls round the city will provide peace.

I pray that its castles will provide security.
[8]

I think about my friends and my family.

And that is why I pray for Jerusalem to be peaceful.
[9]

I think about the house of our God.

And that is why I want Jerusalem to know success.

Psalm 122: Something to do
1. Compare Psalm 122 with Psalm 2. Psalm 2 is about Messiah’s judgements against wicked
rulers. In the original language, the word ‘Messiah’ is at the end of Psalm 2:2. (‘Messiah’ means
the king whom God appoints to save his people.)
2. Read Revelation 20:1-6. This passage describes Christ’s rule. Remember that ‘Messiah’ and
‘Christ’ are the same word in different languages.
3. Read the description of the New Jerusalem in Revelation chapter 21. Many Christians believe
that this description is about a later period of time than Revelation 20:1-6. In Revelation chapter
21, God’s plans for everything (including Jerusalem, earth and heaven) are complete and final.

Psalm 123
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 123 first.
Psalm 122 was about prayer. For many people, prayer is not an active thing. They pray, and then
they do nothing. But the Bible teaches that we should do two other things after prayer. We should
watch and wait, like servants. Those other things may not seem active, but really, they are. Let me
explain.
A great man, for example a king, would have many servants. And he would give many instructions
to them each day. But his business is very important. Perhaps he is entertaining important guests.
He does not want to interrupt his conversation in order to give instructions to the servants. So his
servants must learn to watch and to wait.
For example, during his conversation, the master may put two fingers together, as if he were
holding a cup. His movement is slight, and it only lasts for a moment. No other man’s servants
would even realise that he had given an order. But the master’s own servants know. And they are
watching and waiting for such orders. So they know that their master wants them to serve drinks
immediately. They act at once; they do not delay.
Afterwards, perhaps, the master makes his hand flat, like a plate. And his servants are watching
and waiting. They rush to the kitchen, because the master wants them to serve the food.
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And so they watch and wait for every order. The master never interrupts his conversation to speak
to them. He never needs to do that, because they are good servants. They have learned to watch
and to wait.
The poet felt like those servants. He had prayed that God would give peace to Jerusalem (Psalm
122:6-9). And now the poet waited for God to act. But the poet was not doing nothing. He was
watching for God’s instructions. When God gave the order, the poet would act without delay.
And God did not need to do great things before the poet would obey him. The poet did not need to
hear a loud voice. He only needed the simplest, quietest instruction. He would know when God
was asking him to do something. Like the servants, the poet had watched God, his master, for a
long time. But also like the servants, the poet would not act without his master’s (God’s)
instructions. He trusted that God knew better than him when to act. And he believed that God knew
best what to do.
When God acted, he would show his kindness. He cared about his servants who had suffered so
much. Proud people had established their own rule over the country. Cruel people had become the
rulers and judges. They dealt with God’s people as if they (the evil rulers) were the real masters.
But the poet never forgot that God was really his master. He was confident that God could act to
rescue his people. God knew the right time to act, and God knew the right way to act.
It took only the slightest movement of God’s finger for him to defeat his enemies (Exodus 8:19). If
he lifted his right hand, he would destroy their forces completely (Exodus 15:6). God had done it in
the past. You will see that if you read those verses from Exodus.
And the poet watched and waited for God to do it again.

A lesson from Psalm 123
The Bible often describes God’s people as the servants of God. But many of God’s people do not
want to be his servants! They are grateful that God has saved them. But they do not want to obey
him. Even their prayers may sound as if they are giving instructions to God! They act as if they are
the masters now!
God does want to hear his people’s prayers and requests. The Bible teaches that people should
pray constantly (Colossians 4:2; 1 Thessalonians 5:17). Jesus taught that we should pray always.
We must not give up (Luke 18:1-8). It gives God honour when we make our requests to him. By
such prayers, we confess that we need God’s help. We cannot rescue ourselves. And by such
prayers, we declare that we depend completely on God. Only he can help us. We trust him.
It brings God pleasure to help his people. He shows that their trust in him is not in vain. He is not
ashamed to be called their God (Hebrews 11:16).
When God answers his servants’ prayers, often he gives instructions to them. Sometimes that is
how God answers prayer. First God’s servants pray. Then they watch and wait for God’s reply.
When God replies, they obey. And then they find that God acts powerfully on their behalf.

Psalm 123 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 123. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 123 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 123 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 123
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

I look up. But I want to see even beyond the sky.
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I am looking towards God, who rules in heaven.
[2]

A slave watches his master’s hand to see what his master orders.

A maid watches her mistress’s hand for the same reason.
We wait like those servants.
But we wait for our God.
It is as if we are watching him.
And we will continue to wait until he shows us his kindness.
[3]

Be kind to us, God.

Be kind to us, because people have been very cruel to us.
[4]

Proud people have often laughed at us.

They have often insulted us.

Psalm 123: Something to do
1. God’s people should be able to recognise his instructions. Find the verse that says this in John
10:1-18.
2. Jesus also told people to watch and to wait. But he used a different story about servants and
their master to teach this lesson. Read it in Mark 13:32-37.
3. Soon afterwards, Jesus told his disciples (special students) that they needed to watch and to
pray. Find out what happened next, from Mark 14:32-42.
4. Hebrews chapter 11 contains some examples of people who waited for God’s help. Prepare a
list of those people, and the things that they were waiting for. Some of those people did not receive
those things during their lives. But the writer shows that God did not disappoint them. Try to
understand how this can be so.

Psalm 124
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 124 first.
There are several reasons why God’s people are his. They are his people because he created
them. They are his people because he chose them. They are his people because of the promises
that he has made to them. But especially, they are his people because he has saved them.
The fact that God had saved his people was part of Israel’s national history. The *Jewish people
had worked as slaves in ancient Egypt. They could not leave Egypt, and their situation seemed
hopeless. But God saved them. He did powerful and wonderful things to help them. The king of
Egypt was a powerful ruler. But God proved that he is much stronger than any human ruler.
God did not just do one thing to rescue his people. He rescued them many times. He rescued them
when they were hungry in the desert. He looked after them there for 40 years. He rescued them
when armies attacked them. And then he brought them into their own land, that is, the country
called Israel.
David, who wrote Psalm 124, knew about these incidents. They happened long before he was
born. But the fact that God saves his people was not just for an ancient time. It also happened
during David’s own life. And it happened many times.
During David’s life, many foreign nations were Israel’s enemies. Their armies attacked Israel many
times. One of the most powerful of these nations was called the Philistines. Their soldiers included
strong champions, for example, Goliath (1 Samuel chapter 17). And their armies entered Israel
often. On one occasion, they even controlled Bethlehem, where David’s family lived (2 Samuel
23:14). But during David’s life, God rescued Israel from its enemies.
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Foreign armies were not the only danger for Israel during David’s life. Before David ruled, Saul was
king. Saul refused to obey God, and Saul caused many troubles in Israel. But God saved Israel.
So the people in Israel had the right to sing! God was for them! Cruel men attacked them, but God
was for them!
Often we do not really realise how cruel people can be. They would hurt anyone for their own
benefit. Sometimes they cause trouble when they do not even expect to benefit from it. David, the
poet, compared actions of such people to the fiercest wild animals. People like that want to destroy
everything. They are like a terrible flood that leaves nothing behind.
There may be no limit to their cruelty, but there is a limit to their power. That is because God is
more powerful than any man. David reminds us that God is the maker of heaven and earth. And
God is the helper of his people. When God rescues his people, their strong enemy can do nothing.
The enemy’s prison is weaker than a broken trap when God rescues his people (Acts 5:17-20; Acts
12:1-19; Acts 16:22-30).

A lesson from Psalm 124
God has saved his people in the past; and that is wonderful. But it is not enough to know that God
did such things for your parents or grandparents. Their troubles were then, and your troubles are
now. So you need to see that God saves people now, in the present day and age.
God saves other people; that is also wonderful. We hear what God has done for other people. And
that helps us to know that God will do the same things for us. But if God only saves other people
and not us, then that is not enough. We each need the personal knowledge and experience that
God saves us.
David knew that God had saved his nation. But David also knew that God had saved David
himself. You can see that in passages like Psalm 18, Psalm 51, and Psalm 62.
There are some people who only want God to save them from their troubles in this world. But that
too is not enough. A person may have few troubles in this world, but the devil remains that
person’s master. Such a person has much worse troubles than he ever imagined. He must not
suppose that he will go to heaven. His punishment in hell is certain.
But God wants to save people; and he wants to save them completely. God wants to make free
each person who is a slave of the devil. God wants to forgive each person, whether that person’s
evil deeds are few or many. When God saves, he changes a person’s life completely.

Psalm 124 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 124. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 124 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 124 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 124
A song for the journey to Jerusalem. By David.
[1]

“Our situation would be terrible if God was not on our side.”

(The people in Israel should sing this song.)
[2]

Our situation would be terrible if God was not on our side.

Our enemies attacked us.
[3]

They were very angry with us.

310

They were acting like the cruellest wild animals, which swallow their food alive.
And we certainly could not have escaped.
[4]

We would have died, like people who drown in a flood.

The water becomes their grave.
[5]

Or flowing water takes their bodies away.

Like them, we certainly could not have escaped.
[6]

Praise God!

Wild animals break apart their food with their teeth.
Our enemies wanted to deal with us in a similar manner.
But God did not allow them to do such a thing.
[7]

We have escaped from our enemies.

We are like a bird that escapes from a net.
Or, we are like a bird that escapes from a hunter’s net.
The trap is broken!
We have escaped!
[8]

God himself is our helper.

Yes! Our helper is the maker of heaven and earth.

Psalm 124: Something to do
1. Read David’s prayer about how God saved him from his troubles. You will find it in Psalm 18.
2. Read Mark 1:14-15 and Acts 2:37-39. Then ask yourself these questions. If people want God to
save them, what should they do? And what will God do?

Psalm 125
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 125 first.
We can learn lessons even from the geography of Jerusalem. And here, the poet sets out to teach
us those lessons.
There is real security for the people who trust God. Problems cannot disturb their belief in God.
Troubles will not ruin their hope in God. Other people may be afraid, but God’s people can be
confident. The mountain called Zion is strong because it is solid rock. And God’s people have their
security because of God’s strength and power.
But the poet does not compare their security with the strength of any mountain. He says that they
are like the mountain called Zion in particular. That was the mountain in Jerusalem where the
temple (God’s house) stood. Zion had security because God had established it as the place for
prayer. Zion had security because of the promises that God had made. And Zion had security
because God was present there in a special way.
God’s people have security for the same three reasons. God has established them; he has chosen
them to be his people. God has promised to help them and to guide them. And God is with them.
He is present in their lives.

311

Of course, God’s people still have many troubles. There may be terrible storms in the mountains.
But the mountain stands firm, whatever happens round it. The soil that is on its surface may move.
But that is all: the mountain itself remains there. In the same way, troubles may seem to upset
God’s people. Those troubles may affect their bodies and their minds. But that is like the soil on the
mountain’s surface. Deep inside a person is that person’s spirit. Unlike the body or the mind, the
spirit never dies. And if a person trusts God, that person’s troubles cannot affect the spirit. The
person’s spirit is safe because God is protecting that person.
Notice that this promise is not for everyone. It is only for the person who trusts God. The person
who trusts his own strength or his own skills is trusting something weak. In the end, that person is
certain to fail. He cannot always be strong, and his skills have limits. But God is always strong. And
there is no limit to the things that God can do.

God is with his people
The poet adds a second lesson from geography in verse 2. It is about the mountains that surround
Jerusalem. Those mountains are just small mountains; many people would consider them large
hills.
Jerusalem stands on a hill. And many other hills are round it. There are hills in every direction. The
person who goes to Jerusalem must climb several hills on the way.
So God is with his people. His people are not like a mountain that stands alone, with a plain all
round it. They are like a mountain that is among many mountains. Those other mountains are like
God, who is there with them. So God’s people can look in any direction. And they will always see
that God, their powerful friend, is with them.

God’s judgement is against people who become evil
In verse 3, the subject of Psalm 125 changes. We have seen that God is with his people. And
because of that, they are always safe. However, now, in this life, they have many troubles. The
reason, as the poet explains, is the power of wicked people.
God gave the land in Israel to his people. They received it as their permanent possession. Each
family received the land which that family would always own. But the poet wrote about wicked
people who had taken the land. They controlled the land as powerful rulers do. And so God’s
people suffered.
God allows this for a time. But it cannot be the permanent arrangement. At the right time, God
must act as the judge. He must deal with the matters that human judges have been unable or
unwilling to do. He must issue judgements that are fair, right and good. He must rescue his people,
and he must punish evil people.
The poet writes especially about people who change their minds. It is wonderful when an evil
person decides to serve God. God forgives that person, and he changes that person’s life. But that
is not the poet’s subject.
Instead, he writes about good people who become evil. And that is terrible. In verse 3, he says that
the success of evil people might persuade good people to become evil. And in verse 5, he explains
that God will punish such people.
So God gives security to people who trust him. They do not need to be afraid, because he will
certainly save them. But people – even good people – who become evil should be very afraid.
They should know that God is against them. They must stop their evil behaviour at once and they
must confess their wrong deeds to God. Otherwise, they will certainly not avoid their punishment.
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Psalm 125 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 125. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 125 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 125 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 125
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

Jerusalem stands on the mountain called Zion.

And people who trust God are like that mountain.
Nothing can shake it. It always stands firm.
[2]

Other mountains surround Jerusalem.

And God surrounds his people.
He is there to protect them, both now and always.
[3]

Wicked people still have some power in this country.

But they will not always control the land that belongs to good people.
Otherwise, good people might decide to carry out evil deeds.
[4]

God, be good to people who are good.

Help those people who are sincere.
[5]

But some people prefer to do wrong things.

They are behaving as evil people do.
God will force all such people to leave this country.
I pray that the country called Israel will have peace.

Psalm 125: Something to do
1. Read the lesson that God gave to Ezekiel about this subject. It is Ezekiel chapter 18.
2. Compare Psalm 125 with Jesus’ words in Matthew 7:24-27.
3. Christians often discuss whether a genuine Christian can ever lose his relationship with God.
Often, Christians disagree when they talk about this subject. Think about the things that Psalm 125
teaches about this important matter.

Psalm 126
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 126 first.
God is powerful and he is active in the lives of ordinary men, women and children. They ask him
for help, and he helps them. He changes their lives. He gives them joy to replace their sad feelings.
And they are glad that they belong to him.
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Verse 1 shows that something terrible had happened in Jerusalem. It seems that an enemy’s army
had attacked Jerusalem. And the soldiers took some people away as prisoners to a foreign
country. But in the original language, the words could describe some other trouble. It simply says
that something ‘turned round’. Probably it was the people from Jerusalem who ‘turned round’. They
‘turned round’ because their enemy took them away from Jerusalem.
But God did not leave Jerusalem’s people to suffer. He ‘turned round’ too! The poet uses a similar
word to the word that described their troubles. God ‘turned round’ to help them! God ‘turned round’
to assist the people whose lives had ‘turned round’. He rescued his suffering people. He brought
them back to Jerusalem.
I have said above that these people were from Jerusalem. That is because the poet uses the word
‘Zion’. But it seems that he has chosen the word ‘Zion’ (instead of ‘Jerusalem’) carefully. Zion was
the hill in Jerusalem where God’s house, called the temple, stood. So by the word ‘Zion’, the poet
emphasises the connection between God and his people. God cared about his people’s troubles.
And he acted to rescue them.
When this happened, it seemed like a dream. God had done something that seemed impossible. It
was better than the people could even imagine. They sang and they laughed. They felt so happy.
This news even astonished people in foreign countries. People in foreign countries did not usually
*worship Israel’s God. They had their own gods (which were really just false gods). But those
foreigners heard that the people from Israel were free again. The foreigners heard how the people
from Israel had returned home. And even the foreigners decided that Israel’s God did this thing.
Even foreigners who *worshipped false gods were giving honour to Israel’s God.
And, of course, the people in Israel gave honour to God too. They did not say that they had saved
themselves by their own clever schemes. They knew the truth. The foreigners were right. It was
God, Israel’s God, who had again acted to help his people. He had done good things for his
people. That was why they were so happy.

