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4  

THE EDITOR

The first time I read the Book of Leviticus, I was baffled . As a 
brand-new, twenty-something Christian, I didn’t know why this 
book—and most of Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy for 
that matter—was so important . So I asked the more established 
Christians I knew . They weren’t sure either . And it turned out 
that outside of the odd narrative passage and a few verses in 
isolation, many of them hadn’t read these books either .

These books can be intimidating, especially when we’re asking 
what we’re supposed to get from them or how they apply to 
us . They’re filled with rules and regulations, the social and 
ceremonial code of the Jewish people . At a glance, they hardly 
seem relevant to us at all . But if we believe that, we’re going 
to miss out on something amazing: God’s grace demonstrated 
time and again, not simply in the miracles God did rescuing the 
Israelites from captivity and providing for their every need in 
the wilderness but in that very same social and ceremonial code 
that leaves us scratching our heads .

The books of the Law reveal the holiness of God, a God who 
cares about the particulars in addition to the big picture . A God 
who declares that His people are to be holy as He is holy, that 
they are to live in a way that reflects His goodness and glory . 
We see God’s faithfulness to deliver His people, not simply 
from their captivity but to a life of holiness—a deliverance that 
finds its ultimate fulfillment in the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus .

In this volume, it is our prayer that you would see God’s holiness 
and faithfulness afresh—and that as you do, your desire to be 
holy as He is holy would be strengthened .

Aaron Armstrong 
Adult Publishing Team Leader  
The Gospel Project
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UNIT 4 

OUT OF EGYPT 

I CALLED MY SON

“I Will Be Your God”
by J. A. Medders

Iconic . That’s one of the first words that 
comes to mind when I think about the 
Book of Exodus . Maybe you’ve seen the 
multiple movies depicting one of the 
most epic scenes in our sacred Scrip-
tures . Water spreading, ground drying, 
Israelites marching . The parting of the 
Red Sea will be high on the list of most 
requested footage in the New Jerusalem . 

Exodus is filled with famous scenes, such 
as baby Moses floating down the river 
to escape Pharaoh’s genocide of Hebrew 
boys, only to end up raiding Pharaoh’s 
fridge while growing up in Pharaoh’s 
house . You may recall the account of 
Moses killing an Egyptian and fleeing 
into the desert, where he eventually 
encountered a burning shrub that would 
not burn up as it burst forth with the 
voice of God . Here, Moses was charged 
with the mission and the words, “Let my 
people go” (Ex . 5:1) . And it was here that 
God revealed His personal name—YHWH 
(pronounced Yahweh) . Before long, we see 
this covenant God devastate Egypt with 
plagues, litter the land with frogs and 
hail, cover the skies in darkness and 
death, and lead His people on an exodus 
toward their holy land .

The incredible scenes of Exodus get 
imprinted on our imagination, and that’s 
kind of the point . The pyrotechnics in 
Exodus serve a spiritual purpose .

God Is the Message

God worked His wonders in Exodus to 
set His people free, yes, and also to make 
an announcement to every Israelite, to 
every Egyptian with their pantheon of 
gods, to Pharaoh and his palace, and to 
everyone who would ever read Exodus . 
That message: There is no one like God .

•  To the Israelites, God declared them to 
be His people, and He promised that 
they would know Him as the Lord their 
God who brought them out from their 
slavery in Egypt (Ex . 6:7) . 

•  At the conclusion to the plague of 
frogs, Moses gave Pharaoh the honor 
of deciding when Moses was to pray 
for the plague to end so Pharaoh would 
know the uniqueness and power of the 
God of the Hebrews (Ex . 8:10) .

•  The Lord declared to Pharaoh that 
He could have struck and killed the 
king at any moment, but He hadn’t 
for a purpose—so God’s power would 
be shown in Egypt and God’s name 
would be known throughout the earth 
(Ex . 9:16) .

•  God performed His wonders against 
Egypt so that the Israelites and the 
generations after them would know 
that the Lord alone is God (Ex . 10:2) . 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources
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•  God parted the Red Sea for His people 
to pass through and planned to bring 
it back together to the destruction of 
Pharaoh’s army, which would result 
in God’s glory among the Egyptians 
(Ex. 14:18). 

The verses identified above illuminate 
for us that Exodus is also about how 
God gives an exodus, a deliverance, a 
freedom from spiritual ignorance. God 
delivered His people from the chains 
of Egypt—and He delivered them to 
Himself. God wants people to know Him. 
God is the subject of the exodus: His 
power, His might, His mercy, His provi-
sion, His glory, His attention, His invita-
tion to know Him. 

An exodus can only be an exodus if 
there is a destination. So the Book of 
Exodus is both departure and arrival. It 
is leaving Egypt to walk with God. Leav-
ing darkness to walk in the light. Exodus 
is a blueprint for Christian spirituality—
God’s mercy sets sinners free to make 
them His people. This ancient account 
is part of the believer’s testimony. It’s 
more than Bible stories; it’s your story 
in Christ.

Your Spiritual Lineage

There is a reason for the existence of 
multiple services that will trace your 
ancestry, piece together your family 
history, or provide your genetic makeup 
with a kit in the mail. We want to feel 
connected. We desire a discovery of 
meaning in our histories. The apos-
tle Paul wanted us to take that same 
approach in our intake of Exodus. Fight 
to overcome the gap of time, space, 
place, culture, and customs. Fight any 
familiarity you have with Exodus that 
could breed apathy. Paul told every 
disciple of the risen Lord Jesus that 
Moses wrote these events down—both 
the good and the bad—for our spiritual 
health (see 1 Cor. 10:1-6).

Paul wanted us to learn our family 
history so we won’t be doomed to repeat 
it. It’s not uncommon for people in small 
groups and studies to throw their heads 
back in disbelief at the Israelites, saying, 
“They saw these amazing things in 

Egypt, saw all that God did, and they still 
whined and complained!” But are we 
sure we would have been much differ-
ent? We have full and finished Bibles, 
ones wrapped in cowhide and ones in 
apps on our phones, and we still strug-
gle. We have shelves of books, hours of 
sermons that have hit our ears, and we 
still manage to get tripped up in our walk 
with Jesus. Paul gave us his warning in 
1 Corinthians 10 because he knew that 
if we aren’t careful, then we will answer 
our temptations just like our spiritual 
ancestors did. If we don’t learn from our 
history, our spirituality will continue to 
be sluggish, floundering, and lack the 
zeal we truly desire. 

So what can we do? Know the Lord. Trust 
His deliverance, redemption, and power. 
Get ready to drink from the spiritual 
rock, who is Christ the Lord. While you 
pay attention to the narrative, the move-
ments, and the plagues found in Exodus, 
also pay attention to your discipleship 
with the same Jesus who saved a people 
out of Egypt (Jude 5). Follow your Lord 
God who was crucified and raised for 
you, who provided His blood to deliver 
you from sin, Satan, and death, and who 
calls you to know Him and the power of 
His resurrection. Recall how you have 
been delivered to a new destination—an 
abundant life in Christ and filled with 
His Spirit. This is your life, your story, 
your God.

This ancient account 
is part of the believer’s 

testimony. It’s more 
than Bible stories; it’s 
your story in Christ.

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources
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Unit 4  /  Session 1  /  God Shares His Name

UNIT 4  /  SESSION 1 

GOD SHARES 
HIS NAME

Session Outline

1. God reveals His holiness to His servant (Ex. 3:1-5). 
2. God reveals His identity to His servant (Ex. 3:6-15). 
3. God reveals His power to His servant (Ex. 3:19-22).

Background Passage: Exodus 1–4

What Will My Group Learn?

God heard the cries of His people in distress and responded by raising up Moses, the one He 
would send to provide deliverance. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

God revealed Himself to Moses as “I AM,” identifying His transcendent self-existence. Jesus is 
the eternal Son of God, the great “I AM” who came to save people from sin.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because God has revealed Himself to us in Christ so that we might be freed from the oppression 
of sin, we strive to make Christ known to those around us, conscious of and burdened by the 
plight of the oppressed in our world. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: Through Joseph’s influence, God’s people initially lived in 
Egypt as honored guests. But a new Pharaoh came to power who did 
not remember Joseph. As a result, God’s people suffered under brutal 
oppression in Egypt for generations. But the covenant-keeping God 
heard their cries and prepared to demonstrate His power on their 
behalf. He would do so through an unlikely messenger—a Hebrew man 
named Moses, Egypt’s fallen prince, who was grinding out his existence 
in obscurity, shepherding on the backside of nowhere.

DISCUSS: What does your name mean, and what was its 
inspiration? (wait for a group member to respond first; only share your 
response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: In ancient times, names often took their meanings to 
another level. A person’s name could describe his or her character 
or a defining physical characteristic. Some were borne out of joy, and 
others out of suffering. God too has a name. It was not given to Him 
but chosen by Him, and it served the purpose of identifying His nature 
and character for the comfort and hope of His people. 

GROUP TIME

Listen to session-by-session training every week on  
Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or Lifeway’s Digital Pass:  
ministrygrid.com/gospelproject | gospelproject.com/leader-training.

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources
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NOTES

God reveals His holiness to His servant 
(Ex. 3:1-5).

1 Meanwhile, Moses was shepherding the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, 

the priest of Midian. He led the flock to the far side of the wilderness and 

came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 Then the angel of the Lord appeared 

to him in a flame of fire within a bush. As Moses looked, he saw that the 

bush was on fire but was not consumed. 3 So Moses thought, “I must go 

over and look at this remarkable sight. Why isn’t the bush burning up?” 

4 When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called out to him 

from the bush, “Moses, Moses!” “Here I am,” he answered. 5 “Do not come 

closer,” he said. “Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place where 

you are standing is holy ground.”

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 3:1-5 from his or her Bible. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 1 commentary to emphasize the following idea (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the Daily Discipleship Guide [DDG]):

Horeb was an insignificant place in the wilderness, but because God 
appeared there, it became holy ground. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-5 commentary to highlight God’s holiness, a 
truth learned through God’s special revelation (the bold words fill in blanks in 
the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #2: Special Revelation: Special revelation 
refers to God revealing Himself to humanity through historical events, 
His Word , and through Jesus Christ. Through special revelation, human 
beings learn about God’s character, His will, His purpose for creation, 
and His plan of redemption. Special revelation shows us the nature 
and character of God, and because God has revealed Himself in this 
way, we can know Him—through a saving relationship with Him in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ.

DISCUSS: Why is it important that we learn about God’s holiness from 
His special revelation? (as God’s image-bearers, we should want to know all 
we can about our Creator so as to honor Him; God intentionally revealed this 
aspect of His character so that we would strive to be holy as He is holy; so we 
recognize the weight and stain of our sin in contrast to God’s holiness)

TRANSITION: Believers have special access to God as Father through His Son 
and the Holy Spirit, but we must not allow our understanding of God’s burning 
holiness to wane. He is never less holy than when He commanded Moses to 
remove his shoes in His presence. 

POINT 1

The Angel 
of the Lord

An example of 
theophany, the Angel of 
the Lord is a mysterious 
figure who appears as 
distinct from Yahweh, 
the God of Israel, and 
yet also seems to be 
identical with Him. 

