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These are merely some ideas for people to consider with the readings if they choose – 
but feel free to let God guide you through the passages as He chooses – his ideas 
about the readings, where to focus, what will speak to you will probably be better 
than ours! 
 
Here I set out a few challenges, some thoughts, some points to ponder and hopefully 
pointing at a few things most people haven’t thought of before – just to get the grey 
matter bubbling – but they are thoroughly optional, merely ideas and suggestions.  
 
Don’t get too hung up with them – sometimes I pose easy questions, other times 
difficult ones. They are mostly ones I have asked theology undergraduates to ponder 
on – so don’t be discouraged if you sometimes have no idea – we can look at 
whatever people find interesting or relevant, or are curious about during our Monday 
sessions. Sometimes people wrestle with questions for a long time – for the mature, 
‘the learning is often in the struggle’ rather than us presenting a spoonfeeding 
teaching approach.  
 
Augustine said “The Bible is shallow enough for a child not to drown, yet deep enough 
for an elephant to swim”, someone wiser than me added to this, “the Bible is like an 
ocean; shallow enough for a small child to paddle in perfect safety, yet so deep that 
the smartest theologian can plumb the depths and never get anywhere near the 
bottom” – enjoy your swimming! 

 
 



                      
                                                                                                                                                  

                              
 
 
Pre-session 1  (session 17th September) 
 
No special instructions for this week – just enjoy the readings!  It would be beneficial if you could read all the 
‘Priority 1’ readings each week. Priority 2 and Priority 3 readings are for those who have the time to go 
further – dip in and out of any as you choose – whichever catches your eye. My personal plan is to stop my 
normal Bible reading pattern and do these instead – then I’ll devote enough time to it. My aim has been to 
make ‘Priority 1’ about 4 chapters in length each week (sometimes many different small extracts, but overall, 
about 4 chapters long). Some weeks you may be able to do some priority 2 or 3, other weeks you may just 
scrape the priority 1 – that is OK – we are all busy. 
 
Overall, quality reading time, slowly going through the passages, maybe several times, will be better than a 
rushed scan of a larger number of passages – so think ‘quality’ not ‘quantity’. With a whole chapter, maybe 
read once through (to get the big picture), then another day, read just small sections (to get the detail). Be 
sensitive to what God leads you to focus on and how He develops your thinking. There will be an opportunity 
during each group session to share anything God has been teaching or showing you. 
 
A top tip for reading the Bible – it was written in a different part of the world, the writers and original readers 
were from a very different culture. We live in a WEIRD world – Western, Educated, Industrial, Rich, 
Democratic – they did not; and the gulf between our WEIRD world and theirs is greater than the historical 
gulf of 2,000 years (longer for the Old Testament). The top tip - always think about what the first readers 
would have thought rather than trying to twist any passage or phrase into our WEIRD context. Sometimes 
there may be some knowledge of the world the original readers inhabited which help us to see something 
which is totally missing to our modern eyes 
 
 – for example, if I told you that Hapi, the Egyptian god of fertility had the head of a frog; that Kehepri, the 
god who controlled the movement of the sun and of rebirth had the head of a fly and that the powerful god 
Hathor had the head of a cow – that may add something to your understanding of the plagues brought on 
Egypt (in these cases the plagues of frogs, flies and livestock) – God was mocking the gods of Egypt! There are 
hundreds and hundreds of little snippets like that – I’ll try to draw a few out from our readings. 
Enjoy. 
 
 
 
 
 
Pre-session 2  (session 24th September) 
 
Psalm 97 v2 God is surrounded by darkness, yet, v4 lights up the world.  
The construct of ‘light = good, darkness = bad’ is not a Jewish idea, God is God of both light and darkness in 
Jewish thinking. Can you think of / find other examples of God living in darkness?  
 
Does this have any consequences for your understanding of the darkness of Good Friday? What would the 
Jews who experienced that supernatural darkness have been thinking? For an extra clue ... what else 
happened in the Temple at the same time? (and where in the Temple was completely dark?) How is that 
relevant? 
 
Psalm 104 v2 – God is also God of light – what is this Psalm saying about God the creator, especially in 
relation to other people’s/nation’s ‘gods’? In some Jewish traditions, this Psalm is recited every day – why is 
this Psalm deemed so important? 
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Pre-session 3  (session 1st October) 
 
Genesis 1 & 2 are treasure troves! These are 2 creation accounts – G 1.1-2.3 and G2.4-2.25 - I see them as 2 
equal pillars on which the whole OT is built (and in turn, the NT stands on the OT). The reason why the first 
one spills over into Genesis 2 is probably because the chapter breaks are later additions – the original texts do 
have paragraph breaks, but Cardinal Stephen Langton (later Archbishop) broke the Bible into chapters in the 
late 13th century to make navigation easier for us. My opinion – it was a mistake by Langton (like splitting 
Mark 2 and 3 part way through a trilogy of related stories). Langton’s appointment as Archbishop of 
Canterbury started a dispute between King and Church which eventually led to the Magna Carta and Langton 
is one of the signatories – signed about 7 miles from RVC at Runnymede. His heraldic crest can be seen in the 
pavement outside the URC in the middle of Egham High Street.  
 