The prayer in Psalm 126
The events in Psalm 126:1-3 are very exciting. We think about the people and their happiness. And
we imagine that these events have only just happened. But verse 4 shows that this is not in fact
correct.
In verse 4, the poet prays. He uses similar words to the words that he used in verse 1. There is
trouble in Jerusalem again. It is a similar situation to the trouble that he described in verse 1. In the
original language (called Hebrew), he asks God to ‘turn round’ to save his people again. Again, the
situation seems hopeless. Again, the poet must pray for God’s help.
And now we understand why the poet wrote about the incident in verses 1 to 3. He needed to
remind himself about God’s goodness. He needed to remember that God wants to save people.
He needed to declare that God is good. So the poet praised God for his kindness during that
former incident. And this gave the poet confidence to ask God to do it again.
The poet compared the current situation to the streams in the south of Israel. For much of the year,
those streams are completely empty. The ground dries up and it becomes like a desert. There is
no water in the entire region. You can only find the routes where the streams used to flow. But
when rain returns to that dry land, the streams are full again. And where there is water, plants
grow. The desert soon becomes like a garden. The situation has changed completely because
God has sent rain.
God’s people needed their situation to change completely. Only God could do it. And the poet was
confident that God would do it.

314

A lesson about seeds and the harvest
The poet prayed, and he trusted God. The poet believed that God would help, perhaps not
immediately, but at the right time. The poet was sad now because of his troubles. But when God
helped him, the poet would have joy again. He would be as happy as farmers are at the time of the
harvest.
It seems that this idea brought comfort to the poet. So he gave more thought to it. When people
leave their towns to sow seed, they may be very sad. That seed would usually be grain seed, for
example, wheat. The poorest farmers must take the wheat out of their own cupboard to sow it. If
the farmer did not sow the seed, he and his family could eat it, for example, as bread. Perhaps,
because the farmer sows it, he and his family will be hungry. He takes the precious seed and he
sows it. He may weep because no food remains in his cupboard. But he must sow it. Unless he
sows, there cannot be a harvest. So he sows. And he prays. And he trusts God for the harvest.
But when the harvest is ready, the farmer will be very happy. God has ‘turned round’ the farmer’s
situation. In other words, he has changed the situation completely. The harvest brings much more
grain than he sowed! When the farmer sowed the seed, he had hardly any food in his cupboard.
But when he returns with the harvest, he has plenty. His cupboard is full! In fact, his whole house is
full of food! And he will sing because his joy is so great.
The poet repeats his lesson. It is a good lesson, because God often acts in such a manner:
(1) When a person believes God, his faith (belief and trust in God) is like a seed. Jesus said that it
may be like the seed called mustard (Matthew 17:20). That was the smallest seed that people
sowed in their gardens. To us, that may seem like not much faith. And often the person with faith
does not see any results immediately. But God will do great things if a person has even that small
amount of faith.
(2) When a person declares God’s message, God’s word is also like a seed. Again, that person
may not see any results immediately. But God is working in the hearts and minds of the people
who heard his message. And the results that God brings about are like a wonderful harvest (Mark
4:1-20).
(3) When a person gives to God, God gives much more back to that person (Malachi 3:10-11; Mark
9:41).
In all these situations, there is the same principle. People do something small that shows their trust
in God. Then God does a great thing on behalf of that person.
Sometimes people say, ‘God helps those who help themselves.’ But that idea is wrong. In fact,
God helps us when we cannot help ourselves. A farmer cannot be sure that his harvest will be
successful. He can only do a small thing, for example, plant his seeds. Only God can make the
harvest successful. Only God can save a person’s life or a person’s spirit. And he does not do
these things for people who try to help themselves. He does if for people who trust him completely.
They realise that they need him. They know that they will certainly fail without his help. So they
trust God and they wait for his help.
It brings God great delight to help such people. They know that they need his help again and
again. They pray on every occasion when they need help. And God acts on their behalf.

Psalm 126 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 126. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 126 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 126 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 126
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
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[1]

God gave liberty to his people.

They had been prisoners in a foreign country.
But God brought them home to Zion (Jerusalem).
That event was as wonderful as a dream.
[2]

We laughed and we sang.

Even people in foreign countries declared:
‘God has done wonderful things for them.’
[3]

God had done wonderful things for us.

We are very glad.
[4]

God, give liberty to your people again.

That event will be as special when streams appear in the desert.
[5]

People may cry when they sow grain.

But they will sing because of their great joy at the harvest.
[6]

Yes, a man may weep when he goes out to sow his seed.

But when he returns, he will sing because of his great joy.
He will sing because the harvest is so plentiful.

Psalm 126: Something to do
1. Someone who returned to Jerusalem from a foreign country was the author of Psalm 120. Psalm
120 describes his thoughts when he left that country. And Psalm 126 describes the reaction of
people when he arrived in Jerusalem. Compare those two Psalms.
2. Read Ruth chapter 2. It will help you to understand two things in Psalm 126:
(a) The farmer’s joy at the harvest. (See Psalm 126:5-6.)
(b) The reaction of a foreign woman (Ruth) to God’s goodness to his people. (See Psalm 126:2.)
3. God’s people already know that he is on their side. So sometimes they are joyful even before
God rescues them. And this is one way to show faith (active belief and trust) in God. Here are two
examples for you to think about: Habakkuk 3:17-19; Acts 16:25-26.

Psalm 127
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 127 first.
After David became king, he established Jerusalem as Israel’s capital city. He built his own royal
house there. And then he wanted to building the house of God called the temple there.
But God sent a *prophet called Nathan to David. Nathan told David that he must not build the
house of God. That was not God’s plan. Instead, God would establish a ‘house for David’.
God did not mean that he would build a building for David. David already had a good home to live
in. God meant that he would establish a permanent relationship with David and the future kings
from David’s family. That was what God meant by the words ‘a house for David’ (2 Samuel chapter
7).
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It was too early for David to build God’s house. God wanted its construction to happen only after
he had given rest and peace to Israel. That happened during the rule of Solomon, David’s son.
Because Israel’s wars had stopped, the people in Israel could work on the temple. And they
carefully followed the plans that God had given to David (1 Chronicles 28:19-21).
Because God had established David’s ‘house’ (in other words, his family), its rule lasted. Only
David’s son Solomon ruled all Israel. But David’s family continued to rule in Jerusalem for about
400 years.
Even after that, their authority to rule had not ended. And it will never end. Jesus Christ, whom God
has appointed as the King of kings, is from David’s family (Matthew 1:1; Revelation 5:5).

The plans that people make
The poet has a lesson for us to learn from these events. The lesson is not only about God’s house,
or David’s family. It is about every house, every family, and every scheme that people make.
People make many plans for their own lives. And they work hard because they want those plans to
be successful. But they ought to know that they cannot even control the events in their own lives.
All their efforts will be in vain without God’s help (James 4:13-16).
The poet says that, but he makes an even stronger statement.
People do not only need God’s help as they work. It is God who must do the work. If God is the
builder, then the construction will succeed. But if God is not the builder, then people work in vain.
Perhaps they will build their house. But that house is not the house that God wants.
David had money, materials and workmen. So he could have built the house of God, called the
temple. But it would not have been the house that God wanted. It would not have given honour to
God. It would merely have been the product of human effort.

City guards
An ancient city, like Jerusalem, had walls all round it. And each night, guards watched from the
walls. They watched for thieves who might enter the city. And they watched for enemy armies who
might attack the city. The guards did not sleep by night; they had to be ready to sound the alarm. If
they did that, the inhabitants would wake to defend their city. (Compare Nehemiah 4:18-20.)
The guards had an important job to do. But it was not really them who kept the city safe. If God did
not protect their city, they awoke in vain. But the people in Israel did not need to worry about their
safety. Instead, they needed to trust God. God was Israel’s strong defender (Psalm 48). It was God
who kept them safe.

The importance of rest and sleep
Some people try very hard to be successful. They wake early. They go to bed late. They work
every hour of the day. And they even try to work during the night.
God wants people to work and to be responsible. But he did not intend people to work
continuously. That is why he created sleep. And sleep and rest are his gifts to the people whom he
loves. He takes away their strain. He provides a period of calm so that their bodies can become
strong again.
God wants people to know the importance of rest. He established one day each week as a day for
rest (Genesis 2:2-3; Exodus 20:8-11). Jesus promises rest for the people who come to him
(Matthew 11:28-30).

A father’s sons
The poet has not changed his subject when he writes about sons in verses 3-5:
(a) The men who built houses in verse 1 did not just want a place to live. They wanted homes
where they could establish their families.
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(b) The guards in verse 1 were not just protecting their city. They were protecting their sons so that
their city and their country would have a strong army for the future.
(c) The people who worked hard for food in verse 2 were feeding their children too.
The poet said that the children belonged to God. He had given sons as a reward for the fathers.
And each father must trust God to establish his family. Each father must trust God to provide food
for his children.
It was God who would make those sons strong and capable. They would give honour to their
fathers. They would be like arrows – their father would send them out to defend the family. And the
family would not be ashamed about their actions. Those sons would speak with their father’s
authority; and they would do well.

Psalm 127 and Solomon
There is a connection between Psalm 127 and Solomon. Of course, Solomon’s name appears in
the ancient title of the Psalm. Usually, that would mean that Solomon wrote the Psalm. But it could
mean that someone else wrote Psalm 127 for, or about, Solomon.
Some people have guessed that David wrote Psalm 127 as a lesson for Solomon. As we have
already seen, verse 1 seems to refer to important events in Solomon’s life. It was Solomon who
built the house of God in Jerusalem. And as king, Solomon was responsible for the defence of
Jerusalem, as well as Israel’s other cities.
Verses 3-5 may be about David’s hopes for Solomon. Solomon was still young when David died –
1 Chronicles 29:1. (Solomon was about 20 years old then.) There were many things that David
was unable to achieve during his own life. And he wanted Solomon to achieve those things. It was
a great responsibility. But David encouraged Solomon to do his work well.
The most special connection with Solomon is in verse 2. Here the poet hides in the words the
name ‘Jedidiah’. God gave that name to Solomon in 2 Samuel 12:25. It means the son ‘whom God
loves’. Our English translations show this as ‘those people that he loves’ in Psalm 127:2.
But Psalm 127 also has a sadder connection with Solomon. Solomon did not continue to serve
God through his whole life (1 Kings 11:4-10). The Book of Ecclesiastes seems to describe his later
thoughts and attitudes.
Solomon became very aware that a man’s efforts cannot bring success. This disappointed him. It
seemed to him that work was almost without purpose. He wrote that the only purpose for work was
to achieve a feeling of satisfaction. See Ecclesiastes 2:17-26.
It seems as if Solomon only learned part of his own lesson. He understood completely that, without
God, a person’s best efforts are in vain. The Book of Ecclesiastes says that many times. But, near
the end of his life, he seems not to know that a person must depend completely on God. He did not
appreciate that, with God, a person’s life has real purpose.
Each person needs God to lead and to guide everything that he or she does. Then that person’s
life and work will not be in vain.

Psalm 127 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 127. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 127 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 127 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 127
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
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[1]

God must be the builder of a house.

Otherwise, the people who build that house are wasting their strength.
God must be the defender of a city.
Otherwise, the guards who watch to defend that city are wasting their time.
[2]

You can get up early to earn money for your food.

And you can work until late in the night.
But without God, you are wasting your energy.
God gives a quiet night’s sleep to those people whom he loves.
[3]

A man’s sons are a special gift from God.

Those children are the reward that God gives.
[4]

They are born while their father is still a young man.

But they will become as valuable to him as a soldier’s arrows.
[5]

A man who has plenty of children should be very happy!

That man’s children will speak with their enemies at the gate of the city.
And they will not be ashamed.
They will defend themselves well.

Psalm 127: Something to do
1. Read the message that God sent to David in 2 Samuel 7:1-17. Then read David’s prayer in 2
Samuel 7:18-29.
2. Read the instructions that David gave to Solomon about the house of God in 1 Chronicles
chapter 22.
3. Think about Jesus’ attitudes to money, wages, and the things that God provides to us. This
passage will help you: Matthew 6:19-34.

Psalm 128
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 128 first.
In Psalm 127, the poet taught that only God can establish a family. In Psalm 128, the poet
describes the family that God has established.
The start of Psalm 128 is similar to Psalm 1. In both Psalms, the poet sets out to describe the
person who knows real happiness. And he begins with the word that we translate ‘happy’. The poet
does not mean that such people always have happy feelings. He means that such people are
content. God has given them genuine satisfaction in their lives.
Psalm 128:1 describes these people’s attitude and their behaviour. Their attitude is that they
respect God. And they behave in the manner that God approves. There is a connection between
these two things. Because they respect God, they obey him. And they choose to live in a manner
that pleases him.
Then the poet blesses each person whom he has described. In other words, the poet declares
good things that God will do for that person. Or, he expresses the good things in God’s perfect
plan for that person.
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Firstly, that person’s work will be successful. He will not be like the builders in Psalm 127:1, who
worked in vain. This person’s work will produce results. Those results will be as good and plentiful
as the fruit at the harvest. So this person will not have to depend on other people. He will be like
the farmer who has his own fruit to eat. And the results of his work will satisfy him.
Many good things and much happiness will be in this man’s life. This man’s wife and children and
his chief reason for happiness. He is happy because of the good family that God has given to him.

The wife and children of the man who respects God
The poet compares the man’s wife and children to important agricultural plants. He does not
explain why he chose these particular plants. Probably, he wants to reader to think about these
descriptions. To help you to do that, here is a description of these plants.
The poet compares the man’s wife to the plant called the vine. The vine is a bush. Its wood is not
strong; it needs something to support it. The vine produces one of the most important agricultural
crops in Israel. Its fruits are called grapes. They are very sweet and they are full of juice. The vine
produces grapes in plentiful quantities. There are too many to eat them all while they are fresh. So
people dry them in the sun. The dried fruits are called raisins. They last for many months. People
eat them during the time of the year when there is no fresh fruit. And they are very useful for
people to take when they go on journeys. The other main use for grapes is their juice. People use
that juice to make wine.
The poet compares the man’s sons to young plants called olives. The olive becomes a tree that
has a very long and useful life. The olive also yields plentiful fruits. However, these fruits are not
sweet, but they are oily. And it is the oil that is very useful and valuable. People press the fruits to
get the oil. They bake the oil, with flour, into bread and cakes. And they pour the oil onto other
foods. The oil has several other important uses too. People used the oil as fuel for their lamps.
People put the oil onto their skin. And they also used it to make medicines.
Both plants produce a crop each year. The vine in the description already yields good crops. So
the wife is already achieving good things in her life. And she will continue to do that. But the sons
are like young plants. The olive does not yield fruit until it is several years old. Perhaps these sons
are too young to achieve good things in their lives yet. But they are growing and they are learning.
And there is every hope that their lives will achieve good things for many years in the future.
It may seem as if the poet has forgotten about the man’s daughters! But in fact, the poet expected
that the daughters would marry into other families in Israel. And then the description of the good
wife in verse 3 would describe them too.