Theophany

A term used to describe 
a visible appearing 
of the invisible God, 
theophany refers 
to a rare but real 
phenomenon throughout 
salvation history. These 
typically occur at 
significant points in 
God’s plan in the form 
of a direct message, 
a message given in a 
dream or vision, and/or 
given by an angel. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources
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Commentary 

VERSE 1 / Where is the least likeliest place 
for a world-changing, history-defining 
miracle to begin? Probably the exact place 
Moses was shepherding in Exodus 3. Moses 
was tending his father-in-law’s flocks alone 
and deep in the wilderness. Yet here is 
where God met Moses.

Much of Moses’ life would be considered 
blessed. When Moses was a baby, his 
Hebrew parents protected him from infan-
ticide at the hands of the Egyptians. And 
for forty years, he lived as an adopted son 
in the family of Pharaoh’s daughter. So he 
was spared from the horrors of Egyptian 
slavery experienced by his people. Once he 
had been surrounded by servants, but now 
this failed son of Egypt didn’t even own his 
own livestock. In defense of a Hebrew slave, 
Moses murdered an Egyptian taskmaster, 
and fearing for his life, he fled, spending 
the next forty years in exile (Ex. 1–2).

Moses led the flocks to the “far side of the 
wilderness,” or as the King James transla-
tion of the Bible says, “the backside of the 
desert.” One Hebrew scholar notes that the 
name “Horeb” comes from a Hebrew root 
word for “dryness” or “parched place.” 1 
Moses couldn’t be in a more obscure place. 
God often finds His best servants broken 
down and in out of the way places.

There is also deep significance in Moses’ 
vocation. He was leading sheep in the 
wilderness, but soon he would be leading 
people through the wilderness. A future 
leader in Israel, King David, would come 
from a shepherding background. And the 
ultimate shepherd, King Jesus, declared 
Himself to be “the good shepherd” who 
cares for His people and lays down His life 
to save them (John 10:11-18).

VERSES 2-5 / Isolated in the desert, Moses 
did a double take. Were his eyes playing 
tricks on him? A bush on fire in the desert 
may not have been an unusual occurrence 
for the experienced shepherd, but a bush 
that wouldn’t burn? That sight caused him 
to venture closer. 

What Moses saw was no mere fire. He was 
witnessing an appearance of God Himself. 
This is what theologians refer to as a 
“theophany,” an appearance of God. The 
text tells us this was a divine messenger 
of God—“the angel of the Lord”—who 
appeared and spoke as God, the One who 
“called out to [Moses] from the bush.” 
In other words, the invisible God made 
Himself known in a visible way. 

It’s significant that God appears here as “a 
flame of fire.” This symbolizes God’s holy 
presence. The people of Israel would be led 
by God in a pillar of fire (Ex. 13:21). Later, 
God would descend on this same moun-
tain in fire (Ex. 19:18). Fire is a metaphor 
for God’s holiness. 

There is an important principle at work 
here. God is not a cosmic buddy or a social 
media friend. He’s “a consuming fire,” 
and the only right response is to worship 
Him (Heb. 12:29). Too often our modern 
conceptions of God domesticate Him into 
something that is strangely foreign to 
this God who manifested Himself in the 
burning bush. 

As the Creator, every square inch of 
creation belongs to the Lord, but because 
God showed up on this mountain, it is called 
“the mountain of God” (Ex. 3:1). There-
fore, God told Moses to remove his shoes, a 
Middle-Eastern custom for showing respect 
and hospitality. This was “holy ground” 
not because of the ground itself but because 
of the holy One who was present. 

Yet notice that God spoke to Moses in 
personal terms. Moses was called by name 
and known by the God of the universe. 
He was to remain barefoot at a respectful 
distance, but by God’s grace, Moses was 
able to remain in God’s holy presence. 

So it is for God’s people today; through faith 
in Jesus Christ, we know God and have 
become known by Him (Gal. 4:9). And in an 
even greater way, we are able to enter God’s 
holy presence through Jesus, our Savior. 
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NOTES

God reveals His identity to His servant 
(Ex. 3:6-15).

6 Then he continued, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Moses hid his face because he was 

afraid to look at God. 7 Then the Lord said, “I have observed the misery 

of my people in Egypt, and have heard them crying out because of their 

oppressors. I know about their sufferings, 8 and I have come down to rescue 

them from the power of the Egyptians and to bring them from that land to 

a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the territory 

of the Canaanites, Hethites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites. 

9 So because the Israelites’ cry for help has come to me, and I have also 

seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them, 10 therefore, go. I am 

sending you to Pharaoh so that you may lead my people, the Israelites, out 

of Egypt.” 11 But Moses asked God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh 

and that I should bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 12 He answered, “I will 

certainly be with you, and this will be the sign to you that I am the one who 

sent you: when you bring the people out of Egypt, you will all worship God 

at this mountain.” 13 Then Moses asked God, “If I go to the Israelites and 

say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask 

me, ‘What is his name?’ what should I tell them?” 14 God replied to Moses, 

“I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: I AM has sent 

me to you.” 15 God also said to Moses, “Say this to the Israelites: The Lord, 

the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 

God of Jacob, has sent me to you. This is my name forever; this is how I am 

to be remembered in every generation.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 3:6-15 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 6-15 commentary to explain what we learn about 
God’s identity from this passage (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The great “I AM”—Yahweh, the Lord—is a compassionate God, 
a rescuing God, a sending God, and the eternal, pre-existent , 
all-powerful Creator God. 

DISCUSS: Read the VOICES FROM CHURCH HISTORY quote in the sidebar, 
and then ask this question: What did God’s name have to do with the plight 
of His people in Egypt? (God is sovereign and in control; no one can thwart 
God’s plans or frustrate His intentions; God will do what He says He will do; 
both the Hebrews and the Egyptians should have worshiped God alone)

TRANSITION: Along with an understanding of God’s holiness and His identity, 
Moses needed to recognize God’s infinite power as he faced Pharaoh and the 
Egyptians on behalf of his people.

POINT 2

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ For God and Lord is 
a name of majesty, 
a name of power, 
even as God himself 
says, ‘The Lord is 
my name,’ and as 
in another place the 
prophet declares, 
‘The Lord almighty is 
his name.’ He is God, 
therefore, and Lord, 
either because his rule 
is over all or because 
he beholds all things 
and is feared by all 
without exception.” 2 

–Ambrose (d. 397)
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Commentary 

VERSES 6-10 / God appeared in fire, and 
God spoke, declaring His identity. This 
is the God of Moses’ father, but more 
importantly, the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. The covenant faithfulness of 
God wasn’t negated by the Hebrews’ four-
hundred-year stint in Egypt. In fact, God 
had foretold the difficulty of this stretch 
of time and His future protective response 
(Gen. 15:13-14). Their God is the God who 
keeps His word. This is the God who 
promised to make Abraham the father of 
many nations, and this promise’s fulfill-
ment would begin with the people of Israel 
(Gen. 12; 17). 

God used three phrases to describe His 
awareness of the Israelites’ distress in 
Egypt: “I have observed,” “[I] have heard,” 
and “I know.” God is not detached from 
the suffering of His people but intimately 
acquainted with it. God’s all-seeing eyes 
witnessed their oppression, and His all-
hearing ears received their cries for deliv-
erance. What’s more, “to know” means 
more than mere knowledge; it means God 
will act with power and intentionality. 

God’s words to Moses—“I have come down 
to rescue them”—are a window into the 
heart of the mercy of God. The God of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob is a rescuing, deliv-
ering God. Ultimately, God would “come 
down” in the person of Jesus, the eternal 
Son of God born in human flesh to rescue 
His people from sin through His sacrificial 
death and resurrection. 

Notice God’s two-fold plan: to rescue His 
people from their oppression in Egypt 
and to relocate them to a good land. This 
is consistent with the theme of salvation 
in the Bible: God rescues us from the peril 
of slavery to sin and calls us to something 
better—worship and witness (Eph. 2:10). 3 
Notice also how God contrasted the bond-
age of Egypt with the beauty of the prom-
ised land. A land flowing with milk and 
honey indicated a prosperous agrarian 
society, with the milk from goats and honey 
from dates. 4 

This rescuing God is a sending God as well. 
He knew about His people’s oppression, and 
His act to rescue them involved a human 
mediator and leader—Moses. Centuries 
later, God the Father sent the Son to rescue 
us from sin, and the Son has subsequently 
sent His followers into the world to deliver 
the message that rescue is available for 
sinners who repent and believe. 

VERSES 11-15 / God was sending Moses, 
but Moses had some questions. First, 
“Who am I?” reflected his insecurity about 
his ability for the mission. Moses’ previous 
attempt at liberation resulted in murder 
and exile (Ex. 2:11-15). But God delights 
in restoring and using failed sinners. It 
didn’t matter who Moses was; it matters 
who God is. God promised to be with Moses, 
and that would make all the difference 
(see Matt. 28:20). Moses, an eighty-year-
old man, stumbling into Pharaoh’s court 
would be a ridiculous idea. Moses empow-
ered by the God of the universe, the Lord 
of creation, however, is a different story. 

Second, Moses inquired about how he 
should refer to God. A new generation of 
Israelites wouldn’t recognize Moses or 
trust him to be their leader. So God told 
Moses to tell them that “I AM WHO I AM” 
sent him. “I AM” is related to the Hebrew 
word for “to be” and is likely pronounced 
“Yahweh” (often translated in our Bibles 
as “Lord”). Jesus also referred to Himself 
in this way, saying “Before Abraham was, 
I am” (John 8:58). 

It’s impossible to fully understand the 
mystery and meaning of God’s name, but 
at the very least, it implies God’s eternal 
pre-existence. God was never created, nor 
does He need anything to sustain Him. 
He just is—the Creator and Sustainer of 
everything, which is dependent upon Him. 
God’s name also tells us something about 
His character. He is unchangeable, reliable, 
and eternal. The people of God could trust 
God because He will do what He says He 
will do. 5  
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NOTES

God reveals His power to His servant 
(Ex. 3:19-22).

19 “However, I know that the king of Egypt will not allow you to go, even 

under force from a strong hand. 20 But when I stretch out my hand and 

strike Egypt with all my miracles that I will perform in it, after that, he will 

let you go. 21 And I will give these people such favor with the Egyptians 

that when you go, you will not go empty-handed. 22 Each woman will 

ask her neighbor and any woman staying in her house for silver and gold 

jewelry, and clothing, and you will put them on your sons and daughters. 

So you will plunder the Egyptians.”

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 3:19-22 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19-20 commentary to contrast the power of 
Pharaoh and God (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Pharaoh’s hand over the Hebrews was strong , so Moses’s mission 
would not be easy-going. But God’s hand is stronger still, and He 
would accomplish what He sent Moses to do, just as He said. 

DISCUSS: How have you seen God’s sovereign power on display? (wait for 
a group member to respond first; only share your response as a conclusion to 
the discussion)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 21-22 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

God’s power would liberate the Hebrews from their slavery, and He 
would also bless them through the gifts of the Egyptians. Similarly, Jesus 
liberates believers from sin and blesses them with spiritual gifts.

DISCUSS: Why do we need God’s power through Jesus to save us from our 
sin? (we are dead in our sin and helpless to liberate ourselves; the power of 
sin and death holds humanity captive until God alone saves; no other human 
being can lay down his or her life to free us from our slavery to sin—only Jesus) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 19-20 / God was equipping Moses 
for his mission with everything he would 
need: the holiness of God, the name of God, 
and now the sovereign power of God. 