Note that God gives 6 commands / tasks to humans – 3 in each creation account/chapter – what are they and 
why are they important?  
 
Genesis 1 is the later account – it was written by priests whilst in exile in Babylon – can you see clues which 
tell us the priests wrote it? It is very precise – in Hebrew, 7 words in the first sentence, 14 in the second, the 
word Elohim (God) is used 35 times – all multiples of 7. Look at v26-7 – what do you think ‘image and 
likeness’ means (note – it is precise, so it is not repetition!)? 
 
Genesis 2 is earlier but scholars disagree on how early (and a small minority also claim that it was written 
later) – theologians can argue over anything! Gen 1 tells that us we are ‘the image and likeness of God’, but 
just in case we get too self important, Gen 2 reminds us that we are just dust. 
 
 
 
Pre-session 4  (session 8th October) 
 
Ezekiel 34 is a harsh criticism of the ‘shepherds of Israel’ – who are the shepherds of Israel? Why is God so 
displeased?  To what extent is the role/responsibilities of the ‘shepherds of Israel’ similar to our role in the 
world as ‘image and likeness’? 
 
Revelation 13 – in Jewish thinking, the sea was part of a primordial chaos and part of the battle from the fall 
was the powers of evil seeking to return the world to chaos – hence why Rev 21:1 says there is no sea in 
heaven – that is no anti-God powers of chaos. This is also part of why the Jews really did not get on with the 
Philistines – a sea-faring race originally from the Greek islands – feared even by the Egyptians for their pirate 
raids! So, the beast comes from the SEA. Several Ancient Near East Civilizations have carvings of gods 
standing on the seas to assert their authority over the primordial chaos (ask Steve Berry for pictures if you 
wish) – so, Jesus walking on water was about him being God, not about catching up because he’d missed the 
boat!  Are the Genesis ch6 ‘Priority 2’ readings relevant to this line of thought? The 2nd beast comes from the 
earth – scholars vary in what they think (as always), but this is probably something more man-made such as 
empires and governmental systems – there appears to be less consensus in understanding this one, you can 
find at least half a dozen ideas on line; I’d suggest not becoming too attached to just one idea/interpretation. 
 
Also – continuing the ‘sea’ theme - Matthew 14 ... note that Jesus enabled Peter to walk on the water – what 
is the significance of that? 
 
  

http://riversidevineyard.com/welcome


                      
                                                                                                                                                  

                              
 
Pre-session 5  (session 15th October) 
 
If you want to explore more of Genesis 3 – what did Adam and Eve do wrong? (that was an essay I once had 
to write – I counted 11 crimes in Genesis 3, taking the fruit was number 7). We traditionally think of it as an 
apple, due to the sounding of certain words in Latin; some traditions have it as a fig, others a pomegranate. 
Exodus readings – why did the Israelites make the golden calf? – where and when do we do similar? Do our 
churches have ‘golden calves’? What happened next? 
 
Mark 7 – tragically, for most of us, Jesus reads our CV out here! It might be good to read the Romans ch2 
passage after this – where do we pass judgement? Which groups of people (especially IN the church) are 
looked down upon – judged? Have a look at Matthew 7:3 – what would we, the church be like if we really 
understood these passages and put that understanding into action?  
 
There are 2 Psalms in the core reading for this week. People have devised several ways to categorise and 
evaluate psalms – for example, 4 categories (Adoration, Contrition, Thanksgiving, Supplication), 5 categories 
(Praise, Wisdom, Royal, Thanksgiving, Lament),  and others – 7 categories, 8 categories, 10 categories. I find 
Brueggemann’s 3 category Orientation, Disorientation and Reorientation (sometimes New Orientation) useful 
but any will do – they can help us grasp the driving theme of any Psalm and so help our understanding. 
  
 
 
 
Pre-session 6  (session 29th October) 
 
A double week!  Please have a look at the trail through Exodus – by breaking it up into small sections, we 
have tried to reduce the amount of reading to do whilst still getting the overall gist. 
 