God’s perfect desire for families
The man in Psalm 128 respects God. And the man’s family respects that man. This is how God
wants families to be. The man has taught his children to respect God. They are learning how, like
him, they can achieve good results in their lives. Such good results can only happen when people
have a right relationship with God.
In some English translations, verse 4 seems similar to the first line of verse 1. Those translations
use the word ‘blessed’ in both places. But in the original language, the poet used different words.
In verse 1, he is describing the state (quality of life) of the man who respects God. This man knows
real happiness and satisfaction. In verse 4, the poet is describing the reason for this. God has
shown his kindness to this man.
One way to translate verses 5-6 is as a prayer. The poet prays that God will do these good things
for this man. Another way to translate it as a declaration. The poet declares that these good things
will happen to this man. But perhaps it is better to say that the poet expresses God’s perfect
desires for his people.
God always wants to do good things for his people. The poet asks God to show his kindness from
Zion. That was where God’s house, called the temple, was. So that was where God lived among
his people. And that was where they offered their *sacrifices to him. There, they *worshipped him.
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God’s plans for Israel
The poet also prays that God will show his goodness to Jerusalem. And, he prays for peace in
Israel. This can only happen completely when Messiah comes. ‘Messiah’ means the king whom
God appoints to save his people. Christians believe that Jesus is God’s Messiah. Jesus’ title,
‘Christ’, is a translation of the word ‘Messiah’. Christians believe that Jesus will return to establish
peace in the world, including in Israel. And he will rule as Israel’s king in Jerusalem.
The poet prays for the family of the man who respects God. This whole Psalm has been about that
man’s family. The poet prays that the man will live long enough to see his grandchildren.
God has chosen the *Jewish people and he wanted their families to increase. He has made
promises about the future of that nation.
So a man who saw his grandchildren would have a special reason to praise God. That man would
see that God was carrying out his promises to Israel. By those grandchildren, the *Jewish people
would continue in future years. And at the proper time, God will complete everything that he has
promised to the *Jewish people.

Psalm 128 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 128. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 128 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 128 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 128
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

Everyone who respects God knows real happiness.

Such people behave in the manner that God approves.
[2]

Your work will succeed.

There will be a good harvest.
You will be happy and you will be successful.
[3]

At home, your wife will carry out her tasks well.

She will be like a bush that yields plentiful fruit.
Your sons will gather round your table.
They will be like young plants that will grow to become useful trees.
[4]

Yes! That is how God shows his kindness.

He is kind to the man who respects him.
[5]

I pray that, from Jerusalem, God will show you his kindness.

I pray that he will continue to do this for your whole life.
I pray that good things will happen in Jerusalem.
And I pray that you will see these things.
[6]

I pray that you will live long enough to see your grandchildren.

I pray that the country called Israel will have peace.
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Psalm 128: Something to do
1. Read these promises that God made about the future of the *Jewish people: Genesis 17:3-8;
Genesis 22:15-18; Genesis 28:10-15.
2. Compare Psalm 128 with the instructions that Paul gave about families, in Ephesians 5:21 to
6:4.
3. Find out what Paul taught about the wives and families of Christian leaders. See 1 Timothy
chapter 3.
4. If you are a wife, read Proverbs 31:10-31. This is a poem about how a wife can support her
husband. Pray that God will help you to be a better wife for your husband.
5. If you are a parent, read Deuteronomy 6:4-9. That passage will help you to understand how God
wants you to bring up your children. He wants you to teach your children to serve him.

Psalm 129
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 129 first.
Sometimes a person reads only one passage from the Bible, and he does not read the other
passages near it. That person may get wrong ideas. He has studied only part of what God was
saying.
That could happen to the person who reads Psalm 128 and not Psalm 129, for example. That
person could imagine that God’s people have few troubles. God has been kind to their families,
and they are content. He helps them, and he does good things for them. All of this is correct. But
that reader may not realise how much God’s people need his kindness and help. As Psalm 129
explains, they need those things because they have cruel enemies and severe troubles.
The nation called Israel had many enemies. They were against Israel even from the beginning of
that nation. We could write a long list of the nations that fought against Israel. But the poet does
not write such a list. They do not deserve for anyone to remember their names. Wicked people do
not deserve any honour.
Many enemies who attacked Israel were more powerful than Israel. They defeated Israel. Some
enemies made the people from Israel into their slaves. Some enemies robbed Israel. Or, they
ordered the people in Israel to pay taxes that they could hardly afford. And some enemies wanted
to murder every person from Israel.
They overcame Israel. But they could not destroy the nation called Israel completely. God
protected his people. And even now, the *Jewish people still exist because of God’s goodness to
them. In fact, God has made them strong again. And he has given their own country back to them.
The poet uses a powerful agricultural description to describe the cruelty of those enemies. When
farmers use a plough, they cut long, deep holes into the ground. They seem like the long, painful
cuts if someone whips a prisoner’s back.
But the poet says that God is good. God stops the punishment. Strong farm animals would pull the
plough. And cords (thick, strong strings) would attach those animals to the plough. If someone cut
those cords, it was impossible to pull the plough. God does that. He allows his enemy, the devil, to
test his people with various troubles. But he puts a limit on what the devil may do. (See Job 1:12;
Job 2:6.)
We should constantly remind ourselves that God is good. It is his enemy, the devil, who causes
trouble for God’s people. But God always supports and helps his people through their troubles.
God is on our side. And it is God who will save us from all our troubles.

The reasons why God’s people suffer
God allows his people to suffer troubles for various reasons. Here are some of those reasons:
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(1) Sometimes God’s people suffer because the devil wants to test them. The devil tries to prove
that they are not really loyal to God. Or, that they serve God for the wrong reasons. This is what
happened to Job (Job chapters 1 and 2). It brings honour to God when his people remain loyal to
him in such circumstances.
(2) Sometimes God’s people suffer because other people are against God. That happened to
many of the first Christians. Other people hated them simply because they belonged to Christ. And
this still happens today.
Peter gave advice to such Christians in 1 Peter 3:14-17 and 1 Peter 4:12-19. They should be glad
because of their relationship with Christ. They suffer for his honour. Jesus also taught this
(Matthew 5:10-12). Their life on this earth is hard. But God has a wonderful reward for them in
heaven.
(3) Sometimes God allows his people to suffer because he is working in their lives. He did not
cause those troubles; that is the devil’s work. But God knows that the troubles will help his people
to trust him more. He allows the troubles because he is achieving his purposes in the lives of his
people (1 Peter 1:6-9).
(4) Sometimes God’s people suffer because of their own evil behaviour. That wrong behaviour
allows the devil to attack them. And God allows the trouble because he wants them to become
loyal to him again. There are many examples of this in the Book of Judges. See for example,
Judges 6:1. An example in the *New Testament is 1 Corinthians 5:5.
(5) Sometimes God’s people suffer because of the troubles that everyone suffers in this world.
God does not always rescue his people from such troubles, although sometimes he does. For
example, in Acts chapter 27, a storm ruined the ship in which Paul was sailing. God saved the lives
of the people on the ship. But the storm destroyed the ship itself.
Such troubles are an opportunity for Christians to trust God. Every day, they should trust him.
Every day, they should ask him for the things that they need (Matthew 6:11)

A prayer against the enemies of God’s people
It is interesting to compare Psalm 129:5-8 with Psalm 128:5-6. Both passages could be prayers. Or
they could express the desire that certain things will happen. But the meaning of the two passages
is opposite to each other. Psalm 128 expressed the desire that good things will happen to the
people in Israel. But Psalm 129 expresses the desire that bad things will happen to Israel’s
wicked enemies.
There are several passages like this in the Psalms. And sometimes Christians consider them
difficult. They do not have a problem with the passages that promise good things to God’s people.
But Christians should forgive even the people who are cruel to them (Luke 6:27-30). Christians do
not want bad things to happen even to bad people. They would prefer if those bad people confess
their evil deeds to God. And if they sincerely turn to God, then God will forgive. He does this
because of Jesus’ death.
So, Christians would not usually want to say the things that the poet says in Psalm 129:5-8. To
understand this passage, we must remember certain facts:
(1) The people in Israel were God’s people. The enemies who attacked them so cruelly were
fighting against God. And often they were doing this on purpose. They were fighting for the
honour of their own false gods.
(2) A judge cannot be a fair and good judge unless he punishes guilty people. This may not be a
pleasant thing to do, but it is certainly the right thing to do. God is the judge of everyone. And God
is always good and fair. Everything that he does is right. So clearly, he will punish wicked people.
It is not wrong for a Christian to approve of this. If people do not turn from their evil deeds, God
cannot forgive them. They must confess their evil deeds to God, and they must invite Christ into
their lives. Otherwise, God is against them.
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(3) The poet’s prayer is that God will defeat the evil schemes of wicked men. Even for a
Christian today, it is not wrong to pray such a prayer. We should pray first that God will save our
enemies. But we also pray that God will save us from their evil schemes.
In Psalm 129:5, the poet prays about people who hate ‘Zion’. He could have said that they hated
‘Jerusalem’ or ‘Israel’. But God’s house was on the hill called Zion. So, when the enemies fought
against God’s people, they were opposing God. And God’s people did not have to worry about how
they would defend themselves. God would defend them. So they must pray to God, and they must
trust him. God would show them what they should do.
The poet prays that those enemies will have to return home. They wanted to attack Zion, but God
defends his holy hill and his holy people. So the enemies have to return home. They are ashamed
because their evil schemes and their proud words have failed to bring them success.

The lives of wicked people
Grass may start to grow on a roof. But farmers do not collect hay or straw from the roofs of houses.
The sun is hot, and the roof becomes very dry. So the grass dies while it is still a young plant. In
Psalm 129:6, the poet prays that the efforts of wicked people will be unsuccessful, like that grass.
The results of their lives and their work are completely evil. So the poet does not want there to be
any such results from their lives.
Again, it is interesting to compare this passage with Psalm 128. In Psalm 128:2-3, the poet used
word-pictures about the harvest to describe a good man and his family. But in Psalm 129, the
word-pictures are again opposite. The evil man is like a plant that produces no harvest. He is like
grass that dies too soon.
Psalm 129:8 may still be about the harvest. People felt great joy at the sight of the harvest. And so
they blessed each other (Ruth 2:4). God had shown his kindness to them by means of the harvest.
So they asked God to show his kindness to other people too (Ruth 2:12; Ruth 2:19-20).
But the poet prays that nobody will bless such evil people. Nobody should express joy or
happiness when they hear about those people. Instead, people should feel afraid because of the
way that God acts against those evil people. God defeats those evil people completely. And people
who see it will learn never to oppose God.

Psalm 129 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 129. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 129 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 129 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 129
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

“Since I was young, my enemies have been very cruel to me.”

(The people in Israel should sing this song.)
[2]

Since I was young, my enemies have been very cruel to me.

But they have not been able to defeat me.
[3]

They tore the skin from my back.

My injury was like the lines that a plough makes.
[4]

But God is good.
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He has ended the power of those wicked men.
It is as if he has cut that plough away.
[5]

I pray against everyone who hates Zion.

I pray that God will stop their attacks.
I pray that they will have to return home.
I pray that they will be ashamed.
[6-7]

Nobody can harvest the grass that grows on the roof of houses.

It does not yield any straw for the farmer.
It dies as soon as it starts to grow.
I pray that those enemies will be as unsuccessful as that grass.
[8]

I pray that no traveller will greet them with the words:

“On behalf of God, I bless you.”
Or, “I pray that God will show you his kindness.”

Psalm 129: Something to do
1. Read 2 Kings 19:32-37. That passage describes an occasion when God saved Jerusalem from
the king of Assyria’s vast army.
2. The *New Testament also teaches that God will defeat his enemies completely. Then he will
establish his government on the earth. Read Revelation 19:11 to 20:6.
3. Find out what the *New Testament teaches about Christians and their enemies. These
passages will help you: Matthew 5:10-12; Matthew 5:38-48; Mark 13:9-11; 2 Timothy 4:14-18.

Psalm 130
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 130 first.
The poet who wrote Psalm 130 described himself as someone in a deep place. The writer of
Psalm 69 used that same word in the original language too; in fact, he used it twice. (See Psalm
69:2 and Psalm 69:14.) He meant a deep place where a man may drown.
Probably, the author of Psalm 130 intended his description as a word picture. His troubles were so
terrible that he felt like someone in a deep hole. He was desperate, and he needed God to rescue
him. Otherwise, there was no hope for him.
Some people in the Bible really were in such deep holes. See Genesis 37:24 and Jeremiah 38:6.
People had dug those holes in order to store water. And sometimes, when there was not much
water in the hole, they put a prisoner there. The prisoner could only stand or sit in the deep mud at
the bottom of the hole. The hole was so deep that the prisoner could not climb out. And if there
was rain, the hole would fill with water. Then the prisoner would certainly drown if nobody rescued
him. Psalm 40:2 also seems to describe this kind of hole.
In Psalm 130:1, the poet mentions his terrible situation. He knows that he cannot save himself.
Only God can save him now! So the poet cries out to God. It is a desperate prayer. The poet
needs God to show his kindness. Nobody else can help him.
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Prisoners because of our own wrong deeds
In Psalm 130:3, we discover the nature of the poet’s troubles. And we see why the deep hole is a
word picture. It is not a policeman or an enemy who has made the poet a prisoner. If another
person had kept the poet as prisoner, that person could free the poet. But here, only God can free
the poet. That is because the poet is like a prisoner because of his own evil deeds. The poet’s
own evil deeds control him!
When the poet first did those wrong things, he probably thought himself to be a free man. But he
did not realise how powerful evil forces are. He did not realise that he would be unable to stop his
wrong behaviour. He thought that he could control it. But he discovered that it controlled him. It
was ruining his life. And it was ruining his relationship with God. (Compare Romans 7:14-24).
This is – or it should be – everyone’s experience. The Bible teaches clearly that everyone is guilty
of wrong deeds against God’s law (Romans 3:9-18). Nobody lives by God’s perfect standards
(Romans 3:23). Our evil deeds have made it impossible for anyone to please God by means of
their own efforts. Only God can save us.

How God can forgive us
God knows everything (Psalm 139:1-6). And he knows that we are guilty. As our judge, he must
punish us for our evil deeds. But he is the God who loves us. He does not want to punish us; he
wants to forgive us (Exodus 34:6-7). That is why God himself suffered the punishment for our
evil deeds. When Jesus died, he himself took that punishment instead of us (Isaiah 53:4-6). And
that makes it possible for God to forgive us.
So we must be like the poet who wrote Psalm 130. We must confess our evil deeds to God. We
declare that God is right. And we declare that we are wrong. He alone can forgive us; he alone can
save us. He alone can rescue us from our terrible situation. There is no other way to be free from
the evil forces that control us. There is no other way to have a right relationship with God. Only
God can save us.
And God wants to forgive us. He loves to forgive us (John 3:16). This fact astonishes us. He is
such a great God, and still he cares about us. Because of this, we respect him even more. We
even feel fear, because God is so kind to guilty people.
Peter felt that kind of fear in Luke 5:8-10. He felt fear after God showed great kindness to him.
Peter had needed help, so Jesus had done a miracle. That is, a wonderful deed that only God can
do. It astonished Peter to realise that God was his friend. Peter knew that he had done many
wrong things. Peter knew that he did not deserve God’s kindness. And Peter felt so afraid that he
asked Jesus to leave him. But Jesus told Peter to be confident. God was working for Peter, and
soon God would work through Peter. God had done that wonderful thing so that Peter could have
confidence to obey God completely.