In verse 18, God instructed Moses and all 
the Israelite elders to go to “the king of 
Egypt,” to Pharaoh, and request a three-
day furlough for the Hebrews to travel 
into the wilderness to worship their God. 
Such a request was commonly granted for 
indentured servants and slaves in Egypt. 6 
But even as He gave this instruction, the 
omniscient God knew Pharaoh’s response. 
Pharaoh would reject this request, and his 
heart would grow harder and harder in 
opposition to the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, the Deity who, centuries before, 
had saved Egypt by raising up Joseph. 

It’s important to understand what God was 
telling Moses here. This mission would 
not be easy-going; there would be much 
opposition. At first, this rescue plan would 
seem easily thwarted and futile. But God 
reassured Moses that even the harden-
ing of Pharaoh’s heart would serve God’s 
purposes. Through the king of Egypt’s 
rejection, God would demonstrate His 
power with plagues that struck at the heart 
of Egypt’s arrogance and idolatry. 

Notice the juxtaposition here between the 
strong hand of Pharaoh and the divine 
hand of God. The king of Egypt, in the short 
term, would have a strong hand. He repeat-
edly made life worse for Israel and resisted 
Moses’s entreaties for their freedom from 
enslavement. But God’s hand was stron-
ger. The prophet Isaiah would later say, 
“The Lord’s arm is not too weak to save” 
(Isa. 59:1). Today, it is easy to become jaded 
about the strong hands we see in govern-
ment, in culture, and in false religions. 
But God’s hand is the strongest, and His is 
mighty to save. 

God is faithful and in control, and He even 
uses the hardness of human hearts as 
a catalyst to display His glory and bring 
about our good. In response to God’s power, 

we strive for a joyful, grateful faithfulness 
to Him, regardless of the outcome. God’s 
people are sent by Him with His power to 
speak His word while trusting in His sover-
eignty. We obey His commands and go on 
His mission, leaving the results up to the 
only One who can change hearts. 

VERSES 21-22 / From where he was stand-
ing, deep in the wilderness, on the run from 
Egypt, it would have been hard for Moses 
to foresee a day when the enslaved people 
of God would be so favored by the Egyp-
tians that they’d be given generous gifts 
on the way out of town. But just as God had 
said, they would “plunder the Egyptians” 
(see Ex. 12:36). 

How should we think about this? Perhaps 
it’s hard for us to understand the concept 
of Israel “plundering” her captors. On a 
pragmatic level, this would be a small 
restitution for their years of slave labor, 
an example of God righting a glaring social 
wrong. This was yet another indication that 
God would not just save them from their 
bondage but would lead them toward abun-
dance and flourishing in a promised land. 

We also know these gifts of gold and 
jewelry would be used later in decorating 
and furnishing the tabernacle, the Israel-
ites’ meeting place with God (Ex. 35). God 
was predicting a victory over Egypt so thor-
ough that their enemies would furnish and 
fund Israel’s physical and spiritual future. 

As Christians, we are beneficiaries of 
God’s righteous plundering of His enemies. 
Jesus’ defeat of sin, death, and the grave 
are so total, His squashing of Satan so 
complete, that we not only are rescued 
from enslavement to sin and death but we 
are given spiritual abundance in Christ. 
Through faith in Jesus, we are liberated 
from our oppression, bestowed with spiri-
tual gifts, and adopted as sons and daugh-
ters (Eph. 2:18-20; 4:8). Our Savior has 
made room for us in His coming kingdom, 
a promise that allows us to experience joy 
and peace here and now (John 14:2-3). 
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NOTES

PACK ITEM 3: GOD USES FAITH: Hand out copies of this bookmark to help 
remind your group that though we are sinners, God can and will use us as 
believers in Christ for His mission and His glory to rescue sinners in the world.

Because God has revealed Himself to us in Christ so that we might be freed 
from the oppression of sin, we strive to make Christ known to those around us, 
conscious of and burdened by the plight of the oppressed in our world .

Head: 

God reveals Himself not only through His creation, but also by 
intentionally and specifically speaking to us through His Word . The 
God who appeared in the burning bush to Moses is the same God who is 
sovereign over the universe . He is not a detached deity, but the God who 
observes, hears, and knows about the oppression of His people . He is a 
God who acts to save . The great “I AM” who initiated the rescue of Israel 
from Egypt also came down in Jesus to rescue His people from their sin . 
And He’s a God who sends us on mission to declare the good news of 
this rescue . 

How might God be sending you on mission to declare the good news 
that He rescues sinners? 

Heart: 

God called Himself the great “I AM”—“I AM WHO I AM .” God’s name 
declares His character and His faithfulness . The God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob confirmed to Moses that He would keep His covenant promises . 
Jesus fulfilled the new covenant with His blood and is the “I AM” who 
defeated sin and death and the grave . We can trust His faithfulness, both 
in the past in rescuing us from sin and in the future in leading us into the 
New Jerusalem . 

In what areas of your life are you refusing to trust to the great “I AM”? 
Repent now and obey in faith.

Hands: 

Our rescuing God is a sending God . God called an eighty-year-old washed-
up former prince of Egypt as His messenger, and today, God is still calling 
flawed and imperfect sinners as messengers . God sends us with His power, 
with His name, and with His Word . We don’t have to invent a new message; 
we simply have to declare the message He has already given us . And we 
have His promise that if we are faithful, God will be faithful to use our 
words to penetrate the hearts of sinners who need His salvation . 

Who in your sphere of influence needs to hear the good news of the 
gospel? Where are you being sent for God’s glory? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ God does not stand on 
ceremony in requiring 
a formal invitation 
before making a 
grand entrance 
onto the stage of 
human history. God 
determines in himself 
to create, covenant, 
and commune with his 
creatures, even when 
they are steeped in 
ignorance, stupefied 
by idolatry, and 
sullied with sin. God’s 
self-communication 
is entirely gracious. 
It follows, then, that 
God’s revelation 
of himself is 
chiefly redemptive.” 7 

–Michael Bird
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EXTRA

Point 1: God reveals His holiness to His servant 
(Ex. 3:1-5).

Commentary

“How is God known to us? The Christian tradition has maintained that God is transcendent, 
invisible, hidden, and completely ‘other.’ We cannot reach him or beseech him, nor can we 
adore him or implore him without God first introducing himself to us. Knowledge of his 
person and plan cannot be arrived at by mere deduction or by gut intuition. If we are to have 
knowledge of God, we are entirely dependent on God making himself known to us … Revelation 
is also necessary if the alienation and enmity between the Creator and his creatures are to be 
overcome. It is not enough for people to know that there is a God. Mere assent to monotheism, 
even a creational monotheism, is not enough to restore humanity to a relationship with God. 
The chief end of God’s revelation is the restoration of humanity back to fellowship with their 
Lord and Creator. Unless God saves, any revelation he gives will be bad news. Yet if there is a 
God who is mighty to save, then his revelation will be good news.” 8 

Commentary

“It is significant that we have here the first use (by the narrator) of the personal divine name 
YHWH in Exodus, anticipating the fact that God himself will speak the name to Moses very 
soon in this story. This will be a new revelatory moment—one of the most important in the Bible 
(cf. Ex. 6:2-3). The God whom we, as readers, have known to be YHWH the God of Israel, even 
while reading the accounts of his words and actions in Genesis before Israel as a nation existed, 
this God is now embarking on a new phase of self-revelation, a phase that will accompany his 
greatest act of redemption within the biblical story until the coming of Christ. Appropriately, 
the name is revealed in the context of a theophany—an appearance of God in human form 
(albeit a human form mysteriously wrapped in flames). God appearing in human form in the Old 
Testament, of course, raises a theological question for us that the text itself does not address, 
a question which may seem anachronistic even to ask. Was the angel of the Lord (here and in 
other theophanies) a manifestation of the so-called pre-incarnate Christ—that is, the Second 
Person of the Trinity prior to his full incarnation as Jesus of Nazareth? … Even if it was, as we 
would now say, the Second Person of the Trinity who assumed this theophanic human form 
while remaining fully divine, we should not talk about ‘Jesus’ in the story. There is a habit 
among some Bible teachers and preachers of finding Jesus wherever they can in Old Testament 
texts. This seems to me a misapplication and distortion of the legitimate hermeneutical 
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EXTRA
affirmation that the whole canon of Old Testament Scripture ultimately points toward and 
leads to the climactic redemptive act of God in and through Jesus of Nazareth. Seeing the 
Old Testament like a journey that leads to Christ is not the same as seeing Jesus himself at 
every point on that journey—a habit that removes the unique and unprecedented nature of 
the incarnation.” 9  

Point 2: God reveals His identity to His servant 
(Ex. 3:6-15).

Commentary

“God now identified himself to Moses as ‘the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God 
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’ (v. 6), and proceeded to tell Moses of his plan: Moses was to be 
the one who would deliver the Israelites from bondage in Egypt and to bring them into the land 
promised to their forefathers (vv. 7-10). He was to form them into a nation whose central concern 
would be the worship of God … When Moses asked about the ‘name’ of God, he was inquiring 
about more than just the identity of God. He was asking a question about the very nature of God. 
Within the world of the biblical text, the name was the expression of the nature of its bearer 
(cf. 1 Sam. 25:25). Adam’s naming the animals meant that he was looking at their essential 
nature—looking, in fact, for a ‘suitable partner’ (Gen. 2:20)—the ‘name’ was an expression of 
the very essence of the one who bears the name. Thus when Moses asked God’s name, the 
answer he received may not seem like the answer we would have expected … If Moses was in 
fact seeking to know God’s essential nature in asking for his name, then the answer he received 
from the Lord was precisely that which he sought. The Lord’s reply, ‘I am who I am,’ may be 
paraphrased as, ‘It is I who am with you.’ Thus in his reply to Moses, the Lord let it be known to 
the Israelites that ‘the one who promises to be with [them]’ has sent Moses to them.” 10  

Commentary 

“Moses asks God who Moses is, before he asks God in verse 13 who God is. God’s answer to the 
first question is similar to his answer to the second. The second answer … was ehyeh asher ehyeh, 
‘I am who I am.’ The first answer is ehyeh immak, ‘I will be with you’ or ‘I am with you.’ We might 
think that ‘I will be with you’ does not really answer Moses’ question, ‘Who am I?’ Moses asks 
about himself, Moses: God replies by speaking of himself, God. But of course, God more than 
answers Moses’ question. Who is Moses? He is the man with whom God is. God has covenanted 
to stand with Moses in his confrontation with Pharaoh. So Moses is Yahweh’s man; that’s who he 
is … God with us! Immanuel (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23)! This is one of the most precious concepts in 
Scripture. The essence of the covenant is that God is our God and we are his people.” 11

Illustration

Imagine you are on a trip to London, England, and you show up at 10 Downing Street and 
request a meeting with the British Prime Minister. If you are just an ordinary citizen, you’ll 
almost certainly be denied the opportunity. The Prime Minister doesn’t know who you are and 
you are not on his schedule. But imagine you are John Adams, the first American Ambassador 
to the Court of St. James. Or perhaps you are John Quincy Adams, Robert Todd Lincoln, Joseph 
Kennedy, or Walter Annenberg, all who served in this role. You’d not get the cold shoulder from 
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a receptionist; you’d likely be escorted into 10 Downing Street and would likely have an audience 
with the Prime Minister. What’s the difference between the first scenario and the second? 
It’s all about who is sending you. If you go on your own, you have no standing. If you go as an 
ambassador of the nation’s most important ally, you will be heard. When God sent Moses to 
Egypt, Moses wouldn’t be going on a whim. He’d be going with the full power of the great I AM. 
“Tell them, I AM has sent you,” God said. And so it is with us. When we live on mission for God 
in this world, we are going with the power of God and the name of God and the Word of God. 