The ‘priority 2’ readings have several characters you could look at – here’s some (provocative?) thoughts on a 
few of them: 
 
Ruth – often used as an example of faithfulness – yes, true, but go beneath the surface. She was a Moabitess 
– their origin is in Gen 19:30-38 – they were the product of drunken incest and Moabites were a byword for 
sexual immorality. In that context, Ruth ch3 shows that she washes, perfumes herself and slips late at night 
into the bed of a drunken middle-aged man. Boaz certainly seems grateful (v10) and she had to leave (v14) 
before anyone else saw her. Note v4 ‘uncover his feet’. ‘Cover your feet’ was a euphemism (Judges 3:24 and 1 
Samuel 24:3) for either ‘to relieve yourself’ or ‘to take a nap’ (we are not totally sure which). If the latter, 
‘uncover his feet’ could mean to wake him up – but just because cover/uncover are opposites in English does 
not mean that they necessarily are in Jewish euphemisms! The word used for ‘Feet’ can also variously be:    
(a) feet (b) any part of the human body below the waist or (c) a Jewish euphemism for genitals (eg Isaiah 
7:20). I would suggest that not many of the RVC Bible School have thought of Ruth like that before! 
 
Matthew’s genealogy mentions 4 women – Tamar (Gen 38 – a deceiver with dubious sexual morals), Rahab (a 
prostitute), Ruth (a Moabitess – as above), Bathsheba (who chose to have a bath on her rooftop in the middle 
of the day when the king could see her) – why do you think Matthew mentioned these 4 women and what 
does their inclusion tell us about our God?  
 
Esther – the one Bible book which does not mention God’s name. How was Esther being ‘image and likeness’ 
here? It’s a fabulous story of God putting someone in a position where they can then do something 
spectacular for God – in Esther’s case, save many lives by preventing a Babylonian Holocaust.  
 

http://riversidevineyard.com/welcome


                      
                                                                                                                                                  

                              
 
Jonah – some criticise Jonah for being reluctant to go to Nineveh and ‘Preach against it’ (Jonah 1.2). To 
understand what it was likely to mean for Jonah, those with particularly strong stomachs may choose to 
research Assyrian execution methods – there are many. The Assyrians were thoroughly brutal in their 
conquests and punishments. Preaching against the city would effectively be preaching against the king – and 
so the likely execution methods would be the most unkind. However, via a fish, Jonah did it and we do have 
evidence (for balance ... which some dispute) that for a period in their history, the Assyrians had a sudden 
religious change and became monotheists. Traditionally they were Asshurist, which is polytheistic and very 
similar to the Egyptian and Babylonian hierarchical system of nature based gods. A sudden move to 
monotheism would be consistent with Jonah’s story of the city repenting and turning to God. The brutality 
and fearsomeness of the Assyrians would also explain part of Jonah’s reaction to God not destroying them – 
Jonah wanted justice, not mercy! Are we really much different? 
 
 
 
Pre-session 7  (session 5th November) 
 
Part of the core reading here is Luke 10:1-24 when Jesus sends out the 72. Look at v 4 – he sends them out 
barefoot. This is consistent with Matthew 10:10, but in Mark’s gospel (6:10) the record is different. Focussing 
on Matthew and Luke – why would Jesus send them out barefoot (clue: what were they sent out to do/be ... 
and who’s job is performed barefoot in Jewish culture?). Students argue (and write essays) about the 
barefoot/sandals difference – my opinion, perhaps the Mark version was changed as it was copied for 
distribution and barefoot made no sense to Greek and Roman readers (but some people have a problem with 
me suggesting a changed text). If Jesus sent them out like this, presumably he sends us out metaphorically 
barefoot (and I have sent students to their coffee breaks, physically barefoot!) – what are the consequences 
of that line of thought?  
 
Our readings include 1 Cor 12 and 14 – they seem to belong together, but it’s very important that 1 Cor 13 is 
there too – what is the impact of ch13 on the content of chs 12 and 14? 
 
What are your thoughts on the ‘ministry of reconciliation’ in the 2Cor 5 readings? Esp v 16 - 18 
 
 
 
Pre-session 8  (session 12th November) 
 
In the Amos passage we have some pictures of restoration – the restoration of Israel and the inclusion of the 
gentiles. This mention of wine (and/or vines) as part of the announcements of the messiah and of the 
forthcoming restoration is an ongoing theme – see examples in Joel 2:19, Hosea 14:7, Micah 4:4, Isaiah 25:6 
and the famous Isaiah 55:1 (and in non-Biblical Jewish writings such a 2 Baroch 29:3-6) .... John was very 
selective with what he included in his gospel. His gospel is also rich with links back to the Old Testament and 
Jewish history. He was the only one, in John ch 2, to include the miracle of turning water into wine – why, in 
the light of this Amos passage (and others) do you think John did that?    
 