Hope
The poet in Psalm 130 was confident that God would help him. So the poet had hope. That was
why he waited. Only the person who hopes to receive something will wait for that thing. And the
person will continue to wait as long as he still has hope.
God does not disappoint the person who waits for God. Hope in God is never hopeless! That is
because the reason for our hope in God is God’s promises. That is, his word. For example, people
must confess their evil deeds to God and they must invite him into their lives. If a person does
these things, God promises to forgive that person (Acts 3:19). That person may not feel as if God
has forgiven him. But that person can have confidence as he trusts God. God has given his
promise. And God does everything that he promises to do.
So the poet was eager as he waited for God. The poet knew that he deserved God’s punishment.
But the poet was not waiting for God to punish him. He was waiting, with hope, for God to rescue
him. He knew that God had promised to forgive him. He knew that God would free him completely
from his evil deeds.
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Each city had guards. They watched the city to keep it safe. They were on duty through the night.
And they waited for the morning.
People who believe God are also waiting. They wait for God to establish his rule. See, for example,
Luke 2:25. In that example, Simeon was waiting for Christ to come for the first time. Christ came
then to establish his rule in the hearts, minds and spirits of people who trust God. Today, people
who believe God are also waiting. They wait for Christ to come for the second time. Then he will
establish his rule completely on this earth. He will defeat the evil forces that control this world
(Revelation 20:1-6).
1 Thessalonians 5:4-6 compares that event to the beginning of a new day. And Mark 13:34-37
compares believers to someone who must watch through the night.
Many evil things happen by night, for example, thieves often steal at night. People use the
darkness to hide their wicked behaviour (Job 24:13-17). But those activities end when the day
begins. So the day became a word picture in the Bible for God’s future rule over the earth. ‘Joy
comes in the morning’ (Psalm 30:5).

The poet urges people to ask God to save them
In Psalm 130:1-6, the poet described his own experiences. He wrote in a very personal manner.
His personal relationship with God was important to him.
But in Psalm 130:7-8, the poet speaks to the people in his own nation, called Israel. He knew those
people well. He knew about the wrong things that were in their lives, too. They had not loved God
with all their hearts. They had not obeyed God’s law. They were guilty of wrong thoughts, words
and deeds. Their behaviour was not as the behaviour of God’s people should be. They had come
to Jerusalem to *worship God at his house. But their prayers and their *sacrifices were not enough.
God wanted them to have hearts that obeyed him (Micah 6:6-8).
So the poet urged the people in Israel to do as he had done. They too must confess their evil
deeds to God. They too should cry out to him to rescue them from the evil powers that controlled
their lives.
Because of God’s great love, they could have hope. He wanted to forgive them. He himself would
pay the price so that they would be free. God would rescue them too.
As the poet waited for God, he (the poet) had hope and confidence. Because of God’s promise, he
was confident that God would rescue him from every wrong thing. So the poet was sure that God
forgave him, personally.
And the poet was also confident that God would rescue the people in his nation. He knew the
promises that God had given to the people in Israel. So evil forces would not always control them.
In the future, God will rule their lives completely. Paul, too, felt confident about this matter (Romans
11:26-27). God will certainly free his *Jewish people from all the wrong things in their lives. And he
himself will be their king.
God himself would act to rescue his people from the evil deeds in their lives. Nobody else was
good enough to pay that price. He took the punishment for their evil deeds. That happened when
Jesus died. God had entered the world. And he did it so that people from every nation could have
a right relationship with him (2 Corinthians 5:17-19). Only God could do it.

Psalm 130 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 130. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 130 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 130 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 130
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
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[1]

During the most awful troubles I cry to you, God.

[2]

God, please help me.

Listen to me when I call for help.
[3]

If you kept a record of all my evil deeds, my situation would be hopeless.

[4]

But you forgive.

And that is why people respect you.
[5]

I wait for God to act.

My spirit waits.
I have hope because of his promises.
[6]

My spirit waits for God.

I am more eager than the guards who wait for the dawn.
Yes, I am more eager than the guards who wait for the dawn.
[7]

People in Israel, put your hope in God.

God is very kind.
He gives complete freedom to his people.
[8]

He will free the people in Israel from all their evil deeds.

Psalm 130: Something to do
1. Be sure that God has forgiven you. Confess your wrong deeds to him. Thank him that, by his
death, Jesus suffered the punishment instead of you. Invite God into your life and trust his
promises (John 3:16; Acts 3:19). Ask God to help you so that you can obey him.
2. Compare Psalm 51 with Psalm 130. Both Psalms are about the same subjects: our evil deeds,
and God’s desire to forgive us.
3. Read Jesus’ story in Luke 15:11-24. It will help you to understand how kind God is to forgive us.
4. Read Jesus’ story in Luke 18:9-14. It will help you to understand the proper attitude for
occasions when you must confess your wrong behaviour to God. And then read God’s promise for
people who confess their evil deeds to God, in 1 John 1:9.

Psalm 131
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 131 first.
David, who wrote Psalm 131, loved God with his whole heart (1 Kings 15:3-5). David knew that a
person with proud attitudes never pleases God. And David wanted to please God very much. This
Psalm, which is also a prayer, shows the attitude that David had. He was a genuinely humble man.
Psalm 131 is a very private prayer. David checks his own attitudes. He must not allow his heart
(today, we would say, his ‘mind’) to become proud. He must not imagine himself to be important.
He must not think about other people in a proud manner. He must remember that even the poorest
and weakest person matters very much to God.
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And David must not imagine himself to be cleverer than he really is. Only God knows all mysteries;
only God really understands our lives. We study in order to understand the things that God has
done. But we know that we can only ever understand a small part of them.
David had taught himself to have humble attitudes. In the original language, the words at the start
of Psalm 131:2 are like a serious promise. In other words, David declared strongly that he must be
quiet. He must not constantly express his own ideas when God wanted to teach him. He must not
constantly think about his own fears when God wanted to comfort him. He must give up any proud
attitudes that he may still have. Instead, he must learn to be humble. He must become like a little
child so that God would rule his life (Mark 10:14-15).

A little child’s attitudes
In Psalm 131:2, David saw that a little child’s attitudes were the proper attitudes in order to serve
God. Little children can be very humble. They know how to trust completely. And they can be very
loyal. God wants his people to behave in such a manner.
But of course, David knew that the behaviour of little children is often not good. He thought about a
child when his mother first refuses him milk. That child cries, and he becomes angry. He may say
that his mother does not still love him. He does not want to grow up. Of course, David did not
admire those attitudes.
But after that experience, the child’s attitudes change. He becomes quiet again. Again, he finds
comfort from his mother. But he has become more mature. He does not still want her milk. He
knows that she will provide for him in other ways. He has learned to trust his mother. And he is
humble. He realises that she is wiser than him.
In our relationship with God, we too sometimes have difficult experiences. Perhaps God allows us
to suffer some troubles. And perhaps we imagine that he does not still love us. We do not realise
that he is using those experiences to teach us. If we are humble, then we will learn from him. And
we will develop a more mature relationship with him. We will learn to trust him more. We will
become more humble. We will know that he is wiser than us.

Hope in God
If we are humble, then we care about other people. David cared about the people in his nation,
called Israel. He was the king, but he still cared about all the people. In Psalm 131:3, he urged
them all to trust God. They should trust God now. They should trust God constantly. They should
trust God always.
They had to be humble. Israel should not put its hope in its military strength, or its young people, or
its wealth. Other nations put their hope in those things; but God’s people should not. And Israel’s
people should not put their hope in themselves; their skill, intelligence, or money. Other people put
their hope in those things; but God’s people should not.
Instead, the people should put their hope in God. He was their defender; he was their provider. He
is Israel’s God.

Psalm 131 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 131. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 131 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 131 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 131
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

God, my heart is not proud.
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My ambitions are not great.
I do not think about matters that are too important for me.
I realise the limits of my knowledge.
[2]

But I have promised to be humble and quiet.

A little child who does not still receive his mother’s milk continues to accept her comfort.
My spirit is like that little child.
[3]

People in Israel, put your hope in God, both now and always.

Psalm 131: Something to do
1. Try to understand why God considers proud attitudes to be wrong. Some of these verses from
the Book of Proverbs may help you: Proverbs 11:2; Proverbs 15:25; Proverbs 16:5; Proverbs
16:18; Proverbs 16:19; Proverbs 21:4; Proverbs 21:24; Proverbs 29:23. Use these verses to
prepare a list of the things that are wrong with proud attitudes.
2. Read Mary’s Song, which many Christians call the Magnificat. It is in Luke 1:46-55. Find what it
says about proud people and about humble people.

Psalm 132
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 132 first.
Psalm 132:1-5
‘*LORD, remember David’ are the first words of Psalm 132 in many translations. But of course,
God does not forget his loyal servants. The word ‘remember’ has another meaning.
When God remembered Noah, God acted on Noah’s behalf (Genesis 8:1). And Psalm 132:1 has a
similar meaning. The poet is asking God to act on Israel’s behalf, because of the promise that God
made to David.
The poet mentions David’s many troubles. David fought many wars. But David was not a proud
king who fought wars because of his ambitions. David had to fight in order to save Israel from its
many enemies. And he fought to establish Israel as a strong nation that served God. But David
would have preferred to be the peaceful king who built God’s house. David’s son Solomon actually
did that. But Solomon’s peaceful rule was only possible because of the battles that David had
fought.
When the poet asks God to remember David’s troubles, he does not just mean the past troubles.
There are also Israel’s current and future troubles. Those troubles are all part of David’s task to
establish Israel as the nation that serves God. David is not still there to fight for Israel. But David’s
God is Israel’s God. And God will act on behalf of Israel. He is Israel’s defender and Israel’s
strength.
So the poet uses David’s name as he prays. God’s promise to David is a powerful reason for God
to act on his people’s behalf.
The poet will write about God’s promise to David in Psalm 132:11-18. But first, he writes about
David’s promise to God.

David’s promise to God
Because David loved God very much, David made a serious promise to God. David promised that
he would find the right place for the house of God, called the temple. David promised to give his
complete attention to this task. Even rest, sleep and pleasure were not as important to David as
this matter was. He would give all his strength and energy for this promise.
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It was Jacob who first saw how to build a house for God. Before that, people had built houses for
false gods. False gods needed houses because people needed somewhere to put their images.
But it seemed impossible to build a house for the real God. He rules from heaven. No building on
earth can ever contain him.
But then Jacob had a special dream. That dream changed his life. Jacob saw a ladder that
reached between heaven and earth. Angels (God’s servants) went up and down that ladder as
they did God’s work (Genesis 28:12). So, God’s house would be a connection between God and
his people. When people prayed, the angels would take their prayers to God in heaven. And then
God would send his angels back to the earth, with tasks to aid his people.
Jacob called that place ‘Bethel’, which means ‘the house of God’. But he did not build a building
there.
David lived about 800 years after Jacob. And there was still no permanent building that was the
house of God. However, God had told Moses that there would be such a place (Deuteronomy
12:11). And it was that place that David wanted to find.
The place that David found for God’s house was Jerusalem, his new capital city in the heart of
Israel. And it was not just David who chose that city. It was God’s choice.

The ark of the covenant
Psalm 132:6-10
These verses are about the sacred object called ‘the ark of the covenant’. An ark is a special
box. God’s covenant is the special promises that he has made to his people. So the ark of the
covenant was a box that was evidence of God’s promises to Israel. And it showed that God was
present with his people.
God told Moses how to make the ark (Exodus 25:10-22). Moses put the ark in the most holy place
in the sacred tent (called the tabernacle).
The ark travelled with the people as they went through the desert (Numbers 10:33-36). God
brought his people into Israel where he gave them the land as their permanent possession. But
there was still no permanent place for the ark. It remained in a tent.
David wanted the permanent house of God, called the temple, to be in Jerusalem. And he knew
that the ark should have a permanent place in the temple’s most holy room. The ark was the most
important object in Israel’s *worship.

David searches for the ark
The ark was the most sacred object in Israel’s *worship. It was evidence of God’s promises to
Israel. And David knew that he should bring it to Jerusalem.
David had heard about the ark long ago, when he lived as a boy in Bethlehem. Bethlehem is also
called Ephrathah. But some Bible teachers think that the Ephrathah in Psalm 132:6 is a different
place. The Bible sometimes refers to people from Ephraim as ‘Ephrathites’, which may mean
‘inhabitants of Ephrathah’. (See 1 Samuel 1:1 and 1 Kings 11:26 in the King James Bible.) The
original place where the sacred tent stood in Israel was in that region. It was in the town called
Shiloh, which was in Ephraim (Joshua 18:1; Psalm 78:60-61; Psalm 78:67-68).
But the ark had left that place long ago. And when David tried to find it, it was hard to find. It was
the most important object in Israel’s *worship. But people did not even know where to look for it.
Whether Ephrathah means Bethlehem or Shiloh here, people there had merely heard of it. Israel’s
people had neglected the things of God; they had even forgotten how to *worship him. And they
were *worshipping foreign, false gods for some of this time.
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In the end, David found the ark at Kiriath Jearim. In Psalm 132:6, the poet calls Kiriath Jearim by
the name ‘the fields of Jaar’, which means ‘the fields by the wood’. You can read the account of
how the ark got there in 1 Samuel chapters 4 to 6. And from there, David brought it back to
Jerusalem. You can read the account of that journey in 1 Chronicles chapters 13 and 15. And you
will see that even David did not know the proper way to transport the ark.
Some Bible teachers think that David wrote Psalm 132 for that final journey. The words in Psalm
132:8 are like Moses’ words in Numbers 10:35.

The prayers in Psalm 132:9-10
In Psalm 132:9-10, there are three prayers:
(1) For the priests who served God in his house. It was not enough for them to wear white clothes
and to carry on the ceremonies. Their hearts must be as sincere as their clothes were white. They
must genuinely desire to please God; and they must not want to please themselves.
(2) For any of God’s people who is genuinely loyal to him. The poet prays that such people will
serve God with joy. Their *worship should not merely be a duty. The poet prayed for them to be so
glad in their hearts that they would sing!
(3) For each future king that would come from David’s family. During the ceremony to appoint a
new king, people put special oil on the king. The purpose of that action was to separate the king for
his special task for God. Those kings had the benefit of God’s promise to David. But still, the poet
considers it necessary to pray for the king. The relationship between God and the king was
important for all of God’s people. The poet prays for that relationship to remain strong.

God’s promise to David
Psalm 132:11-13
The promise that David had made to God was wonderful. But the reply that God gave to David was
truly magnificent.
King David had promised to re-establish the *worship of God in Israel. David gave his capital city,
Jerusalem, as the most important place for that *worship. He brought there the ark (the sacred box
that was evidence of God’s promises to Israel). And he promised to allow himself no rest, no
luxury, until that task was complete. He wanted Israel to become a nation of people who served
God.
God had a magnificent reply for David. God was pleased that David had such sincere and holy
desires. Clearly, David loved God with all his heart. And God rewards the people who genuinely
want to please him.
The reward that God gave to David for his promise, was another promise. God himself made that
promise to David. God himself declared that he would do something for David, and for his family in
future centuries and always.
God said that he would choose one of David’s sons to be Israel’s king. Before David ruled, none of
David’s family had ever been a king. But after David, members of his family would continue to rule.
And this arrangement could continue always, if only David’s future family remained loyal to God.