Point 3: God reveals His power to His servant 
(Ex. 3:19-22).

Commentary

“Here God showed his full knowledge of people’s character and thinking processes by predicting 
that Pharaoh would remain stubborn, thus also anticipating the ‘hardness of heart’ theme that 
recurs in the plague stories (see 4:21-23). The two clauses when I stretch out my hand and he 
will let you go both use a form of the same Hebrew verb, making tight connection between 
cause and effect. When God’s hand goes to work, the Israelites will go out of Egypt. The contest 
would be between the strong hand of the Lord and the ‘power [lit “hand”] of the Egyptians’ as 
personified by Pharaoh (v. 8).” 12 

Commentary

“Having indicated briefly how he will compel Pharaoh by force to release the Israelites 
(vv. 19-20), YHWH then describes how the Israelites, in spite of having been enslaved for years, 
will go out from Egypt with considerable wealth (vv. 21-22). Moses will later communicate these 
instructions to the Israelites (11:2-3) and their fulfilment is recorded in 12:35-36. Although the 
closing words of the divine speech refer to the Israelites stripping or plundering the Egyptians—
something occasionally associated with victory in battle—the manner in which this will happen 
is most atypical. The Israelite women are to ask the Egyptian women for items of gold and silver, 
as well as clothing. With these they will adorn or clothe their sons and daughters. Nothing is 
to be taken by force, a point that is possibly underlined by the fact that the asking is to be done 
by the Israelite women. Remarkably, because YHWH will give the Israelites favour in the sight 
of the Egyptians, everything will be supplied willingly … Later some of the silver and gold will 
be used in the construction of the tabernacle. The wealth acquired by the Israelites fulfils the 
divine promise to Abraham in Gen. 15:14 that his descendants would emerge from slavery with 
many possessions.” 13   
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Unit 4  /  Session 2  /  God Shows His Power

UNIT 4  /  SESSION 2 

GOD SHOWS 
HIS POWER

Session Outline

1. God remembers His covenant with His people (Ex. 6:2-8).  
2. God requires a perfect sacrifice from His people (Ex. 12:2-7).  
3. God releases judgment in the midst of His people (Ex. 12:12-13,29-32). 

Background Passage: Exodus 5–12

What Will My Group Learn?

God is faithful to bring deliverance from bondage, but that deliverance came at a price. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

God’s people needed the sacrifice of a spotless lamb in order to be spared from His judgment in 
Egypt. Jesus Christ is the Passover Lamb, the perfect sacrifice who protects all who trust in Him 
from God’s wrath.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have been rescued from sin and death through Christ’s sacrifice, we exercise our 
freedom in Christ by living for His glory, telling others of the good news of salvation through the 
Lamb slain for the sins of the world. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: Moses accepted the call to be God’s messenger in Egypt, 
going to Pharaoh with the full authority and power of God, the great 
“I AM.” But upon arrival, his message was met with resistance and 
retaliation by Pharaoh, which resulted in near-rejection of Moses’ 
leadership by the people of God. Yet God reaffirmed His covenant 
with Moses. God’s power would be demonstrated in full force as He 
unleashed a series of plagues, culminating in the death of Egypt’s 
firstborn sons and the sparing of Israel’s through the Passover sacrifice. 

DISCUSS: When have you heard someone’s strong words that 
were not backed up by strong actions? (wait for a group member 
to respond first; only share your response as a conclusion to 
the discussion)

TRANSITION: Moses reappeared in Egypt with some great news 
about Yahweh and rescue from slavery, but then the Hebrews’ situation 
in Egypt took a turn for the worse. No doubt the Hebrews were 
disillusioned, but so was Moses. His people weren’t saved and now 
were worse off, having to work even harder. But God’s strong words 
through Moses were just the beginning. His powerful words set up 
demonstrations of His power that would shatter the hardest of hearts. 

GROUP TIME

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



22 Unit 4  /  Session 2  /  God Shows His Power

NOTES

God remembers His covenant with His people 
(Ex. 6:2-8).

2 Then God spoke to Moses, telling him, “I am the Lord. 3 I appeared 

to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty, but I was not known 

to them by my name ‘the Lord.’ 4 I also established my covenant with 

them to give them the land of Canaan, the land they lived in as aliens. 

5 Furthermore, I have heard the groaning of the Israelites, whom the 

Egyptians are forcing to work as slaves, and I have remembered my 

covenant. 6 Therefore tell the Israelites: I am the Lord, and I will bring 

you out from the forced labor of the Egyptians and rescue you from 

slavery to them. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and great 

acts of judgment. 7 I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. 

You will know that I am the Lord your God, who brought you out from 

the forced labor of the Egyptians. 8 I will bring you to the land that 

I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you as 

a possession. I am the Lord.”

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 6:2-8 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-4 commentary to underscore this point (the bold 
words fill in blanks in the Daily Discipleship Guide [DDG]):

God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was never forgotten 
and would be honored with God’s personal involvement. 

DISCUSS: How has God’s self-revelation in Scripture since the creation 
account increased our knowledge of Him? (we see that God is gracious; God 
hates sin; God is just to punish sin; God relates with His image-bearers; God is 
faithful to His promises; God is working for our good even when we can’t see it; 
God desires that people would know Him personally)

EXPLAIN: Use the PACK ITEMS 4 AND 5: THE PLAGUES (POSTER AND 
HANDOUT) to help your group understand the impact of God’s “outstretched 
arm” and “great acts of judgment” as you use the VERSES 5-8 commentary to 
expound upon the following point (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Because God is “the Lord,” He acts faithfully and powerfully to keep 
His covenant and deliver His people from their slavery, just as Jesus 
powerfully saves sinners. 

TRANSITION: God promised to save Israel, and He would act according to His 
promise. But this deliverance would require a sacrifice because God must be 
just to judge and punish sin, wherever it is found. 

POINT 1

Anthropomorphism

As an accommodation 
to our limited 
understanding as 
finite creatures, the 
authors of Scripture, 
inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, often described 
God as having human 
characteristics, such 
as body parts and 
emotions. These 
literary expressions 
reliably communicate 
to us what God is like 
while also seeking 
to honor the mystery 
of who and what 
God is in His infinite, 
incomprehensible being. 
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Commentary 

VERSES 2-4 / Moses was in a most difficult 
leadership situation. He was obedient to 
God, having said to Pharaoh exactly what 
God told him to say. Yet life got worse as 
Pharaoh not only rejected Moses’s request 
but also punished Israel by making their 
work harder. So now Israel was mad at 
Moses and doubting God. The situation 
seemed hopeless and impossible (Ex. 5). 

But in this passage, God reaffirmed to 
Moses His covenant promises. God first 
said that He is the same “God Almighty” 
(El Shaddai) who appeared to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, and yet, He said that He 
would be known in a more personal way 
to Moses as “the Lord”—Yahweh. Schol-
ars disagree on the distinction here, but 
the best understanding seems to be that 
God was emphasizing the way in which 
Israel would see the hand of God move. In 
Egypt, on behalf of the Hebrews, God would 
manifest His power and glory in a way that 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob never experi-
enced. 1 The Hebrew phrase El Shaddai is a 
more generic name for God, while Yahweh is 
a very personal one. Faithful Israelites so 
revered the name of God that they wouldn’t 
even pronounce it, choosing instead to say, 
Adonai, translated “the Lord.” 

The Almighty God had made a covenant 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and He 
would keep it in power. Israel, the prom-
ised descendants of Abraham, would expe-
rience the covenant by dwelling in the land 
of Canaan, not as aliens like Abraham did 
but as citizens of the promised land. 

This teaches us how to read the Old Testa-
ment—as a gradually expanding narra-
tive of God’s unfolding plan of salvation 
history. Today, we have experienced God in 
an even more personal way than Moses did. 
God Himself came to earth in the flesh as 
Jesus Christ and defeated sin, death, and 
the grave. Furthermore, we have the Holy 
Spirit—God in us—and have the entire writ-
ten Word of Scripture. Yet like Abraham, we 
live as strangers in a land that will one day 
be ours, awaiting the consummation of this 

new covenant in Jesus’ blood (Luke 22:20). 
We await the day when we will finally enter 
our promised land, the New Jerusalem. 

VERSES 5-8 / The people of God were tired, 
weary, and beaten down from oppression. 
But God was about to act on their behalf. 
This was not an empty promise. The great 
“I AM” was here—“Tell the Israelites: I am 
the Lord.” And notice how specific the 
Lord was about their plight: He heard their 
“groaning” and saw their “forced labor” 
and “slavery.” 

Pharaoh was the most powerful person in 
the world, a virtually untouchable monarch 
who could command armies with his word 
and was worshiped as deity. But God saw 
what this wicked king was doing. Nothing 
was hidden. Pharaoh may have thought 
he was invincible, but El Shaddai was about 
to act with force and power. No injustice 
escapes the eyes of the Almighty. 

How would God act? With His “outstretched 
arm.” God’s “arm” or “hand” are often used 
as symbols of God’s power in the Scriptures 
(for example: Deut. 5:15; Ps. 136:11-12). 2 The 
implication is that this is an otherworldly, 
superhuman, supernatural intervention of 
God. Israel’s problems in Egypt couldn’t be 
solved by human means. It would take the 
outstretched arm of God. 

So too did our sin problem. Religion and 
man-made effort cannot save us. We 
needed the outstretched arm of God, physi-
cally stretched across a crude instrument 
of torture and death on a hill outside Jeru-
salem as Jesus took on the sins of the world 
and cried, “It is finished” (John 19:30). 

Notice also that God’s rescue of His people 
from slavery would require “great acts 
of judgment,” which we know as the ten 
plagues of Egypt. Modern religious culture 
doesn’t much love the idea of a God who 
judges sinners, preferring instead a 
cuddly and cute deity who winks at evil. 
But we need a strong God of justice if we 
are to be rescued from our oppressors and 
our oppression. 
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NOTES

God requires a perfect sacrifice from His 
people (Ex. 12:2-7).

2 “This month is to be the beginning of months for you; it is the first month 

of your year. 3 Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of 

this month they must each select an animal of the flock according to their 

fathers’ families, one animal per family. 4 If the household is too small for a 

whole animal, that person and the neighbor nearest his house are to select 

one based on the combined number of people; you should apportion the 

animal according to what each will eat. 5 You must have an unblemished 

animal, a year-old male; you may take it from either the sheep or the goats. 

6 You are to keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then the whole 

assembly of the community of Israel will slaughter the animals at twilight. 

7 They must take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the 

lintel of the houses where they eat them.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 12:2-7 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-4 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s plan for the deliverance of the Hebrews from slavery involved 
fashioning a new identity for them. Their lives were to be marked by 
the faithfulness of God on their behalf. 