In the splendid Isaiah 60 reading – note how v19-20 is echoed in Revelation 21:4, 11, 23-6 and Isaiah 60:11 is 
mirrored in Revelation 21:25-6.  
 
Look at the bizarre size of the city in Rev 21:16, 1,400 miles wide, long and HIGH! We have no idea what that 
is about – it is probably co-incidental that 1,400 miles is the distance between Rome and Jerusalem, or 
Feltham and Marrakech, Feltham and Tripoli, Feltham and Zante!     Note it is a cube 1,400 3 .  The central 
focus of Jewish faith was the temple, and specifically, the ‘Holy of Holies’ – which was a cube ... how do you 
think that connection is relevant? 
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Pre-session 9  (session 19th November) 
 
Matthew 25 has 3 eschatological (end times) stories – the virgins, talents and sheep/goats. Many Jewish 
writings are in chiastic format ( A-B-C-D-E-F-G-F-E-D-C-B-A ) – this includes Mark’s gospel and Johns gospel. 
Some people argue Matthew’s gospel too. In a chiastic structure, the peak of the literature – the biggest 
punch, is the centre point: Peter’s confession of Christ in Mark 8 and Jesus’ declaration of ‘before Abraham 
was born I AM’ in John 8:58 (taking the divine name Yahweh, YHWH, I AM) as describing himself – see the 
reaction of the people in John 8:59. 
 
In trilogy passages like Matthew 25, the first and last stories are usually the ‘bookends’ and the main event is 
the central one (or the first and last are the bread of the sandwich, with the central one is the BLT). The 
bookends, however, relate to and point to the main centre point. Here the virgins and sheep/goats set the 
scene as ‘end times’ and give small insights of their own but are intrinsically linked to the ‘talents’. 
 
‘Sunday school’ teaching of the parable of the talents usually gets us in trouble – the 2 most commonly 
taught, wrong, applications are: 
 

a) We use the English word ‘talent’ and assume the parable is about our God given skills and abilities. 

So, is the message that unless we use our God-given abilities to the full, God will be very angry and     

v 26 call us ‘wicked and lazy’? Does that fit in with the rest of the scriptures? Is the favour God 

bestows on us determined (even partially) by our performance? 

b) Alternatively, we see ‘talent’ correctly as a unit of currency. So, is the message that we need to make 

as much money as possible? Is God a capitalist and a thief (v24, he harvests where he has not sown)? 

Does that fit in with the teaching of the scriptures? 

What would the first readers have thought? Clue .... this links back to our role as ‘image and likeness’ ... what 
if the ‘talents’ represented God-given knowledge of God himself and the responsibilities God gave us for His 
creation (the 6 given in Genesis 1 & 2)? What was the purpose and role of the people of Israel? What were 
they to do with their knowledge of God? ... and what did they do? That’s a ‘starter’ – see where your thinking 
goes as you explore the parable of the talents – remember it is a parable about the ‘end times’ (the other 2, 
virgins and sheep/goats) remind us of that and a parable where the person/people who had it all, lost it all 
through not doing what they were meant to. 
I bet that no Sunday school teacher ever told you that! 
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Pre-session 10  (session 26th November) 
 
Revelation 2 & 3 are small letters, or messages to the ‘guardian angel’ of 7 churches in what is now Western 
Turkey. The early church did have a belief in guardian angels – look at Peter’s miraculous escape from prison 
in Acts 12 – and the praying church’s response when he knocked on their door – they told poor Rhoda that 
she was mad and that what she saw at the door must have been Peter’s guardian angel rather than peter 
himself (v15) – so presumably, they thought that a person’s guardian angel looked like that person! 
 
There are a huge number of comments and studies on these small notes to the 7 churches on line – some 
good, some bad, some indifferent. There is no ‘one best way’ of looking at them. I find that some seem more 
to apply to my Christian life and experience than others, and sometimes different things catch my eye, for 
example, looking through them now, the 4th church Thyatira, the comment is made  that the Son of God has 
‘eyes of blazing fire’. This matches Rev 1:14 and 19:12. It may also relate to Deuteronomy 4:24. We can make 
up lots of things which could relate to what the eyes of blazing fire may lead us to think about, but what 
would it mean to the first reader? I then looked at a series of verses which mention both God and fire – in 11 
different books of the Bible – the connection of God and fire seems almost always to be either about refining 
for purity or judgement (the two are clearly linked). That insight then set the context for the rest of the 
message to the church of Thyatira – it’s a call to purity. Please do explore your own insights, preferably in a 1st 
Century reader world rather than our WEIRD world!  
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