God’s promise that never ends
God had promised to establish David’s family as Israel’s future kings. But they must remain loyal to
God.
We know from history that David’s family continued to rule in Jerusalem for about 400 years. Many
of those kings were loyal to God; but several were not. Some of the kings were evil men, and that
cause the end of the family’s rule.
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But that did not end God’s relationship with Jerusalem, the city that he chose. After a period of
time, God brought back the *Jewish people to Jerusalem. He used men like Ezra and Nehemiah to
re-establish the *worship of God there. And the people again built God’s house (called the temple)
in Jerusalem.
And God’s relationship with David’s family had not ended. God had made a certain promise to
them that would never end. The evil actions of some wicked kings from that family could not
destroy God’s plan. At the proper time, Jesus was born into David’s family. And Jesus was the
Messiah, whom God had appointed to save his people. (The ‘Messiah’ means the king whom God
has chosen.) Jesus’ rule has already begin in the hearts, minds and lives of people who obey God.
In the future, he will return to establish God’s rule over the whole world. And the rule of Jesus
Christ, God’s Messiah, will never end.
All this is as God promised to David.

God answers prayer
Psalm 132:14-18
We often say that God answers prayer. Usually we mean that, after prayer, God acts to help us.
But in this Psalm, God answers the prayers in a more particular way. He replies to each prayer in
the first part of the Psalm. And in his reply, he gives a clear promise that he will do that thing. Each
of these requests pleases God. It will give God honour to do these things. God has given David
wisdom to ask for these things. And God is pleased to declare that he will do them.
In Psalm 132:8, David asked God to come to Zion (in Jerusalem). There, God could rest (remain)
in the place that David had prepared. In Psalm 132:14, God declared that he would do that. Zion
would always be his home, and there he would rule. And God added more wonderful promises.
This was the place that he desired. He would provide for its inhabitants. And especially, he would
provide for the poor people there. He would act like a good and generous king, who uses his
wealth to look after all his people.
In Psalm 132:9, David prayed that the priests would have the right attitudes. But in Psalm 132:16,
God again promised to do something better. God would save the priests. That is, he would act
powerfully in their lives. And that would give them the power to help other people in their
relationship with God. So, God would use the priests to save his people. By means of the priests,
God would act powerfully in the lives of all his people.
Also in Psalm 132:9, David prayed that God’s people would be joyful. In Psalm 132:16, God
promised that. And God added that their joy would not just be temporary happiness. Their joy
would last always.

A promise that David did not even request
In Psalm 132:17-18, God promised something that David did not even request. David had not
asked for honour for himself. He had not cared about his own comfort (Psalm 132:3-4) or his own
importance. David cared only about God. But God had seen David’s attitudes, and God wanted to
reward David. So God made a promise to David himself. God uses two word pictures here:
(1) David’s rule would be like a horn that grew strong. Horns are the bony points that grow on the
head of some animals. Animals use their horns when they fight. So horns became a word picture
of strength. Here, they mean the power of a king and his government. In other words, God would
make David’s rule strong.
(2) God would provide a lamp for the king whom he had chosen. A lamp is a word picture for
something that is splendid. Here, it is David himself who is splendid. In other words, God would
give honour to David and to the kings from David’s family.
So God would be for David, and against David’s enemies. They would be ashamed. But David’s
rule would be wonderful.
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These last promises were for David himself. But they were also for the kings from David’s family,
because they benefited from David’s special relationship with God. But especially, they are
promises to the Messiah (the special king whom God would appoint from David’s family). The
Messiah is Jesus. God has made him powerful. God had given him great honour. By God’s power,
he defeats all his enemies. And his wonderful rule will never end. See 1 Corinthians 15:20-28 and
Philippians 2:5-11.

Psalm 132 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 132. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 132 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. And thank God for his promises. He
always does the things that he has promised to do.

Psalm 132
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

God, you know about David.

And you know about all his troubles.
[2]

He made a serious promise to God.

This was the promise that he made to Israel’s powerful God:
[3]

“I will not enter my house.

I will not rest on my bed.
[4]

I will not allow my eyes to close.

And I will not sleep.
[5]

I will not do these things until I have found a place for God.

And that place is to be the home of Israel’s powerful God.”
[6]

We heard about this in the place called Ephrathah.

And we found it in the fields near the forest called Jaar.
[7]

We will go to God’s house.

We will praise him at his home.
That building is the place where he may rest his feet.
[8]

So we pray, “Step forward, God.

Come into this building.
It is the place for you to rest.
Allow your sacred box to enter this building.
At that box, you show your power.
[9]

We pray that your priests will live in the right manner.

We pray that your holy people will sing because of their great joy.
[10]

David was your loyal servant.

Because of him, please accept the king whom you have chosen.”
[11]

God made a serious promise to David.
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It is a certain promise that God will perform.
“In the future, I will choose a member of your own family.
And he will become king after you.
[12]

Your son must obey my agreement.

He must obey the laws that I teach him.
If he does so, his son will become king after him.
And that arrangement will never end.”
[13]

God chose Jerusalem.

He wanted his home to be there.
[14]

This is what God said:

“I will always rest here.
I will rule as king here.
That is what I desire.
[15]

I will be kind to the inhabitants of Jerusalem.

I will provide generously for them.
I will give food to the poor people.
[16]

I will make Jerusalem’s priests holy.

And the holy people there will always sing because of their great joy.”
[17]

And God promised:

“I will make David’s authority as king stronger.
I will approve of the king whom I have chosen.
It will be as if my light shines upon him.
[18]

His enemies will be ashamed.

But he will have a splendid crown on his head.”

Psalm 132: Something to do
1. Read about the events when David brought the ark (sacred box) to Jerusalem, in 1 Chronicles
15:1 to 16:3.
2. There is another account of God’s promises to David in 1 Chronicles 17:1-15. Read that
passage.
3. Read God’s promises about the future of David’s family in Isaiah 11:1-10. That passage does
not mention David, but it mentions Jesse, who was David’s father. It describes the Messiah’s rule.
(Messiah is the same word as Christ, in a different language. Christ will return to rule the earth as
king. And when he rules, God will change this world completely. He will end the power that evil
forces have over this world.)

Psalm 133
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 133 first.
David described something that was both ‘good’ and ‘pleasant’.
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Some things that we consider pleasant are not good things. And some things that are good may
seem unpleasant. For example, a child may prefer chocolate instead of his vegetables. But his
parents will not approve! They urge him to eat the vegetables, because vegetables are good for
him. But the child still wants the chocolate, because he considers that more pleasant.
But here, on the hills round Jerusalem, David saw something that was both good and pleasant.
He saw families that did not quarrel. He saw a nation that was at peace with itself.
What David actually saw was families from all over Israel. They had come to Jerusalem for one of
the sacred holidays. Because Jerusalem was only a small city then, the families camped on the
hills round the city. The people were happy because of the special occasion. And they did not want
to quarrel because this was a sacred occasion.
Of course, David realised that these happy circumstances would not last. After a short holiday, the
people would return home. Soon, they would again feel the strain that work, troubles, and difficult
relationships cause. Their arguments would start again. David knew that as well as anyone else
did. The Bible records some of David’s own arguments with his brothers and his other relatives.
And David’s sons also argued much, with some terrible results.
But as a *prophet, David’s words were not in vain. God showed David things that would happen in
the future. God is bringing about his perfect plan for his people. And in God’s perfect plan, his
people do not quarrel. All of God’s people are children of God. So they are all brothers and sisters
of each other. And they love each other, because God loves them.
This will happen in the future. But it has already happened when brothers have served God
together. David gives an example from the lives of Moses and Aaron.

Aaron the chief priest
Moses and Aaron were brothers. And God told Moses to appoint Aaron to a special task. Aaron
would become the first chief priest of Israel. And his family would always be Israel’s priests.
Moses could have felt jealous of Aaron. Or Moses could have felt anxious about his own authority.
But Moses cared more about God’s relationship with Israel than Moses cared about himself. So
Moses was very glad that Israel would have these priests. And during the ceremony to appoint
Aaron, Moses showed his happiness.
God told Moses to put oil on Aaron’s head during the ceremony. Moses did not just use a little oil!
Moses was so glad that he poured plenty of oil on Aaron. The oil ran down Aaron’s beard. It even
went onto his special clothes!
Something similar to that was happening when the people from Israel gathered in Jerusalem.
Whether people came from near or far, they *worshipped together. They came from many different
families and places. But they were behaving as brothers who did not quarrel. They were making
new friends. They were helping each other. They were showing real love and friendship for other
people.

Dew from Hermon
David gave another description of the people who had gathered in Jerusalem for the sacred
holidays. He wanted to emphasise the love that they showed for each other.
Some people had come the long distance from Hermon. Hermon is the tallest mountain in the
entire region. It was in the north of the country that David ruled. Hermon is well-known for its dew
(the water that gathers on the ground overnight). There is always plentiful water there.
Jerusalem, including Zion where God’s house stood, is in a dry region. Love between God’s people
is like dew from Hermon that falls upon Zion. That means that the love, like the dew, is plentiful.
Also, it provides what people would otherwise lack. And also, God uses it to show his kindness.
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But the people from Hermon would also benefit from their long journey. God would show them his
kindness when they went to Zion. He would help them to receive a real relationship with him while
they were there. And that would not just be a temporary relationship. God, who gives life to
people’s bodies, also gives life to their spirits. And the life that God gives to a person’s spirit lasts
always. That life never ends.

Psalm 133 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 133. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 133 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. Perhaps you have had experiences like
those that the author of Psalm 133 had. Then you will be able to make the poem into your own
prayer to God.

Psalm 133
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

Look at God’s people, who have gathered together.

They are like one family.
All the men are living together like brothers who do not quarrel.
This is so good, and so pleasant!
[2]

This should remind us about the sacred ceremony to appoint a priest.

At that ceremony, the oil was plentiful.
It flowed down the priest’s beard.
Yes! It flowed down Aaron’s beard.
It even ran onto his clothes.
[3]

This should remind us about the water that gathers on the grass, early in the morning.

That water is so plentiful on the mountain called Hermon.
(Hermon is in the north of Israel.)
It is as if Hermon is giving its water to Jerusalem.
(Jerusalem is in the south of Israel.)
God’s house is on the mountain that is in Jerusalem.
And today, God’s people from both north and south have gathered there.
They have gathered because, in Jerusalem, God shows his kindness.
He gives life without end.

Psalm 133: Something to do
1. Christians should love each other. Read what Jesus said about this in John 13:34-35. Then read
what John taught about it, in 1 John 4:19-21.
2. Christians love because God has loved them. Think about how much God loves you. Read John
3:16 and John 15:9-17.
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3. Love is not just about our thoughts, but it is also about our actions. Read how Jesus showed his
love to his disciples (special students) in John 13:1-17. Think about things that you might do to
show love to other people.

Psalm 134
•To get the maximum benefit from this study, please open your Bible and read Psalm 134 first.
The *Jewish people from across Israel went to *worship God in Jerusalem for the three sacred
holidays each year. Two of these sacred holidays, called Passover and Tabernacles, lasted for a
week. The other sacred holiday was called Pentecost; it lasted for just one day.
In these studies, we have thought about those men as they travelled. And we have thought about
their *worship in Jerusalem. At the end of each sacred holiday, they would return to their homes
and to their work. Their opportunity to *worship God at the temple (God’s house) had ended until
the next holiday.
But *worship should never end. We should always praise God. We should not only pray on special
occasions, or on just one day in the week. These activities should be continuous.
And the temple, God’s house in Jerusalem, was a place for continuous *worship, continuous
prayer, and continuous *sacrifice. The fire that burned the *sacrifices never went out. Some priests,
here called God’s ‘servants’, were always on duty. They served God by night as by day. They
locked the doors, but they continued to praise God through the night.
This mattered very much to the people who were returning home. Their nation’s relationship with
God depended on what happened at the temple. The daily *sacrifices in the temple were on their
behalf. The daily prayers in the temple were for them. They gave gifts so that the priests could
always do this work.
The people who were returning home urged the priests to do this duty with their whole hearts. They
urged the priests to praise God continuously, even by night. When other men slept, some priests
must remain awake. And they must continue to offer God the honour that he alone deserves. Other
people would not see them by night. But God would see them, and he would receive their prayers.

To lift hands during prayer
In Psalm 134:2, the people urged the priests to ‘lift their hands’. This is an ancient custom during
prayer. Moses did it (Exodus 17:8-13). The first Christians also did it (1 Timothy 2:8). The Book of
Psalms mentions it in several other places, too (Psalms 28:2, 63:4 and 141:2).
This action seems to have a special meaning. Of course, God is in heaven and his people are on
the earth. By this action, they show that they have a connection with him:
(1) People lift their hands like someone who reaches out for help, or for a gift. So when people lift
their hands during prayer, it is to bring their prayers and requests to God.
(2) Or, people reach out, like someone who offers a gift to another person. So, when people lift
their hands to God, they offer a gift to him. God’s people offer their own lives to God. It is their
desire to praise him; they give honour to him.
(3) The action also seems to express a humble attitude. God’s people reach their hands towards
God because they need him (Psalm 143:6). They depend on God. They are weak but God is
strong. Of course, they cannot reach God, however high they may lift their hands. So they ask God
to reach his hand down to them (Psalm 144:7). And when God does that, he will rescue his people
from their troubles.
We can see these same ideas in Psalm 141:2. The writer of Psalm 141 mentions three things that
have a connection with this action:
(1) A prayer that the person asks God to accept.
(2) Incense. Incense is a substance with a sweet smell. The priests burned it as they praised God
in his house. And the smoke rose towards heaven, like their own words to praise God.
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(3) *Sacrifice. People cannot please God by their own efforts, because of the wrong things that
are in their lives. Their evil thoughts, words and deeds separate them from God. But God has said
that he accepts a *sacrifice on their behalf. When people realise this, they show a humble
attitude. They declare that their own efforts are not good enough. They need to offer the *sacrifice
that God has provided on their behalf. In Leviticus chapters 1 to 7, God told the people to give
animals as *sacrifices. But Christians do not give animals, because the death of Jesus, God’s son,
is God’s perfect *sacrifice. By his death, Jesus frees Christians from all the wrong things that used
to control their lives.

The priests’ duty to bless
Psalms 134, 135 and 136 all begin with an instruction to praise God. But each Psalm uses a
different word for ‘praise’. For example, Psalm 135 uses the famous word ‘Hallelujah’, which
means ‘Praise the *LORD’.
In Psalm 134, the word for ‘praise’ is the word that we also translate ‘bless’. That word appears in
all three verses of Psalm 134.
‘To bless’ means ‘to declare God’s goodness’. In Psalm 134:1 and Psalm 134:2, the priests bless
God. In other words, they declare to God that he is good. That is, they praise God. In Psalm
134:3, the priests bless the people. In other words, they declare God’s goodness to his people.
On behalf of God, they declare that God will show his goodness to his people.
So Psalm 134:1-2 are the people’s words to the priests. And Psalm 134:3 is the priests’ reply. They
do what God told them to do in Numbers 6:22-27. They bless God’s people.
In English, the word ‘you’ can mean one person (singular) or several people (plural). In other
languages, it is clear whether the word ‘you’ is singular or plural. And here, in Psalm 134:3, as in
Numbers 6:24-26, the word ‘you’ is singular. That may seem strange, because the priests bless all
the people. But the word is singular because the priests are blessing each person. That is, God
cares about each person. God, who made heaven and earth, cares about each one of his people.
God would show them his goodness ‘from Zion’. God’s house, called the temple, was on the
mountain called Zion, in Jerusalem. And God was using his temple to show his goodness to his
people. God was accepting the *sacrifices that the priests offered there. God was carrying out
there the promises that he had made to his people.
The temple was a special place because of God’s special relationship with Israel. And, like the
prayers and the *sacrifices there, God’s relationship with Israel was continuous. He did not
neglect his people when they returned home from their sacred holidays. He is the God whose love
never ends (Psalm 136).