DISCUSS: What are some ways believers in Jesus are marked by the 
faithfulness of God on their behalf? (we identify with Jesus and His church; 
through baptism and the Lord’s Supper; through repentance of sin; through 
obedience to Jesus’ commands; through prayer and devotion to the Word of 
God; through sacrifice and sharing the gospel of Jesus with others)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 5-7 commentary to show how the Passover lamb 
pointed forward to Jesus’ sacrifice (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #59: Christ as Propitiation: Because of God’s 
righteousness and holiness, humanity’s sins must be atoned for in order 
for people to be reconciled to God. As the propitiation for sins, Christ ’s 
death is the appeasement or satisfaction of God’s wrath against sin. 
Christ ’s propitiation for our sins demonstrates both God’s great love 
toward sinners (1 John 4:10) as well as the necessary payment that 
results from the penalty of sins (Rom. 3:26).

TRANSITION: God’s final plague was set. With the Israelites tucked in their 
homes and the blood of a sacrificial lamb on their doorways, they would be 
spared from the coming judgment, but death would visit every Egyptian home. 

POINT 2

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Once we have set 
ourselves to be pilgrims 
and strangers on the 
earth, which is what 
Christians are meant 
to be, it is incongruous 
for us to continue to 
insist upon the sort 
of security the world 
tries to guarantee. 
Our security lies not 
in protecting ourselves 
from suffering but in 
putting ourselves fully 
into the hands of God. 
The desire for physical 
and material security 
makes us sly and hard. 
No. We must be like 
little children. The child 
in its father’s arms 
is not worried. It lies 
quietly at rest because 
it trusts its father.” 3 

– Elisabeth Elliot 
(1926-2015)
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Commentary 

VERSES 2-4 / God was fulfilling His cove-
nant promise to Israel and acting with His 
mighty “outstretched arm” on their behalf. 
Egypt had been pummeled with plagues, 
each one a direct strike at the false gods of 
this world superpower. Yet the final plague 
would be the most severe; it would break 
the heart and the resistance of the Egyp-
tian ruler. But there was more significance 
here than simply liberating the Hebrews 
from their bondage. God was creating a new 
people and a new nation with a new identity. 

A key part of this was the initiation of the 
Passover ritual. Before we discuss the 
themes of sacrifice and atonement there, 
we should pause to note that God ordered 
Israel to change their calendar. Instead 
of being oriented around the timeline of 
their pagan overlords, their days would be 
marked now by the faithfulness of God on 
their behalf. 

The mark of their new identity was the 
atoning sacrifice of an innocent lamb. 
And so it is for Christians, who are not 
simply rescued from sin and guaranteed 
eternal life but called away from an iden-
tity shaped around the world’s values. Our 
days are similarly refashioned according 
to the rhythms of heaven: “If anyone is in 
Christ, he is a new creation; the old has 
passed away, and see, the new has come!” 
(2 Cor. 5:17). For Israel, the Passover would 
mark a new birth for them as a people, and 
for Christians, the day of our salvation is 
the day of our new birth in Christ. 

VERSES 5-7 / God was very specific in His 
instructions to Moses for this new Pass-
over ritual (Ex. 12:5-11). For us, as we read 
about the blood on the doorposts, we can 
easily skip over how new this was for God’s 
people. They just wanted to be delivered 
from their present distress, but God was 
marking out for them a new identity forged 
in the language and symbolism of atone-
ment and sacrifice. The Bible has always 
maintained that since sin entered the 
world, it brings forth death (Jas. 1:15), and 
to atone for sins, an innocent must die. Way 

back in the garden of Eden, when Adam 
and Eve were exposed in their shame, 
God slew an animal and used its skin to 
cover them (Gen. 3:21). 

Here, every Hebrew household would be 
required to take a spotless male lamb or 
goat, set it aside, and then slaughter the 
animal at twilight on the fourteenth day of 
the first month. The animal had to be one 
year old, which is why the Passover ritual 
would occur in the spring, when baby lambs 
and goats were born. And the meal would 
occur at twilight, when the light of a full 
moon would provide the most light for the 
household meal. 4 

Why a spotless lamb? After all, the meat of 
a blemished animal would not be any less 
nourishing. This has spiritual significance 
and points ahead to Jesus Christ, the inno-
cent and sinless Lamb of God (John 1:29). 
“Without the shedding of blood there is no 
forgiveness,” Hebrews 9:22 says. God was 
demonstrating not only His judgment on 
the sins of Egypt but also on the sins of 
Israel. They too would face the judgment 
of God, except that God would pass over 
their homes because of the blood of the 
innocent animal. 

This would initiate the ritual of Passover 
and the rite of animal sacrifice throughout 
Israel’s history. It wasn’t as if the sacrifice 
of a goat or a lamb actually atoned for sins 
(see Heb. 10:4); it was only ever a signpost 
pointing toward the final sacrifice of Jesus. 
By God’s grace, the death of one animal was 
sufficient for the preservation of a first-
born son, but the death of one holy man—
Jesus, the Son of God—is sufficient for the 
salvation of all God’s household. 

Today, Christians don’t celebrate the Pass-
over but the Lord’s Supper. “This … is the 
new covenant in my blood,” Jesus told His 
disciples (Luke 22:20). While the Passover 
pointed forward to the cross where Jesus 
shed His blood for our sins, so the Lord’s 
Supper helps us look backward at Calvary. 
Both point to Jesus as the Lamb of God. 
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NOTES

God releases judgment in the midst of His 
people (Ex. 12:12-13,29-32).

12 “I will pass through the land of Egypt on that night and strike every 

firstborn male in the land of Egypt, both people and animals. I am the 

Lord; I will execute judgments against all the gods of Egypt. 13 The blood 

on the houses where you are staying will be a distinguishing mark for you; 

when I see the blood, I will pass over you. No plague will be among you 

to destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt. … 29 Now at midnight the 

Lord struck every firstborn male in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn 

of Pharaoh who sat on his throne to the firstborn of the prisoner who was 

in the dungeon, and every firstborn of the livestock. 30 During the night 

Pharaoh got up, he along with all his officials and all the Egyptians, and 

there was a loud wailing throughout Egypt because there wasn’t a house 

without someone dead. 31 He summoned Moses and Aaron during the night 

and said, “Get out immediately from among my people, both you and the 

Israelites, and go, worship the Lord as you have said. 32 Take even your 

flocks and your herds as you asked and leave, and also bless me.”

READ: Ask two volunteers to read aloud Exodus 12:12-13 and 12:29-32 from 
their Bibles.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 12-13 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s judgment upon Egypt was severe, but it was not capricious. 
The Lord is just and gracious, and He will make His glory known 
throughout the nations in the salvation of His people. 

DISCUSS: Why is it important to recognize the just judgment of God 
against sin? (so believers don’t grow complacent in sin; so believers have an 
urgency to share the gospel with the world; so we rejoice in the grace of God 
to save us from our sin; so we always recognize our need for Jesus, our Savior)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 29-32 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

No human can escape the judgment of God, regardless of wealth, 
status, or privilege. God’s wrath can break stubborn hearts, but 
salvation can only be found through repentance and faith in God.

DISCUSS: How has God worked to bring you to a biblical understanding 
of His just judgment and salvation by grace? (wait for a group member to 
respond first; only share your response as a conclusion to the discussion) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 12-13 / God was fulfilling His 
promise to show Himself strong in Egypt. 
What was about to happen on this night 
would bring this world superpower to its 
knees. There would be a lot of sadness and 
tragedy across the land as families would 
awaken to find their firstborn sons dead. 

There is no way to sugarcoat this judgment 
of God. So how should we think about it? 
First, we should notice God’s justification: 
“I am the Lord.” This was not a capri-
cious act from an out-of-control deity but a 
precise judgment against sin. And it’s not 
as if Egypt was not warned. For months, 
they had seen a display of divine power and 
heard from Moses the message that Yahweh 
is the true God. It is important for us to see 
that God was not only rescuing Israel but 
was striking at the heart of the Egyptian 
religion with its false gods. One scholar 
writes it succinctly: 

If every household in Egypt was 
affected by the death that constituted 
this plague, then every household in 
Egypt should have been able to under-
stand who held the power of life and 
death and who, by implication, did not. 
The gods did not. Yahweh did. 5 

Yahweh alone holds the power of life and 
death. This was the purpose of God’s myste-
rious actions: God’s seeming delay in 
responding to the cries of His people; allow-
ing the suffering of Israel to grow so diffi-
cult; the series of plagues that stretched 
out the length of the rescue. God not only 
wanted to declare Himself strong to Israel 
but also to the nations. Soon, the story of 
God’s rescue in Egypt would reverberate 
around the world (see Josh. 2:10). 

Second, God’s judgment was just and fair. 
It’s not as if Israel escaped God’s judgment, 
but their judgment fell upon the lamb. 
Because of the blood of a perfect lamb, 
God would pass over the Hebrews. They 
weren’t spared because of their merit but 
because of the innocence of the one who 
took their judgment by death: “The blood 

on the houses will be a distinguishing 
mark for you.” And so it is for Christians 
on this side of the cross. We are “redeemed 
… with the precious blood of Christ, like 
that of an unblemished and spotless lamb” 
(1 Pet. 1:18-19). 

VERSES 29-32 / Just as God had said, judg-
ment came to Egypt, sparing no house-
hold of their firstborn son. Notice the way 
God’s judgment spared no social class from 
the Pharaoh to the prisoner. Social status 
couldn’t save the upper class from death. 
The Bible tells us of one thing, among many, 
that unites all humans: powerlessness in 
the face of God’s judgment. Romans 3:19 
tells us that the whole world is account-
able to the Almighty. Power, money, family 
lineage, and even religiosity cannot save. 
Only the blood of the innocent Lamb of God 
on the doorposts of the heart can. 

Exodus describes wailing and crying up and 
down the streets of Egypt, in every home 
from the crudest structures to the most 
ornate palaces. This finally got the atten-
tion of Pharaoh, who didn’t simply allow 
Israel to leave but ordered them to go. But 
notice that Pharaoh didn’t turn and bow 
in repentance and worship to Yahweh. He 
only asked Moses and Aaron to bless him. 
His sorrow was only as deep as his suffer-
ing. But one wonders how this demon-
stration of power affected the souls of 
the average Egyptian, whose faith in their 
leaders was likely shattered and whose 
faith in their false gods was likely being 
questioned severely. Perhaps many asked 
their Hebrew neighbors and slaves more 
about the Yahweh who saves those who are 
marked by the blood of an innocent lamb. 

God often has to induce a crisis in our lives 
in order for us to see Him. Today, many in 
the world are reeling from tragedy and 
heartbreak. They may come to the end of 
themselves in genuine sorrow over their 
sin and seek answers about the God who 
saves. We should be ready to tell them 
about the blood of Jesus, who has saved us 
from eternal judgment. 
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NOTES

Because we have been rescued from sin and death through Christ’s sacrifice, 
we exercise our freedom in Christ by living for His glory, telling others of the 
good news of salvation through the Lamb slain for the sins of the world .

Head: 

Nobody can escape the just judgment of the righteous God . Social status, 
power, money, even religiosity cannot cover sin . But there is hope in the 
blood from the innocent Lamb of God—Jesus—who was slain for the sins of 
the world . This reality is the only truth that saves . 

How might you declare the good news of the gospel to those who are in 
danger of God’s righteous judgment?

Heart: 

God kept His word in Egypt by demonstrating His power against the false 
gods of the age . His judgment didn’t spare anyone who didn’t have the 
blood of an innocent lamb on their doorposts . Today, God has declared that 
there is salvation from God’s judgment in Jesus’ shed blood . If this good 
news is true—and it is—then we should be bold to share it with those we 
know and love . 

What are some ways your group can work together to share the gospel 
in your community? 

Hands: 

Through the sacrifice of innocent lambs, Israel was spared from God’s 
righteous judgment as God passed over their homes . This was not simply 
God’s rescue of Israel but a testimony to Egypt and the nations . Today, God 
has empowered Christians, who have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus, 
our righteous Lamb, to be witnesses to the nations of God’s grace and 
salvation in Jesus Christ . 

What practical steps can you take to engage in a gospel conversation 
this week? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ And the only way 
I know for any man 
or woman on earth 
to escape the sinner’s 
payday on earth 
and the sinner’s hell 
beyond—making sure 
of the Christian’s 
payday on earth and 
the Christian’s heaven 
beyond the Christian’s 
payday—is through 
Christ Jesus, who took 
the sinner’s place upon 
the Cross, becoming 
for all sinners all that 
God must judge, that 
sinners through faith 
in Christ Jesus might 
become all that God 
cannot judge.” 6 

–R. G. Lee (1886-1978)
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EXTRA

Point 1: God remembers His covenant with His people 
(Ex. 6:2-8). 

Commentary

“God remembered his covenant in Jesus Christ. He remembered it on Christmas morning 
when Jesus was born to keep the covenant that we had failed to keep. He remembered it on 
Good Friday when Jesus died on the cross, suffering all the covenant curses against our sin 
so we could be forgiven. And he remembered it on Easter Sunday when ‘through the blood of 
the eternal covenant’ he ‘brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus’ (Heb. 13:20). Now Jesus 
stands at the right hand of his Father in Heaven, ready to help us when trouble comes. When we 
commit a sin, Jesus intercedes for us, reminding his Father that all our sins have been washed 
away through the blood of his covenant. When things go from bad to worse—when in our 
suffering we are tempted to be discouraged—Jesus sends us the comfort and peace of his Spirit, 
the promised blessings of his covenant. God never goes back on a promise. He always keeps 
his word. As the psalmist wrote, ‘He remembers his covenant forever’ (Ps. 105:8a). Therefore, 
he will remember his covenant to the end of the world, when Jesus comes to take his people 
to glory. God will remember his covenant on the day of judgment when he will forgive all our 
sins by his covenant mercy. And he will remember it forever after as he blesses us with his 
everlasting love.” 7  

Illustration

In his book Your Future Self Will Thank You, Drew Dyck writes about the power of habits to shape our 
spiritual lives: “The rhythms you follow as part of a community of faith might seem restrictive 
or even boring at first. Repeating truths you already know and believe and singing songs you 
know by heart might seem a little strange, especially to outsiders. But it makes a lot of sense 
when you understand human nature. Like our atheist friend said, we’re sieves. We need to be 
continually reminded of what’s important. We also need repetition if habits are to form around 
these important beliefs.” 8 Habits and rituals are important to help us remember and internalize 
important truths. This is what God was doing with Israel with the Passover ritual. He wanted 
them to revisit their salvation year after year and teach it from generation to generation. For 
Christians, this is what we do when we take the Lord’s Supper. Jesus urged us to do this practice 
“in remembrance of him” (1 Cor. 11:24). 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



30 Unit 4  /  Session 2  /  God Shows His Power

EXTRA
Point 2: God requires a perfect sacrifice from His 
people (Ex. 12:2-7).

Commentary

“How, then, could an animal help provide perfection for those who consumed it so that they 
could become acceptable to God? The answer is that it could not, except to the extent that 
the whole process of eating the animal in obedience to the Passover regulations was an act of 
faith and obedience, involving faith in God’s gracious provision of the holiness that no human 
could himself or herself provide and obedience to a process that showed confidence in the 
true God’s true promises and requirements. From the vantage point of the full overview of the 
plan of redemption designed by God before he even created human beings, Jesus of Nazareth 
was to be young at the time of his death, male of course, and perfect—free from defect before 
God. His sinlessness qualified him and him alone to be the lamb of God, a human lamb rather 
than an animal of the flock, and yet a lamb in the sense of one meeting the criteria for the 
Passover meal.” 9 

Commentary

“Passover marked a new beginning for the Jews and bound them together as a nation. When the 
Lord liberates you from bondage, it’s the dawning of a new day and the beginning of a new life. 
Whenever you meet the words redeem or redemption in the New Testament, they speak of freedom 
from slavery. (There were an estimated sixty million slaves in the Roman Empire.) Jewish 
believers would immediately think of Passover and Israel’s deliverance from Egypt through the 
blood of the lamb. The Jewish nation in the Old Testament had two calendars, a civil calendar 
that began in our September–October, and a religious calendar that began in our March–April. 
New Year’s Day in the civil year (‘Rosh Hashana’—‘beginning of the year’) fell in the seventh 
month of the religious calendar and ushered in the special events in the month of Tishri: the 
Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles. But Passover marked 
the beginning of the religious year, and at Passover, the focus is on the lamb.” 10  

Commentary

“The Passover features prominently in the NT understanding of the death of Jesus Christ. 
According to Matthew, Mark and Luke, the Last Supper, which was subsequently to be 
commemorated as the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:23-33), was a Passover meal (Matt. 26:17; 
Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7-8). By highlighting Jesus’ unbroken bones John alludes to the fact that 
the death of Jesus resembles that of the Passover sacrifice (John 19:36; cf. 1:29,36, where Jesus 
is called the ‘lamb of God’). 1 Cor. 5:7 makes explicit this connection: ‘For Christ, our Passover, 
has been sacrificed’ and 1 Peter 1:18-19 is probably also referring to the Passover sacrifice. 
Undoubtedly, NT writers interpret the death of Jesus as bringing about a new exodus that 
entails people being freed from the power of Satan and ransomed from the domain of death.” 11 
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Point 3: God releases judgment in the midst of His 
people (Ex. 12:12-13,29-32). 

Commentary

“It is also important to recognize the sign imagery of verse 13. The blood on their doors served 
as a sign that judgment had already fallen at that house. Just as the plagues were a sign to 
Egypt of God’s justice and judgment, now the Passover was a sign of God’s mercy to Israel! God 
continued to keep the promise of Genesis 3:15 and the Abrahamic covenant. In the midst of 
looming judgment, God provided for the seed of woman. He protected Israel from slavery and 
death for future salvation. In accomplishing this, He said, ‘when I see the blood, I will pass over 
you. No plague will be among you to destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.’ God accepted 
the blood of the sacrifice and passed over their sin. Similarly, those who have been born again 
have Christ’s blood covering them. God sees Christ’s blood on us and passes over our sin. He 
forgives our trespasses and sees Christ’s righteousness as our own. What a merciful God! God 
would make a distinction with Israel, but this was not to say that Israel was innocent. Israel was 
not innocent here based on their bloodline. They were found innocent because of the applied 
blood of the substitute. God judged Egypt, but He also judged Israel. The Passover demonstrated 
that apart from blood of the lamb, Israel would be found guilty. Why? Because God is holy. All 
are sinners and deserve to be cut off from God. We are all like Pharaoh, even if we do not have 
the title. But God in His grace provides a way of salvation through the blood of a substitute.” 12 

Commentary

“If Israel is also guilty, how can God maintain justice if he shows them mercy? Just as a 
principle of substitution was set forth in the provision of a ram in place of Isaac in Genesis 22, 
the blood on the doorposts at Passover teaches an important lesson. Judgment falls on the 
Passover lamb, and thereby the firstborn of Israel are saved … Where the doorpost is not 
covered by the blood of the lamb, the firstborn dies (Ex. 12:1-13). Those Israelites who believe 
that Yahweh will keep his word save their firstborn sons through the judgment that falls on the 
Passover lamb. This salvation through judgment is by faith—they have to believe what Yahweh 
has spoken, and believe it enough to slay the lamb and smear the blood.” 13   
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Unit 4  /  Session 3  /  God Saves His People

UNIT 4  /  SESSION 3 

GOD SAVES 
HIS PEOPLE

Session Outline

1. God directs His people (Ex. 13:17-22).  
2. God fights for His people (Ex. 14:10-14,19-20).  
3. God delivers His people (Ex. 14:21-22,26-31). 

Background Passage: Exodus 13–15

What Will My Group Learn?

God is the One who wins the victory for His people.

How Will My Group See Christ?

God made a way of deliverance for His people through the Red Sea. In a similar manner, God 
made a way of deliverance for us by sending His Son, Jesus. Through faith in Jesus, we are 
saved from sin and death.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have been delivered from sin through Jesus, we worship Him at all times, showing 
others that God is of utmost worth so that they too might be compelled to trust in Christ and be 
saved from their sin.
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: The many years of cruel oppression the Hebrews experienced 
at the hand of a new Pharaoh were coming to an end. God had heard 
their cries and sent an unconventional deliverer with unconventional 
methods. There were no armies, but the outstretched hand of God 
rained down plague after plague upon the world’s strongest and most 
confident superpower. The final blow—the death of the firstborn sons—
brought Egypt to its knees, so Pharaoh commanded Israel to go. God’s 
people were finally free, but still more opportunities for the Hebrews to 
trust the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lay ahead. 

INSTRUCT: Ask group members to use the box in their Daily 
Discipleship Guide (DDG): 1) draw a line from Start to Finish that 
represents how we want the path of our life to go; 2) draw a second 
line from start to finish that represents the path of your life thus far.

Start —                                                   — Finish

TRANSITION: We long for simple paths through life, ones where 
we know our location and can see our destination. We dislike the 
unknowns and may even despise the twists and turns, but our 
knowledge of and faith in God should make all the difference. God 
will save His people. He is personally invested, He is powerful, and He 
is committed. We may not understand the path, but we can trust our 
Guide. He will lead us home. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

God directs His people (Ex. 13:17-22).

17 When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them along the road 

to the land of the Philistines, even though it was nearby; for God said, 

“The people will change their minds and return to Egypt if they face war.” 

18 So he led the people around toward the Red Sea along the road of the 

wilderness. And the Israelites left the land of Egypt in battle formation. 

19 Moses took the bones of Joseph with him, because Joseph had made the 

Israelites swear a solemn oath, saying, “God will certainly come to your 

aid; then you must take my bones with you from this place.” 20 They set out 

from Succoth and camped at Etham on the edge of the wilderness. 21 The 

Lord went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to lead them on their way 

during the day and in a pillar of fire to give them light at night, so that they 

could travel day or night. 22 The pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire 

by night never left its place in front of the people.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 13:17-22 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use PACK ITEM 2: THE EXODUS MAP and the VERSES 17-20 
commentary to explain the following point (the bold words fill in a blank in 
the DDG):

God led His people out of Egypt but took them on an unconventional 
pathway. The long way was a protective measure and an opportunity 
to strengthen the Israelites’ faith. 

DISCUSS: How have you seen God work in your life through a difficult 
path to bring about your good? (wait for a group member to respond first; 
only share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 21-22 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

God led the Israelites with a pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire, a visual 
reminder of His presence, comfort , and strength. 