Psalm 134 as poetry
•Here is a poem that explains each verse and each word picture in Psalm 134. First, compare it
with the translation in your Bible. This will help you to understand the parts of Psalm 134 that may
seem difficult. Then use the poem again when you pray. And remember to praise God during your
prayers.

Psalm 134
A song for the journey to Jerusalem.
[1]

“Praise God!”

I am speaking to God’s servants.
It is now night.
And they are standing in order to carry out their duties in God’s house.
[2]

I say to them:

339

“Lift up your hands in the holy place, in order to praise God!”
[3]

They bless me with these words:

“God is the maker of both heaven and earth.
From his house in Jerusalem, he will be kind to you.”

Psalm 134: Something to do
1. Learn the words that the priests used to bless God’s people. These words are in Numbers 6:2426.
2. Peter wrote that all Christians are like the priests in Israel. They all have a special duty to praise
God. Read his words in 1 Peter 2:9-10.
3. Read Ephesians chapter 1. Paul’s words in Ephesians 1:3 and Ephesians 1:16 may remind you
of Psalm 134.
(Note: The last Songs of Ascent is Psalm 134. But the next two Psalms, Psalms 135 and 136,
seem to have a relationship with Psalm 134. We explain this in the final part of our study.)

Psalms 135 and 136; and the Songs of Ascent
We have finished our studies of the 15 Psalms with the title ‘Song of Ascent’ (Psalms 120 to 134).
But perhaps the series does not finish at the end of the Psalm 134.
There is a connection between Psalms 134, 135, and 136. These three Psalms all begin with the
instruction to praise God. But each Psalm uses a different word for ‘praise’.
Sometimes people have called Psalms 120 to 136 by the title ‘the great Hallel’. The word ‘Hallel’
means ‘praise’; these 17 Psalms together form a great song to praise God. (However, note that
‘the great Hallel’ is not the same as ‘the Hallel’. ‘The Hallel’ is a name that people give to another
series of Psalms: Psalms 113 to 118. ‘The Hallel’ is especially well-known because the *Jewish
people sing it during their sacred holiday called the Passover. After ‘the Hallel’, they sing Psalm
136, the last song in ‘the great Hallel’.)
Here is a possible explanation of the connection between Psalms 135 and 136, and the Songs of
Ascent:
(1) The Songs of Ascent describe how people came to the temple (God’s house) to *worship God
there. It ends with Psalm 134, when the people have reached the temple. So in Psalm 134, the
people encourage the priests to praise God.
(2) In Psalm 135, the priests agree that this is the right thing to do (Psalm 135:1-4). So they do it;
they praise God. First, they praise him because he created everything (Psalm 135:5-7). Then they
praise him because he rescued his people (Psalm 135:8-14). And then they praise him because he
is the only real God (Psalm 135:13-18). At the end, the priests encourage all God’s people to
praise God too (Psalm 135:19-21). It is not only for the priests to praise God. The families of Levi,
who helped the priests, should praise God. In fact, everyone in Israel should praise God. And
everyone who respects God should praise him.
(3) After this, everyone present begins to praise God. They use the words of Psalm 136. The
priests carry out their special duty to lead the people in their *worship. They taught the people to
serve God, and to praise him, as in Nehemiah 8:6. So perhaps the priests sung the beginning of
each verse in Psalm 136. And then all the people would reply together with the words, ‘His (God’s)
love never ends!’ Or perhaps different groups of priests sung this Psalm; 1 Chronicles 16:41 may
refer to this.
And the priests and the people would join to praise God.
Something to do
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1. We think that Psalm 136 was a very popular Psalm, because the Bible seems often to refer to it.
Read 1 Chronicles 16:34; 1 Chronicles 16:41; 2 Chronicles 5:13; 2 Chronicles 7:3; 2 Chronicles
20:21; Ezra 3:11 and Jeremiah 33:11.

Word List
Jewish ~ a word that describes something with a relationship to the *Jewish people.
Jewish (people) ~ the people who are born from the families of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
Lord ~ This word usually means ‘master’. But it is also the word that the *New Testament writers
used to translate God’s most holy name. So in the *New Testament, it often means ‘God’. In
translations of the *Old Testament, the word LORD (in capital letters) translates God’s most holy
name. And the word Lord (with just the first letter as a capital) is often a title for God.
New Testament ~ the later part of the Bible, which is about Jesus and the first Christians.
Old Testament ~ the first part of the Bible. It includes books by, and about, Moses, Samuel,
David, Solomon, Ezra, and the *prophets.
prophet ~ a servant of God. God spoke his messages to the prophets. And sometimes, he
showed them future events before those events happened.
rumour ~ a report which may not be correct.
sacrifice ~ a gift to God. Usually, people killed an animal as a sacrifice, and they gave it as their
gift to God.
tribes ~ the groups of families in Israel. The members of each tribe came from the family of one of
Jacob’s sons.
uphill ~ a description of a journey if the ground is not level, so the person must walk up a hill.
worship ~ to give honour to God; to praise God.
© 2010 Keith Simons
This book is in EasyEnglish Level B (2800 words), which was developed by Wycliffe Associates (UK).
September 2010
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Mark’s Gospel – a 40 day study
40 days with the Gospel of Mark
Too many people base their opinions about Jesus on the views of churches, commentators and
even celebrities. Too few people choose to spend quality time with an authentic source of
information, like Mark’s Gospel.
Yet Mark’s Gospel is not a long book. A 5-minute commitment each day over a 40 day period is
quite enough to read it through. That is so even if, as I recommend, you read it aloud; perhaps with
family; perhaps with a friend on the ’phone.
And Mark’s Gospel is not difficult to understand. The 40 brief introductions in this guidebook will
help you to understand any customs or beliefs that may be unfamiliar today. There are many good
modern translations of the Gospel – I suggest you use the New International Version or the Good
News Bible; but plenty more are available.
Mark’s style is unusual for a book of such great historic importance: simple, direct, clear and
uncluttered. Some would add ‘life-changing’ – but I shall leave you to decide about that one for
yourself.
Keith Simons

Mark
Mark is the surname of John Mark, one of Paul’s travelling companions on his first missionary
journey.
It seems that Mark was from a well-to-do Jerusalem family, who had quite possibly been
supporters of Jesus from an early stage in his ministry. Mark himself was a young man with a
noted gift in languages.
It may well have been that first missionary journey which originally showed Mark the need for a
Gospel. Mark accompanied Paul to the island of Cyprus where, possibly for the first time, Mark
saw large numbers of people believing in Jesus who had not been eye-witnesses to his ministry.
Mark soon left Paul, in time becoming a valued helper of the apostles. From that unique
standpoint, he witnessed the growth of the Christian church. And when he heard about the
establishment of a church in Rome – then the capital of the world’s most powerful empire – Mark
understood what its members would need. It was for their benefit that he prepared this
extraordinary document.

Celebrity – Day 1 - Mark 1:1-13
Celebrity

• Read: Mark 1:1-13
He was an unlikely celebrity. Rough clothes. An uncompromising message. In a surprising
location. But for a few brief months, John fascinated the people of Judea and Galilee.
The people flocked to hear his sermons. Boldly, John denounced wickedness in high places; but
he also offered practical advice to ordinary people. They too must turn from sin and prepare
themselves to meet with God. And the people took his message to heart – uncomfortable though it
was.
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Like many celebrities, John’s period of popularity was brief. John always realised that it would be.
That was why he emphasised that he was just God’s servant, charged with a duty to prepare the
way for God – like the man who mends the roads ready for the king’s arrival.
And then, the one whom John spoke about came. Not publicly at first. Not with any air of celebrity
or greatness. But with the humble, obedient, willing attitudes of a father’s only son.
But God knew who he was. The Holy Spirit rested upon him. The angels ministered to him. And
already the devil was starting to act against him.

Authority – Day 2 – Mark 1:14-28
Authority

• Read: Mark 1:14-28
When Jesus spoke, what impressed people most was not his eloquence or his appearance. It was
his authority. His words had power – like the words of a king or ruler. In fact, like the words of God.
True, Jesus was just a carpenter. He was very much like the people to whom he spoke. His
upbringing and his education were very similar to theirs. But he knew the Scriptures. He knew his
Father. And he knew what he was saying.
And then – suddenly – there was a challenge to his authority. In the middle of Jesus’ sermon, a
man controlled by evil forces shrieked out. The people saw the intense disturbance of the man’s
mind and body. They heard his words, which seemed to come from the dark forces within him. And
they witnessed Jesus, as he spoke his words of authority to the man.
Jesus spoke – and the man was well again. ‘He even gives orders to evil spirits and they obey
him.’ No wonder the news spread.

Mercy – Day 3 – Mark 1:29-45
Mercy

• Read: Mark 1:29-45
Something seems not quite right about the word ‘miracles’. That word seems to imply a showman’s
spectacular, designed to draw in a vast crowd.
But the miracles that Jesus did were of a different order. A woman who was ill in her own home. A
man with a disfiguring skin disease that forced him to live away from other people. Even the crowd
of ill and disturbed people who gathered at night. These were not great public spectacles. They
were simple acts that showed mercy.
And when, afterwards, the crowds sought him, Jesus was not there. He chose a private place for
his morning devotions. He avoided the attention that he would receive in the towns. He even told
people whom he had healed not to make the news public.
In spite of everything, the people still came to Jesus. They knew that they needed him. From this
point onwards, the crowds would grow and grow. Perhaps they only wanted to see the miracles.
But Jesus would never fail to show them mercy.

Empathy – Day 4 – Mark 2:1-17
Empathy

• Read: Mark 2:1-17
One of the most important qualities for a doctor is empathy – the ability to identify with someone
else’s feelings.
For example, if a paralysed man was brought to you, would you know if his deepest need was
God’s forgiveness? If you saw a crowd of well-known ‘sinners’, would you be able to tell whether
they were really seeking God or not?
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Clearly, the ‘teachers of the law’ (really, experts in religion) did not. When Jesus acted in empathy,
they thought that they heard blasphemy. When they heard his words of forgiveness, they thought
that only God could speak such words. Ironically, they were right – these were God’s words.
The teachers had no empathy with the crowd of tax-collectors either. The teachers considered the
tax-collectors greedy, money-making, and unscrupulous. And perhaps they were right. But as
Jesus told them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.’

Liberty – Day 5 – Mark 2:18-28
Liberty

• Read: Mark 2:18-28
Jesus and the Pharisees shared many of the same views about God’s law. They believed that God
had given it to Moses; and that its truth was eternal. It was the duty of all God’s people to obey his
law.
But there were also differences in their opinions. The Pharisees believed that obedience to the law
was an end in itself. They sought to amplify the law with explanations and commentaries. They
judged a person’s religion by how completely that person adhered to their teachings.
On the other hand, Jesus taught that the law existed in order to point a person to God. The law
proved that all are sinners. It showed people that they must trust God completely. Nobody can get
to heaven by means of his own good deeds. Only God can be the Saviour of his people.
The Pharisees had heard such teachings before. This was the message of the Old Testament
prophets; and even the Pharisees’ own experts had raised similar issues. But they could not
accept such ideas, because they would render their own traditions worthless.
No wonder they argued. Either the law existed to control people like slaves, or God gave it to set
his people free.

Crowds – Day 6 – Mark 3:1-19
Crowds

• Read: Mark 3:1-19
It was an innovative solution to a practical problem. Too many people wanted to hear Jesus. So
the disciples prepared a boat from which he could address them. Jesus in the boat; the crowd on
the shore. It’s the sort of solution you might expect the fishermen-disciples to dream up.
The crowds were, by now, coming from many miles around. From different countries, in fact. Their
needs were great – and they recognised Jesus as the answer to those needs.
The opposition was growing, too. We have the first mention here of a plot to kill Jesus. Strangely,
this plot involved Pharisees who were in league with their natural enemies, the Herodians.
As the demand for his ministry grew, Jesus, like Moses before him, appointed first 12 then 70
others to help him. In time, Jesus would send them out to take his message across the whole of
Israel. But at first they remained with him – learning from him, and helping him to look after the
crowds.

Enemies – Day 7 – Mark 3:20-35
Enemies

• Read: Mark 3:20-35
It was not just Jesus’ friends who were finding the vast crowds problematic. His enemies also had
the same problem. They did not dare to act against such a popular leader. So they invented a
clever theory to try to alienate him from the crowds.
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Jesus had freed many people from the power of evil spirits. The crowds were fascinated to see
people who once were so disturbed return to sanity. They believed that God was doing a wonderful
thing in their midst.
And that is why the religious leaders offered their alterative explanation: a Satanic trick. The devil
was using Jesus to deceive the crowds, they argued.
Jesus dismissed the accusation easily. God is good. The devil is evil. If the devil was starting to do
good things, he would soon destroy himself. So the religious leaders were making a foolish and
evil claim.
But even Jesus’ family were worried about him. They made a plan to rescue Jesus from the
crowds. Jesus declined the request to go with them. The people needed to hear his teaching. And
if they did what God wanted, they would become the members of his real family – the children of
God.

Parables – Day 8 – Mark 4:1-20
Parables

• Read: Mark 4:1-20
At about this time, Jesus changed his method of teaching.
Originally, Jesus’ ministry was an extension of John the Baptist’s. Like John, Jesus gave clear and
forthright explanations of the Bible, focusing on instructions as to what God wanted people to do:
‘repent and believe.’
But from now on, Jesus would use short stories – the parables. It was just a change in his method;
his message remained the same. Jesus intended the simple meanings of these stories to be clear
to those sincere people who wanted to hear. But these same parables would be endlessly
frustrating to anyone who wanted to trap him by his words.
This first (and perhaps, most famous) parable expresses well what Jesus was doing. The crowds
were like fertile ground. And Jesus’ message was like good seed, sown among them. But would
the people produce the good results that God wanted in their lives? Would they repent and believe
God, and stay loyal to him?
Or would they allow other things to distract them away from what God was calling them to do?

Results – Day 9 – Mark 4:21-34
Results

• Read: Mark 4:21-34
As Mark explains, Jesus was telling such stories constantly. But Mark only gives a handful of
examples for our perusal. The explanation, of course, is that Mark – like his master – chose his
parables carefully.
Mark’s purpose is to explain to the reader about those vast crowds and the message that Jesus
taught them. Having already explained, through the parable of the Sower, that few of the people
remained loyal to God, he must now talk about the message itself. Surely God’s message cannot
fail, can it?
Mark showed that the message was like a lamp. It could never be secret. It was bound to have an
effect on a vast number of people. But it would not have that effect in an obvious way, because it
was God who brought about the results. So it was like a seed – people did not understand the
mechanism that caused it to grow and produce a harvest.
But you can be sure that it would grow! Like a little mustard seed which so quickly becomes a large
plant, the message would flourish. And soon, it would not just be for the people in Israel. People
from across the world would come and share in its benefits.
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Storms – Day 10 – Mark 4:35-41
Storms

• Read: Mark 4:35-41
13 miles long and 8 miles wide, Galilee is either a small sea or a large lake, depending on what
you want to call it. It is well-known for its sudden, violent storms; those disciples who were
fishermen would have often experienced them.
So the storm that made them so afraid must have been a dreadful storm. They thought that they
would drown. But Jesus had no such fears. The Old Testament describes God as the Rock of
security for his people. Jesus believed it. And he slept soundly.
I wonder why they woke him. Was it to pray? Or to bale out the water? Surely not to speak his
words of divine authority to the storm!
But that, of course, is what he did. And the words of Jesus, which had already cured the sick and
expelled the demons, proved more than sufficient to calm the raging storm.
And afterwards, the gentle rebuke. Are you still not ready to trust God with your lives?
But the disciples were terrified. They could only ask each other: who is this, who can do such
things?