DISCUSS: What are some ways God leads us as believers today? (through 
the Holy Spirit who dwells in us; through the community of the church centered 
on Christ and His Word; through the teachings of Scripture; through prayer)

TRANSITION: God took Israel down an unexpected path to freedom, but He 
never left their side. And when the time came, He defended His people and 
fought for them. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ Even when things seem 
to be going wrong, 
they just could be 
going right because 
when you’re in God’s 
will, the negatives 
are part of his 
positive program.” 1 

–Tony Evans 

The Philistines

A people group 
descended from 
Noah’s son Ham 
(Gen. 10:6-14) whose 
territory extended from 
Gaza in the southern 
region of Canaan to 
Mount Carmel in the 
north along the edge 
of the Mediterranean 
Sea. They were one of 
the primary enemies of 
God’s people from the 
time of the conquest 
(Josh. 13:2) until the 
divided kingdom 
(2 Chron. 28:18). 
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Commentary 

VERSES 17-20 / Israel would have their 
freedom. The devastating final plague on 
Egypt forced Pharaoh to reverse course and 
now demand Israel to leave. But God took 
them on an unconventional pathway, not 
the straight line that would probably be a 
two-week hike into Canaan. Instead, they 
took a longer route that would lead them 
by the Red Sea. 

The shortest route to the promised land 
would be along a highway called the Via 
Maris. But this road was heavily protected 
and would certainly lead to an early conflict 
with the Philistines. 

Writing under the inspiration of God, Moses 
knew that the Lord’s intent was the careful 
nurturing of Israel’s faith. They had seen 
God work in mighty ways to enact severe 
plagues on Egypt and humiliate Pharaoh, 
but their faith was still fragile. What’s more, 
they were in no shape as a fighting force. 
They marched out in battle formation, but 
they had been destitute slaves, with neither 
military training nor battlefield expertise. 
God knows the fragility of our faith and 
strength, and He plans accordingly. The 
psalmist wrote that God remembers we are 
dust (Ps. 103:14).

God still could have used the unprepared 
Israelites to defeat the Philistine forces, but 
He chose at this point to show His power by 
commanding creation and then vanquish-
ing the Egyptian troops, as we will see. 

This is an important lesson in trusting God. 
The Lord may take us down hard paths that 
seem to lead us into a cul-de-sac of impos-
sibility. But His ways are not our ways 
(Isa. 55:8-9). His paths for us may not make 
sense to us, but we can know they are for 
our good.

Notice that Moses brought the bones of 
Joseph with him as they left Egypt. This 
was to fulfill a promise made to Joseph on 
his deathbed, to bury him with his fathers 
in the promised land (Gen. 50:22-26). This 
is later mentioned by the writer of Hebrews 
as an example of Joseph’s faith (Heb. 11:22). 

Joseph, like his fathers Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, never saw the fulfillment of 
the promised land in his lifetime, but he 
trusted God’s future promise and died 
in faith, knowing it would be fulfilled 
(Heb. 11:13-16). Therefore, the Israelites 
would carry Joseph’s coffin with them on 
their journey to the promised land, where 
he was re-buried, just as he had requested 
and believed (Josh. 24:32). This was more 
than simply a promise to a patriarch. The 
bones themselves would be a tangible 
reminder of God’s past promises—how He 
rescued the fledgling family from famine—
and His future promise to settle God’s 
people in the promised land. 

VERSES 21-22 / How would they get to the 
promised land? They would not set out 
on their own. God didn’t open the gates of 
Egypt and wish them luck. No, God would 
lead them with a visible sign of His pres-
ence: a pillar of cloud by day that turned 
into a pillar of fire at night. 

The manifestation of the cloud would be 
calming and comforting for the Israelites as 
they traveled in the wilderness. Yet clouds 
also carried the metaphor of judgment for 
God’s enemies (see Dan. 7:13-14; Matt. 24:30; 
26:64), as it soon would for the Egyptians. 

The fire also has significance in the biblical 
narrative. God appeared as fire in a bush 
to call Moses. And God is described as “a 
consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). Flames of fire 
also descended upon Jesus’ disciples after 
His resurrection and ascension as a symbol 
of the power of the Holy Spirit indwelling 
believers at Pentecost (Acts 2:3). 

As with the cloud, the fire would provide 
light, warmth, and comfort in the dark and 
cold desert nights of the wilderness. But 
what would be comforting for the people 
of God would also separate them from their 
enemies. The same cloud that lit the way for 
Israel would later intimidate the Egyptian 
armies. This reminds us of Paul’s encour-
agement to Christians: “If God is for us, who 
is against us?” (Rom. 8:31). 
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NOTES

God fights for His people (Ex. 14:10-14,19-20).

10 As Pharaoh approached, the Israelites looked up and there were the 

Egyptians coming after them! The Israelites were terrified and cried out 

to the Lord for help. 11 They said to Moses, “Is it because there are no 

graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? 

What have you done to us by bringing us out of Egypt? 12 Isn’t this what 

we told you in Egypt: Leave us alone so that we may serve the Egyptians? 

It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the 

wilderness.” 13 But Moses said to the people, “Don’t be afraid. Stand firm 

and see the Lord’s salvation that he will accomplish for you today; for 

the Egyptians you see today, you will never see again. 14 The Lord will 

fight for you, and you must be quiet.” … 19 Then the angel of God, who 

was going in front of the Israelite forces, moved and went behind them. 

The pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and stood behind them. 

20 It came between the Egyptian and Israelite forces. There was cloud and 

darkness, it lit up the night, and neither group came near the other all 

night long.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 14:10-14,19-20 from his or 
her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 10-14 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Israelites blamed Moses, and God, for their predicament, but God 
remained in control. They only needed to stand still because God 
would fight for them. 

DISCUSS: Why might we find it difficult to stand still and wait for the 
Lord’s salvation? (we think we know the best course of action to resolve a 
situation, so we want to act on it; we don’t trust the Lord to come through in 
the way we want Him to; we fear human beings more than we fear the Lord; 
we trust what our eyes can see over what we cannot see)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19-20 commentary to explain the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The Lord protected the Israelites. Through the same cloud, He gave 
light to His people and covered His enemies in darkness. 

TRANSITION: God is faithful to protect His people, even when we don’t 
understand what is happening. God won’t allow anything to happen that isn’t 
for our good and His glory—He will deliver His people (Pss. 20:1; 34:19). 

POINT 2
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Commentary 

VERSES 10-14 / Imagine being the people 
of Israel. It’s easy for us to read Exodus in 
air-conditioned comfort, but the Hebrews 
were anything but comfortable. They left 
Egypt with an eye toward freedom and 
flourishing, but in a moment, they were 
being chased down by certain death. God 
and Moses led them to a place where the 
Red Sea was in front of them and behind 
them stood the mighty army of Egypt, the 
most trained and fierce fighting force in the 
world. What would they do? 

Well, immediately they panicked and 
complained bitterly. They accused Moses 
of digging their graves and began to look 
longingly on their past life of enslavement. 
This would be a recurring feature of the 
Israelites’ sojourn in the wilderness: When 
difficulties arose, they would paint their 
past in glowing terms, ignoring the reality. 

Moses, however, urged the people to “stand 
firm and see the Lord’s salvation.” He 
refused to listen to his critics because he 
knew the Lord. The One who had appeared 
in the fiery bush, who had stretched out His 
arm against Egypt with plagues, and who 
had spared His people from those same 
disasters would not fail them now. 

This should remind us of another time 
when God’s promised salvation seemed 
in peril, when sin and darkness seemed 
to overwhelm the world as the Son of God 
was nailed to a cross and died. The Israel-
ites were stuck between a rock and a hard 
place; Jesus was buried behind a rock in the 
dust of death. But just as the Lord would 
accomplish salvation for the Hebrews, 
Jesus would rise from the dead to secure 
our salvation from sin. 

We should admit that it is not easy to stand 
still when a threat is bearing down on you. 
The Israelites had nowhere to go, and 
their only courses of action were to turn 
and fight or turn and lay down, submit-
ting themselves to slavery once again. But 
Moses told them to trust the Lord because 
the Almighty would fight for them.

VERSES 19-20 / God protected Israel from 
Egypt with the familiar cloud formation 
that served as a supernatural buffer for 
Israel and confused their enemies by keep-
ing them in the dark. Fighting in fog is diffi-
cult even in modern warfare, with its radar 
and night-vision goggles; much more so 
with the primitive weapons and tactics of 
the ancient Near East. Once again, God was 
showing Egypt the futility of their position. 
They may have been the best-trained army 
in the world, but the Lord of creation easily 
rendered them foolish and powerless. 

The text contrasts God’s interactions with 
Israel and their enemies. Through the 
singular presence of “the angel of God” 
and “the pillar of cloud,” God illumi-
nated the way for His people to comfort 
and guide them and to protect them from 
harm. They may have been a ragtag group 
of former slaves, but with the Lord, they 
were unbeatable. 

Egypt, however, had the opposite experi-
ence. God was actively fighting against 
them with the same “cloud” through 
“darkness.” This reality is replayed over 
and over again throughout Israel’s history. 
God fights for His people. As the psalmist 
wrote: “If I walk into the thick of danger, 
you will preserve my life from the anger 
of my enemies. You will extend your hand; 
your right hand will save me.” (Ps. 138:7).

We also find an allusion here at the Red 
Sea to another theme often seen in Scrip-
ture: light and darkness. Those who jour-
ney with the Lord are guided, while those 
who reject God stumble (Prov. 4:18-19). 
The apostle John wrote of the difference 
between walking in the light and walking in 
darkness in 1 John. Ultimately, Jesus would 
declare Himself to be the light of the world 
(John 8:12). 

At this point, Israel still didn’t know what 
would happen next. They didn’t have the 
benefit of knowing the epic miracle that 
awaited them. But they had the presence of 
the Lord who fights for His people. 
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NOTES

God delivers His people (Ex. 14:21-22,26-31).

21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The Lord drove the sea 

back with a powerful east wind all that night and turned the sea into dry 

land. So the waters were divided, 22 and the Israelites went through the 

sea on dry ground, with the waters like a wall to them on their right and 

their left. … 26 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over 

the sea so that the water may come back on the Egyptians, on their chariots 

and horsemen.” 27 So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at 

daybreak the sea returned to its normal depth. While the Egyptians were 

trying to escape from it, the Lord threw them into the sea. 28 The water 

came back and covered the chariots and horsemen, plus the entire army 

of Pharaoh that had gone after them into the sea. Not even one of them 

survived. 29 But the Israelites had walked through the sea on dry ground, 

with the waters like a wall to them on their right and their left. 30 That 

day the Lord saved Israel from the power of the Egyptians, and Israel saw 

the Egyptians dead on the seashore. 31 When Israel saw the great power 

that the Lord used against the Egyptians, the people feared the Lord and 

believed in him and in his servant Moses.

READ: Ask two volunteers to read aloud Exodus 14:21-22 and 14:26-31 from 
their Bibles.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 21-22 commentary to emphasize God’s miraculous 
power in dividing the Red Sea (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #33: Miracles: A miracle is an event in which 
God makes an exception to the natural order of things, or supersedes 
natural laws, for the purpose of demonstrating His glory and/or validating 
His message. Miracles are recorded throughout Scripture; miraculous signs 
and wonders were oftentimes evident when a prophet or an apostle was 
speaking God’s message to the people. Because we believe God to be 
all-powerful and personally involved in this world, we believe He can 
and does perform miracles.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 26-31 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Through Moses, God performed a great miracle to deliver His people. 
Through Jesus, God secured an even greater rescue—salvation from sin. 