Demons – Day 11 – Mark 5:1-20
Demons

• Read: Mark 5:1-20
This man wasn’t called Legion. A legion was a Roman army unit of about 6000 soldiers. The man
was under the control of very many demons. There were so many that even he didn’t know who he
was: himself or the demons?
Most people would do anything possible to avoid such a man. But not Jesus. Jesus genuinely
cared for the man. He freed him from the terrible forces that had ruined his life.
Before they left the area, the demons carried out one final, destructive, and suicidal act. It was a
display of evil that terrified the local people. But instead of being grateful for the freedom from
those evil powers, the people wanted to be free from the one who had delivered them from all that.
Sometimes people seem so short-sighted.
At least the man whom Jesus had freed was grateful. There he was, sitting at Jesus’ feet, dressed
and in his right mind, and learning like a disciple. And how disappointed he was that his time with
Jesus would be so short. But Jesus had a task for him to do. He must go out, and tell the people of
that region about the great things that God had done for him.

Miracles – Day 12 – Mark 5:21-43
Miracles

• Read: Mark 5:21-43
These two miracles are not just linked by the fact that they happened on the same occasion. Both
of them also demonstrate the same principle.
In the Jewish religion, certain things are considered unclean for religious purposes. Examples
include a bodily discharge and a dead body. In order to participate in most acts of worship, a
person must separate himself from unclean things. And although a person might touch someone or
something unclean – perhaps as an act of necessity or mercy – that contact makes the person
unclean for a period of time. The unclean always pollutes the holy. It is never the other way round
– or is it?
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When the woman with the unclean discharge touched Jesus, we would expect him to become
unclean. But clearly and demonstrably, the opposite happened. The woman’s bleeding stopped.
Her unclean state had ended.
And then Mark expressly records that Jesus held the hand of the dead girl. Such an act ought to
make him unclean. But once again, power went from Jesus and the girl was raised to life.
When God is at work, we might have to rethink our religion.

Rejection – Day 13 – Mark 6:1-29
Rejection

• Read: Mark 6:1-29
Imagine the disciples’ reaction. Everywhere that Jesus went, the crowds flocked to hear him. And
now Jesus was going back to his home-town. Surely there people would be thrilled to see him!
But they weren’t. To them, Jesus was just someone from their town. Surely they were just as
important as he was. Even the ill people were not interested. Hardly any of them even wanted
Jesus to pray for them.
Jesus’ response was proverbial. It was the prophet’s duty to be rejected. That is in the job
description, he seemed to say.
The disciples would have to deal with rejection too. Jesus was sending them out to take his
message into the villages. They would experience the excitement of the miracles too. But not
everyone would welcome them either.
During the course of their mission, the disciples heard reports that truly shocked them. John the
Baptist was the man who first taught them to serve God. They loved John and they respected him
greatly. But Herod had murdered John. And he had done it for the sake of a stupid pledge at a
drunken party.
The way to the cross was a road of rejection.

Provision – Day 14 – Mark 6:30-56
Provision

• Read: Mark 6:30-56
The disciples ‘had not understood about the loaves’, reports Mark. How strange that is.
With their own eyes, they saw it. There were only 5 loaves and 2 fish, and a crowd of 5000 men to
feed. But with their own hands, they distributed the food – and there was more than enough. What
could they possibly fail to understand?
Since their earliest childhood, the disciples would have learnt that God provides food – not just for
them, but for every creature. They knew and believed that, however hard someone might work,
that person’s food is God’s gift.
Now they had actually seen how God provides for his people. It was clear testimony that God was
with them. But it was too much for them to cope with when they saw him there, with them, on the
lake. It was too incredible to believe that the God who provided their daily food would also be with
them in the storms of their own lives.

Tradition – Day 15 – Mark 7:1-23
Tradition

• Read: Mark 7:1-23
A life founded on tradition can seem a very safe way to live. You are never in doubt what to do,
because you just do what you have done before.
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Of course, traditions soon become superstitions, with all the fear of unknown consequences should
they be inadvertently broken. And of course, there is the disillusionment when, inevitably, traditions
prove totally unable to safeguard the person.
Living by faith, which Jesus advocated, can seem a much more risky way to live. You have to trust
someone else. Of course, when that ‘someone’ is God, you have a stable foundation for life.
But, as Jesus pointed out, the Pharisees’ tradition about washing was not without basis. It was just
that they had it the wrong way round. What mattered to God was not the uncleanness of things
that enter a person – but the uncleanness of what comes out. That is, the uncleanness of a
person’s evil thoughts, words and deeds.
So the Pharisees were right. People did need to clean up their lives. But not with water. With the
sort of sacrifice that cleanses from the inside out.

Liberation – Day 16 – Mark 7:24-37
Liberation

• Read: Mark 7:24-37
Some of the problems that control people are obvious. And others are harder to spot.
For example, it doesn’t take long to work out if someone is unable to hear or to speak. But people
find it much harder to understand if your child is apparently healthy, but suffers from a deep mental
disturbance. And what if that child’s mind is healthy, but the problem is spiritual? Perhaps the child
is never happy, always uneasy, unable to make friends.
Then there are problems of a different type entirely. Perhaps there is someone who can cure your
child – but he is a prophet to Israel, and you are a foreigner. Perhaps he is a very holy man – but
you hardly know his God.
Jesus rarely went outside the borders of Israel, and when he did so, it seems he had a very
specific purpose in mind. Perhaps he went specifically to respond to the faith of this woman, and to
show God’s kindness to this man.
What God did for them is a clear confirmation of the fact that God cares about people from every
nation.

Adulteration – Day 17 – Mark 8:1-21
Adulteration

• Read: Mark 8:1-21
Unscrupulous traders used to add sawdust to flour and water to milk. It’s called adulteration. Lower
the quality, increase the profits.
During the Passover festival, Jews still bake their bread without yeast. They go to great lengths to
ensure that there is no yeast in their homes that could get into their bread.
Jesus warned his disciples carefully. The God-given faith of the Bible was being adulterated.
Two groups were responsible. The Pharisees were trying to add tradition to the recipe. Herod and
his supporters were trying to weaken the faith with liberal ideas taken from Greek and Roman
philosophies.
But what God gave was pure. He had provided enough food to satisfy this crowd, as he had done
before.
And what God gave was sufficient. God had done this miracle twice to show that he would always
look after his people.
So the disciples did not need to worry about the shortage of bread. Instead, they should watch out
for anything that might adulterate the things that God had supplied.
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Confession – Day 18 – Mark 8:22-38
Confession

• Read: Mark 8:22-38
People usually use the word ‘confession’ to mean the confession of sins. But here is a different use
of the word: a confession of faith.
And what a great confession Peter made! Other people were saying that Jesus was a great man, a
prophet, or even someone raised from the dead. But Peter saw the truth. Jesus was God’s
anointed Messiah, as promised through all the prophetic books of the Old Testament, whom God
had sent to save his people.
Peter did less well when he heard how God would save his people, though. He did not want to
hear Jesus’ prophecy about his rejection and death. Even the promise of the resurrection did not
stop Peter from delivering a stern rebuke to Jesus.
Jesus had some uncomfortable advice for those who followed him. They might have to lose
everything if they wanted to gain a right relationship with God. But it was worthwhile. It was a better
prize than gaining the whole world, because Jesus would return in glory to reward them.
So even when times are hard, God’s people should always be ready to make a bold confession.

Transformation – Day 19 – Mark 9:1-13
Transformation

• Read: Mark 9:1-13
Only a few days had passed since Peter made his bold confession of faith. On that occasion,
Jesus had mentioned that he would receive his Father’s glory. Now was the right time for a small
group of disciples to glimpse what that meant.
The glory of God is something often mentioned but rarely experienced in the Old Testament. It
appeared only at the most sacred and holy moments in Israel’s history – sometimes indicating
God’s favour; sometimes acting because of an impending judgement.
People often believed that, as sinners, they would die if they saw God’s glory. But there were
people who saw it and lived. They reported that the glory was beautiful and wonderful. It seemed
like an intense light. After the experience, they often described God’s greatness, majesty and
honour. And they spoke about God’s mercy and the forgiveness of sins.
The disciples did not only see the glory on Jesus. They also saw Moses and Elijah, the Old
Testament prophets, who were in agreement with Jesus. Perhaps at that moment they were
caught up into heaven.
And the disciples also heard the voice of God the Father. He too was in complete agreement with
Jesus.

Liberate – Day 20 – Mark 9:14-32
Liberate

• Read: Mark 9:14-32
The boy’s list of troubles seems painfully long: deafness, inability to speak, violent fits, multiple
burns.
Some may question the diagnosis of demon possession, but this time the father had evidence. The
boy had often thrown himself into water or fire, in an unnatural desire for death. It was clear that
something very evil had control over the boy. And it seemed determined to end his life.
It seems that the father had heard how Jesus’ disciples had cast out demons previously. This gave
him hope. He brought the child to them, but their efforts were without success.
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By the time Jesus returned, the father was desperate: ‘Help us if you can.’ Jesus replied that the
word ‘if’ expressed doubt. God was able: the man should trust him.
Afterwards, the disciples asked Jesus the reason for their failure. The answer was brief: lack of
prayer. Authoritative words alone were not enough. The disciples, like the man, would have to
learn to trust God more.

Dominate – Day 21 – Mark 9:33-50
Dominate

• Read: Mark 9:33-50
One of the most unpleasant aspects of religion is the way that people use it to control weaker
people. A lot of people are playing politics in our church structures.
Jesus never approved of that. The greatest disciple was not the one who learned to dominate, but
the one who learned to serve. And they should not merely be the servants of great people – the
disciple of Christ is the servant of the little child, too.
Another aspect of this problem is the urge to disapprove of anyone who does not accept your
authority. The disciple John had encountered a man who was casting out demons in Jesus’ name.
The man was doing a genuine work of God, but John still told the man to stop, because the man
had not been appointed as one of Jesus’ disciples. John was wrong: God rewards anyone who
carries out a genuine service for him.
True Christians are as distinctive as salt. They should never misuse the power that they have over
weaker people. The desire to dominate drives people away from God. Sinful people may not
hesitate to use political power for their own ends. But the true Christian must never imitate their
example.

Separate – Day 22 – Mark 10:1-31
Separate

• Read: Mark 10:1-31
Oddly, this passage begins with an instruction not to separate families – and ends with an
instruction to separate! But Jesus is not contradicting himself.
Marriage matters to God. The fact that God’s law permitted divorce did not change anything. God
always intended, from the very beginning, that a married couple should remain married. Their
relationship was a picture of the relationship between God and his people. So no-one should
separate them.
The rich young man was joined to something else: his wealth. His obedience to the
commandments was exemplary; but his love of money outweighed his love for God. When he
rejected Jesus’ advice to separate himself from his wealth, he was also rejecting his reward in
heaven.
Jesus did not mean that the man – or anyone else – could buy a place in heaven. It would be
easier for a camel to walk through the eye of a needle! Only God can make it possible for people to
enter heaven. But those people should place God above everything else in their lives. If necessary,
they might have to leave their families and possessions for his sake. But God would not disappoint
them. All these things are temporary. Their reward in heaven will last forever.

Imitate – Day 23 – Mark 10:32-52
Imitate

• Read: Mark 10:32-52
‘Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.’ James and John were very
specific in their request.
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Jesus had just explained what would soon happen to him in Jerusalem. And James and John were
careful not to request that they would be with Jesus when he was betrayed. Or when he was
condemned, mocked, spat on or flogged! They certainly did not want to occupy the crosses on his
right and left when he was killed!
But ‘in his glory’; that was something different. They had been at the Transfiguration; they had
seen the glory; they knew what would happen in the end and they wanted to be there.
Jesus explained that God was not calling them to be great – but to be servants; slaves even. He
had been humble among them; they should imitate his example. James and John would suffer with
Jesus (like those who share a bitter drink) but it would be for God to choose their reward.
The Bible records what happened to both men. James died an early death as a martyr. John was
imprisoned for his faith, but nevertheless he lived a long life. And now they both share in Christ’s
glory.

Celebrate – Day 24 – Mark 11:1-11
Celebrate

• Read: Mark 11:1-11
This was the Sunday we call Palm Sunday, when Jesus entered Jerusalem in a triumphant
procession.
It was at the same time a royal procession and a humble entrance into the city – a strange
contrast. The people shouted out the traditional greetings for Israel’s king. They laid their clothes in
front of Jesus to give him honour.
But Jesus showed great humility. He rode on a borrowed donkey – not on a great horse or in a fine
chariot as a king would have done. And no army of soldiers accompanied him.
On Friday of that same week, Jesus would leave Jerusalem. He would have no animal to ease his
brief journey. And he would have to carry a cross, which became far too heavy for him.
Some of his friends were present on that occasion too. Their joy had turned to sorrow. But most of
the people in the Good Friday crowd were not weeping. Instead, they were mocking Jesus.
How strange therefore that the notice above his cross would confirm what the Palm Sunday crowd
so gladly proclaimed: Here was the king of the Jews.

Authenticate – Day 25 – Mark 11:12-33
Authenticate

• Read: Mark 11:12-33
There are two great tests in this passage. First, Jesus tested the religion in the temple to see
whether it was authentic worship of God. And then the leaders of that religion tested Jesus, to see
if he was genuinely acting with God’s authority.
The test for the temple was like the test for the fig tree. Was it really producing the results for which
God established it? A fig tree should produce fruit – otherwise, it is worthless. And God wanted the
temple to be a place of prayer. But Jesus found that it had become a mere device that wealthy
people used to extract money from the poor. It was not benefiting the nations – it was a burden to
them.
Afterwards, those priests who ran the temple challenged Jesus: ‘What right have you to do such
things?’ Jesus’ action had the same purpose as John’s baptism: to give people an opportunity to
repent and turn to God. So Jesus asked the priests to explain who gave John the authority to give
that message.
The priests were unwilling to say that God sent John. They were not ready to admit that either
John’s ministry or Jesus’ ministry was authentic.
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Debate – Day 26 – Mark 12:1-27
Debate

• Read: Mark 12:1-27
In any debate, the fundamental issues will eventually come into sharp focus. For Jesus and the
religious leaders, time was now short. This was the very last opportunity for them to express their
views to each other.
Jesus stated his case first. He used a story that everyone, including his opponents, understood.
People owed their lives and everything else to God. But those with responsibility had mistreated
God’s servants, rejected his message, and hated his laws.
The Pharisees joined with some supporters of Roman rule next. They simply asked whether Jesus
was arguing for loyalty to God, or to Rome. Was he trying to stir up a revolution? Jesus replied
that, in matters of this world, people should obey the laws of the land. But people should never
forget that they owed a much greater duty to God.
Lastly, the Sadducees spoke. They claimed to be loyal to the laws of Moses. But they laughed at
the idea of life after death. In an answer which impressed those present, Jesus showed that they
were ignoring God’s power to raise the dead; and they were denying the Scriptures that they
claimed to believe in.

Honour – Day 27 – Mark 12:28-44
Honour

• Read: Mark 12:28-44
The teachers of the law were the religious experts of Jesus’ day. They were important men:
impressive in their learning, distinguished in their appearance. But not all of them shared the same
attitudes.
It was true that many of them cared about nothing but their own honour. They insisted on the most
important seats – both at public worship and at feasts. They knew how to impress people with their
long prayers and flowing robes. And often they used their power corruptly, taking advantage of
widows. In short, their religion was a pretence.
But we should never imagine that they all behaved like that. The one who asked Jesus about the
greatest commandment cared much more for God’s honour than his own. Not only did the teacher
agree with Jesus, he developed and stressed the point that Jesus was making. Love for God is
more important than any gift we may offer him, he said.
Even Jesus was impressed by such a wise answer.

Rumour – Day 28 – Mark 13:1-23
Rumour

• Read: Mark 13:1-23
Rumours will become reality. Problems will turn into persecutions. Wars, earthquakes, famines,
floggings, betrayals, desolation. Jesus’ description of the future was chilling.
But there was another side to his message:
•The Gospel – God’s good news – will be preached. And not just in Israel; in all the nations.
•People might hate those who are faithful to God – but even if their enemies kill them, they will be
safe with God in heaven.
•There will be false Christs, but there is no need to be deceived. Jesus has clearly warned about
them.
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Jesus’ conclusion was better still. He, the Son of Man, will return. He will come in great power, the
leader of armies of angels. That is when people will see his glory: the majesty, beauty and
splendour of his presence. And he will not be coming without a purpose. He will come to gather his
elect, his chosen people, from every nation under heaven.
And today, 2000 years later, this promise continues to give hope to every genuine Christian. Christ
will come again.

Hour – Day 29 – Mark 13:24-37
Hour

• Read: Mark 13:24-37
How differently people would behave if only they knew the hour before it happened! Burglars would
be chased away before they broke in. Shares would be sold before the company became
insolvent. Servants would wake up before the master returned. And people would repent and trust
in God before they died.
But nobody knows the day or hour of any of these things. Nobody can say for certain whether they
are hearing the Gospel for the very last time. Nobody is sure when they might die. And, in spite of
all the false prophecies that have been made through the centuries, it is still true that nobody
knows the day or hour when Jesus will return.
So the advice that Jesus gave is still necessary: we must be ready. In the overall scheme of things,
it matters little whether our earthly possessions are lost through stupidity, neglect, fraud or even
outright theft. But the fate of our eternal souls is a different matter entirely. They are only safe if
they are in God’s hands.
So the sooner we turn from our sins and put our trust in God, the better – before the hour is too
late.

Fervour – Day 30 – Mark 14:1-11
Fervour

• Read: Mark 14:1-11
This was an intensely personal act: one woman expressing her love and devotion to Jesus. But
somehow, she carried out that act on behalf of many, many others.
That jar of perfume may well have been the most precious thing that she possessed. The price
quoted was 300 denarii – just one of them comprised a working man’s daily wages. But when she
broke the jar, she gave it all. The entire room would be filled with the intense fragrance.
Not everyone agreed with that act of devotion. Some of those present criticised her. John’s Gospel
tells us that Judas Iscariot was among them. He would not be showing any expressions of love to
Jesus. Judas had other, more material, concerns on his mind.
But Jesus approved of the woman’s action. What she did was beautiful. The time to show love in
that way was short. This act was preparation for what must follow – like the tradition of placing
perfumes on a dead body before burial.
But people would always remember that woman’s silent display of love, her devotion to Jesus, and
the fervour that she expressed.

Saviour – Day 31 – Mark 14:12-31
Saviour

• Read: Mark 14:12-31

353

About 1500 years previously, God had shown himself to be the Saviour of his people. The Jewish
people were living as slaves in Egypt; their situation seemed hopeless. But by a series of miracles,
God freed them from that situation. God sent Moses to lead them out of Egypt and, a generation
later, Joshua led them into the Promised Land. To this day, the Jewish people remember those
events when they celebrate the annual Passover festival.
By means of the prophets, God had promised that he would again act as the Saviour of his people.
Like a doctor who turns from dealing with symptoms to sort out the underlying cause, this time God
would attend to his people’s deepest needs.
And this time, God would act on behalf of people from every nation. He would end the power of sin
and the devil that dominates their lives. He would free them so that they could live as he always
intended: sons and daughters of the living God.
As Jesus carried out the Passover ceremony, it took on a new meaning. His body would be
broken, his blood poured out. But not without purpose. His death would be the sacrifice to seal the
new covenant – the promise, the agreement, the relationship – that God was establishing with his
people.

Capture – Day 32 – Mark 14:32-52
Capture

• Read: Mark 14:32-52
Gethsemane was a garden on a hill overlooking Jerusalem. Jesus and his disciples knew the spot
well – it seems that they would often go here to sleep in the open air, beneath the grey-green
leaves of the ancient olive trees.
And here, Jesus would carry out his daily prayers. He rose early, and spent much time in prayer.
And his disciples would join him. But this night was different.
Jesus began to pray as soon as he arrived. He was deeply troubled. He urged the disciples to pray
with him, but they were too tired.
It was Judas’ arrival that woke them up. Judas was not alone. Into that quiet garden entered a
crowd, armed with swords and clubs. Judas’ kiss (a usual greeting in the East) was intended to
show the guards who Jesus was.
And then chaos ensued. Jesus was dragged away. The disciples ran for their lives. Peter struck
out with his sword. Many have wondered whether the young man who barely escaped was Mark,
the author of the Gospel. But in truth, they were all in a desperate state.
In the midst of the confusion, Jesus remained clear-minded. He commented that the chief priests
could have arrested him any day, in the temple. Was it really necessary to arrange a capture like
that?

Candour – Day 33 – Mark 14:53-65
Candour

• Read: Mark 14:53-65
Sometimes people say that Jesus never claimed to be God’s son. Their assertion is wrong, as this
reading shows. Here – in front of the most important priest of all, and in the intensity of a trial –
Jesus declared whom he claimed to be.
And he did it with candour that shocked the High Priest. In other words, Jesus’ answer showed
absolute honesty and straightforwardness. There was no attempt at a political answer – no desire
to appease his critics or to compromise with his enemies.
And his answer left his enemies no desire to compromise with him, either. The High Priest tore his
own clothes to show utter horror and revulsion at what Jesus had said. He declared it blasphemy
because only the Messiah (that is, the Christ) had the right to call himself God’s son.
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That was when everyone present started to do what people have been doing ever since: they
started to mock Jesus. They insisted that he could not be the one whom he claimed to be. They
rejected him and refused to consider his claim on their lives.
John would later write: ‘He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.’

Denying – Day 34 – Mark 14:66-72
Denying

• Read: Mark 14:66-72
Peter did not lack courage.
Of all the disciples, Peter is the one whom we would expect to run away. After all, he was the one
who drew the sword in Gethsemane and attacked the High Priest’s servant. Jesus was under
arrest, and Peter had every reason to believe that he would be next.
But Peter did not run away. Instead, this bold fisherman chose to spend the night as close as
possible to his arrested friend.
Passover always falls when there is a full moon. The coldness of the night suggests a cloudless
sky. By the moonlight, Peter could see what was happening. And the High Priest’s servants could
see him, too.
It was a maid who first recognised Peter. He was too well-known among the crowds who followed
Jesus. And Peter’s struggling attempts to deny his master provided further evidence against him:
his Galilean accent.
You could say that Peter’s speech betrayed him. For all his boldness, he still denied that he had
any knowledge whatever of Jesus. He did it on that very night when he had vehemently protested:
‘Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.’

Judging – Day 35 – Mark 15:1-20
Judging

• Read: Mark 15:1-20
You need to undergo several years of study and practical experience to become a judge. But in the
end, there are only a few things that you really need to know.
First, you should listen to all the evidence. Of course, sometimes that is rather difficult to do.
Things can get somewhat imbalanced when there are numerous accusations, no reliable
witnesses, and an accused person who decides to remain silent.
Second, you must make a fair decision. You can’t just agree with the more powerful side –
sometimes you have to defend the weaker party. The demands of justice come first.
Third, you must always ignore public pressure. A judge must never seek to be popular. That is why
modern democracies do not allow judges to be politicians. If the mob shout, ‘Crucify!’, the judge
must still make the right decision.
But there is another way to run a court.
If you allow public opinion to influence your verdict, you abdicate your own responsibility to judge. If
you let people laugh at the prisoner, you are mocking justice too. A crown of thorns is no honour,
and a purple robe makes no-one king.

Mocking – Day 36 – Mark 15:21-32
Mocking

• Read: Mark 15:21-32
The principal events of the day seem too uncomfortable for us to watch for long. So, for the
present, let us look around, to see what we might see.
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There are passers-by. They go back and forward, in lives too busy to stop and consider. Among
them is a pilgrim from North Africa; soon, but reluctantly, compelled to take his part in history.
Soldiers perform their gruesome task. And then, with their day’s work only half-complete, they
settle down to gamble. They seem to care little about the importance of what is happening.
Chief priests and religious teachers are present, demeaning their sacred roles, mocking a dying
man on their most holy feast day.
And here are two thieves, condemned to suffer the same fate. Their cries of anguish alternate with
insults for the man alongside them. Their mocking attitude reveals the hearts of men unwilling to
suffer for their own sins – let alone the sins of the world.
But only the central cross bears the one whom John the Baptist called ‘the lamb of God, who takes
away the sins of the world’. And now, on the Passover, when it was the custom to sacrifice the
Passover lamb, he too was dying for sins that were not his own.

Dying – Day 37 – Mark 15:33-41
Dying

• Read: Mark 15:33-41
‘The curtain of the temple was torn in two.’ Mark clearly considered this event very important – he
mentioned it immediately after his report of Jesus’ death. But the temple was several hundred
yards away from the site of the crucifixion. So why did Mark mention it at all?
That curtain had a very important role in ancient Judaism. It separated the holy place in the temple
– which priests entered for daily worship – from the most holy place, where God had his dwelling.
Those two rooms had always been separate, as if to say that sinful humans could never enter
God’s presence. That is, until Jesus’ death changed everything.
And how did Jesus achieve this? The clue is in his cry from the cross: ‘My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?’ As Jesus took on himself the sins of the world, he separated himself from God
the Father. And, like the sacrifices of animals at the temple, Jesus, the innocent and perfect ‘lamb
of God’ took the punishment for that sin.
As the hymn says:
‘He died that we might be forgiven,
He died to make us good,
That we might go at last to heaven,
Saved by his precious blood.’
All that God asks us to do is to confess our sins, and to believe and trust in him.

Burying – Day 38 – Mark 15:42-47
Burying

• Read: Mark 15:42-47
By all accounts, this Joseph from Arimathea was a remarkable man. He was a member of the
Sanhedrin – the body of 70 leading priests, religious teachers and members of the aristocracy, who
exercised both civil and religious rule as the Romans permitted. And Joseph was prominent among
them.
Joseph showed tremendous courage to act as he did, and at that time, too. He knew that he was
risking his reputation, his career and possibly his life – all for what seemed to others like a lost
cause: the claims of a crucified would-be Messiah.
Joseph did that because – at the time when even the closest disciple was disowning Christ – he,
Joseph, believed. Mark’s description of Joseph’s views is clear: ‘he (Joseph) was himself waiting
for the kingdom of God.’ So Joseph knew his God; he believed and trusted that God’s rule would
begin; and he was waiting and making himself ready for that event.
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And that brings home a challenge to us. We have almost completed our readings in this Gospel:
now we must act on its message. We must turn our vague beliefs into active trust in God. We must
leave our sins and allow God to rule our lives.
Resurrection is coming – now is the time to get ready!

Waiting – Day 39 – Mark 16:1-8
Waiting

• Read: Mark 16:1-8
There was a custom to put spices on a dead body. This was a final opportunity to show love and
devotion to a person who had died. But it was also a statement of faith. The spices acted as a
preservative. They would preserve the body, albeit in a token way, for the day when God will raise
the dead to life.
Joseph of Arimathea had already provided sackloads (literally!) of spices for that purpose. But
another’s act of devotion is not your own. So, after waiting for the Sabbath to end, these women
bought what they could afford so that they too could express their love for Jesus.
The women did not know how they would gain entry to the tomb. They did not expect to find that
the stone was already rolled to one side. And when the angel greeted them, they were alarmed!
The angel’s message was good news. It confirmed what Jesus had often said to them. ‘You will
see him,’ said the angel, ‘just as he told you’.
The women’s reaction was hardly one of faith: ‘trembling… bewildered… afraid.’
But they would not be waiting for much longer.

Rising – Day 40 – Mark 16:9-20
Rising

• Read: Mark 16:9-20
Mark’s Gospel was so well used and loved by the early Christians that the last page of an
especially important manuscript actually wore out. So you may need to look in a footnote for our
last reading.
The ending that we do have emphasises the disciples’ unbelief. Far from being gullible people, the
disciples were actually quite sceptical about reports of the resurrection. Jesus rebuked them
because their scepticism went too far: they were showing a lack of faith both in God’s word, and in
the message that God had sent his servants to declare to them.
But that was not Jesus’ main message to his disciples. He was now returning to God the Father;
his work on earth was complete; and the Father had given the place of highest honour in heaven to
him. So now Jesus was sending his disciples out, to start the mission that true Christians have
been carrying out ever since. They must go throughout the world with a message that is both a
promise (of salvation) and a warning (of judgement). God would give them the abilities that they
would need for this task – even providing miracles where necessary.
They obeyed. And that is why the message of this Gospel continues to challenge people to this
day.

A prayer
Perhaps as you have been working through Mark’s Gospel with the aid of this book, you have
been challenged to respond to Jesus’ call. You have realised that God, who created the world,
wants you to obey him. You know that your sins have separated you from God – and that your best
efforts are inadequate to give you a right relationship with God. But you want to invite Jesus into
your life, and allow him to change your life. All this is possible, because Jesus paid the price for
your sins when he died on the cross. Why not pray this prayer, right now?
Lord Jesus,
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I realise that you are God. You created the world and everything in it. And you created
me, too.
But I also know that I have failed to live a life that pleases you. You know all about my
sins. And I realise that, by my own efforts, I cannot save myself.
But I thank you for what you have done for me. I thank you that you died on the cross
to take the punishment for my sins. And you rose from the dead so that I can have a
real, living relationship with you.
So I invite you into my life. Please forgive my sins and help me to live in the way that
you want me to live. Change my life. I give my whole life to you. In time, bring me to
your kingdom in Heaven, where you rule.
Amen.
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Appendix: Worship Songs
This is a Bible Study course; so you may not expect to find songs here.
But, as an opera singer once remarked, people remember even the simplest pop song for longer
than any sermon. So we can teach the Bible in different ways. Too many songs simply aim to stir
the emotions. But these songs will show you how to use the Scriptures as worship, and for daily
meditation.
Our Bible teaching attains to professional standards; but in our music, we are simply enthusiasts
who love music and who want to praise God. So please, sing along, and enter into the worship!
We would love people and churches around the world to use these songs in their worship. The
songs are copyright because we don't want anyone to change the wording. But you are free to
share these songs and recordings, so long as you do not sell them. And if you are a musician or a
singer, we would like you to put your own recordings of these songs on the Internet.
You can listen to recordings of these songs on our website, www.usefulbible.com.
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