DISCUSS: How does the crossing of the Red Sea compare to our salvation 
through faith in Jesus? (God worked through His chosen servant/Son; salvation 
in both is accomplished by the work of God alone; God’s enemies [Egyptians/
sin and death] were defeated decisively; God’s victory secures our freedom) 

POINT 3

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



39

Commentary 

VERSES 21-22 / Moses did as the Lord 
commanded: he lifted up his staff and 
stretched his hand out over the Red Sea 
(Ex. 14:15-18). In one sense, Moses divided 
the sea through his obedient actions 
(see v. 16), but of course, the Lord Himself 
“divided” the sea with an “east wind.” God 
worked His miracle through Moses, but the 
power for this miracle came exclusively 
from the great “I AM.” 

Moses “stretched out his hand,” recall-
ing God’s “outstretched arm” in performing 
His signs and wonders in Egypt (6:6). This 
language is used throughout the exodus 
narrative to illustrate God’s personal, 
divine intervention in saving His people, 
whether that be through His own “arm” or 
that of Moses or Aaron. This same language 
also describes God’s power over creation, 
His power over Israel’s enemies, and His 
love for His people (Deut. 26:8; Ps. 136:10-15). 
In recording this, Moses wanted his read-
ers to know that it was God who delivered 
this victory. 

The crossing of the Red Sea was a defining 
event for Israel. The God of creation used 
His power over creation both to demon-
strate to the peoples of the world that the 
great “I AM” is supreme over the false gods 
of the age and to rescue His people. 

There have been many attempts over the 
years to explain this miracle scientifically 
and/or explain it away as merely a trudge 
over marshland on a swampy riverbed, but 
the whole of Scripture never portrays it that 
way. This was a miracle, one that would 
shape the new identity of the people of God. 
If we believe the great “I AM” is the Lord of 
creation, then it shouldn’t be hard for us to 
believe He could peel back the waters and 
that the elements of His universe would 
heed His commands. 

VERSES 26-31 / Here we see the futility 
of the Egyptians as they fought against 
the great “I AM,” who was rendering His 
judgment on the unbelieving Egyptians. 
They thought they were chasing down 

their helpless former slaves, and only too 
late did they realize they were doing battle 
with Israel’s all-powerful God (Ex. 14:24-25). 
When Moses again stretched out his hand 
at God’s command, the walls of water gave 
way and flowed back into their normal 
place, swallowing the world’s greatest 
army that had foolishly followed the Isra-
elites into the sea. The Egyptian chariots, 
once the envy of military strategists every-
where, were immobilized and crushed by 
the outstretched hand of God. 

The references to Moses’s outstretched hand 
and the east wind recall for the reader the 
plague of locusts in Exodus 10. Whereas the 
wind had brought the locusts to devastate 
Egypt (10:13), here the wind opened up the 
pathway for the Israelites to escape from 
Egypt. But a more striking parallel arises at 
the conclusion of each of these two events. 
When Pharaoh pleaded for relief from the 
locusts, the Lord “blew them into the Red 
Sea. Not a single locust was left” (10:19). 
Similarly, “the Lord threw [the Egyptian 
army] into the sea … Not even one of them 
survived.” The mighty army of Pharaoh 
was no more to God than a plague of insects 
at the mercy of the wind. 2 

This event caused Israel to fear the Lord 
and to trust in Moses as God’s “servant” 
and representative, and why not? We find 
here a true and vivid illustration of two 
paths for the sinful human soul: perish-
ing under the judgment of the all-powerful 
God or being saved by the path the gracious 
Lord provides for His people. 

Scripture repeatedly points to the exodus 
as a sign and a symbol of our eternal salva-
tion in Christ (see 1 Cor. 10). Just as our 
salvation by grace through faith supersedes 
the impact of the exodus, so too does our 
representative and mediator. Jesus is the 
true and better Moses who leads us through 
the waters of God’s judgment against sin. 
He is not a servant who will grow frustrated 
with His charges but a Son who welcomes 
and intercedes for all those who enter His 
family through repentance and faith. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



40 Unit 4  /  Session 3  /  God Saves His People

NOTES

Because we have been delivered from sin through Jesus, we worship Him at all 
times, showing others that God is of utmost worth so that they too might be 
compelled to trust in Christ and be saved from their sin .

Head: 

The great “I AM” is the Lord of creation . The One who spoke the world into 
existence and formed humans from the dust of the ground holds supreme 
power to intervene on behalf of His people . God caused His creation to 
fold back the waters so Israel could cross over the Red Sea on dry ground . 
Similarly, Jesus, as the Lord of creation, defeated sin, death, and the grave 
in His resurrection, helping God’s people cross over from death to life . 

What are some mighty acts of God that you can worship God for 
this week? 

Heart: 

If God acted miraculously in creation on behalf of Israel and acted on 
behalf of the church to save us from the wrath of God’s judgment, then He 
has done so with a purpose . God acts on behalf of His people to empower 
us to live on mission for Him in this sinful world . The greatest miracles of 
God have already happened to us—we have been saved from our sin and 
deserved judgment by the grace of God . We can trust Him to sustain us 
every day in our salvation and our mission . 

What are some ways you doubt God’s providence in your daily life? 

Hands: 

God came down to rescue His people Israel from Egypt and parted the Red 
Sea so they could cross over on dry land . God also defeated their enemies 
to assure them of their freedom and God’s supremacy over the nations 
and their gods . Jesus came down to rescue us, crossing over death on our 
behalf and bringing us safely to the other side with eternal life . Having 
experienced God’s divine rescue, how can we keep this good news from 
those who have never heard?

With whom will you share the gospel of Jesus, about the hope of 
salvation from sin? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ You are not saved 
because of the quality 
of your faith. You are 
saved because of the 
object of your faith: 
the Redeemer, the 
God who is fighting for 
you. Everything about 
this text says, ‘Grace, 
grace, grace, grace’ … 
When you try to add 
to God’s salvation, you 
subtract. If you try to 
merit God’s salvation, 
you haven’t believed 
in God at all; you are 
trusting yourself, even 
if you try to do only 
a little bit.” 3 

–Tim Keller
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EXTRA

Point 1: God directs His people (Ex. 13:17-22). 

Commentary

“The first reason for an irregular exodus route was the presence of the Philistines on the 
Asian coast of the Mediterranean, that is, virtually on Egypt’s northeast border. No definitive 
documentation of Philistine military strength at the time of the exodus has survived from the 
ancient world. We know, however, that the Philistines were so daunting a fighting force at the 
time of the conquest, forty years later and beyond, that even at Joshua’s death their territory 
remained unconquered (cf. Josh. 13:1-5). We also know that they were bold enough to attack 
Egypt proper in an effort to capture territory in the days of Ramses III, that is, about 1188 BC, 
suggesting that they considered themselves at that time—considerably after the Israelites had 
entered Canaan—potentially able to defeat even the Egyptians, depending on the circumstances. 
Accordingly, God did not want his people to try to enter Canaan directly by the well-established 
coastal road from Egypt, the Via Maris, even though that was by far the shortest and easiest 
route from the point of view of travel time and theoretical convenience. The Via Maris led right 
through the heart of Philistine territory. Based on their behavior as recorded in Judges and 
1 Samuel, the Philistines were looking to expand their territorial control and would hardly have 
been willing to let the Israelites enter Canaan, on which they themselves had designs, without 
an all-out fight.” 4 

Illustration

At the age of seventeen, young Joni had her life ahead of her. But on a seemingly ordinary 
day at the lake with friends and family, everything about her world would change. She 
was permanently paralyzed, a quadriplegic. She didn’t know that in that moment God was 
redirecting her life in such a way that Joni Eareckson Tada would have decades of faithful 
ministry, speaking on the providence of God and advocating for the human dignity of people 
who suffer with disabilities. “My wheelchair was the key to seeing all this happen, especially 
since God’s power always shows up best in weakness. So here I sit, glad that I have not been 
healed on the outside, but glad that I have been healed on the inside, healed from my own self-
centered wants and wishes,” Joni says, able to actually thank God for redirecting her life. 5 God 
redirected the people of Israel away from the shortcut that would get them to Canaan faster. He 
instead wanted them to go through the Red Sea, to see His power at work, to “stand still” and 
“see the salvation of the Lord.” 
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EXTRA
Point 2: God fights for His people (Ex. 14:10-14,19-20). 

Commentary

“When they saw the Egyptian troops, the Israelites cried out in despair to the Lord (v. 10), but 
not for long. Moses was a much more immediate target than the Lord; so they complained to 
him (v. 11). Were there ‘no graves at all [double negative: mibbelî ’ên] in Egypt?’ They mocked in 
the most satirical tone possible (since Egypt specialized in graves and had about three-fourths 
of its land area available for grave sites). Then followed the crepe-hanging with its ‘I-told-you-
so’ pseudoprophets (v. 12). Suddenly the hardships of their Egyptian bondage were forgotten. 
The former quick-tempered Moses patiently answered the people’s hasty accusation with three 
directives to meet this emergency: (1) ‘Do not be afraid’ (v. 13; cf. the word to the patriarchs, 
Gen. 15:1; 26:24; and to Israel as they possessed the land, Josh. 1:9; 8:1); (2) ‘Stand firm’ and 
see the salvation, i.e., the ‘deliverance of the Lord’ for ‘the Lord will fight for you’ (v. 14; 
see Neh. 4:20; Ps. 35:1); and (3) ‘Be still,’ i.e., stop all action and become inactive, for I the Lord 
will act by myself on your behalf (cf. Gen. 34:5; 2 Kings 19:11; Pss. 5:3; 83:1).” 6  

Commentary

“The Israelites had seen Egyptians every day for generations—as cruelly demanding slave 
masters. Now they were seeing them charging toward them on horses and chariots—as 
capturing or slaughtering enemies. But, says Moses, you will never see them again. Well, 
actually, they did, but as dead bodies washed ashore on the other side of the sea (v. 30). What a 
difference that night made, as we compare what the Israelites saw in verse 10, what Moses said 
they would see (and not see) in verse 13, and what they finally saw in verse 31. What, then, did 
they finally see? Nothing less than ‘the salvation of the Lord, which he will work for you today’ 
(v. 13; ESV). The strong word, yeshu‘a (salvation) invests the coming event with deep theological 
significance. Salvation is a word that will define the very identity of Yahweh himself, as Moses 
will sing next morning (15:2). Yahweh, alone among all the alleged gods of the nations, is the God 
who saves, and the exodus becomes forever a constituent part of what salvation means within 
the whole Bible story. The story of God is the story of salvation, centered on the One whose 
name means ‘Yahweh is salvation,’ and here is what that looks like: deliverance from slavery 
and certain death, announced by faith, and received as a gift through trust and obedience. That 
is biblical salvation, as provided by God and seen by his people.” 7  

Commentary

“The Lord informs Moses and all Israel how he is going to deliver them from this impossible 
situation. The Egyptians will know that I am the Lord occurs here for the third time (Ex. 7:5; 
14:4). The angel of God and the pillar of cloud may have looked familiar to Moses, for he saw the 
angel and the fire when God commissioned him to return to Egypt (3:2; Num. 20:16; Deut. 31:15). 
Besides showing the way to go, day or night, the pillar of cloud prevented a clash between the 
Egyptian and Israelite forces.” 8 
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Point 3: God delivers His people (Ex. 14:21-22,26-31). 

Commentary

“The result of Moses’ example and leadership is the establishment of the faith of the people 
themselves. When they saw the Lord fight for them and the defeated Egyptians lying along the 
shore of the sea, ‘they feared the Lord and put their trust in him and in Moses his servant’ 
(v. 31). In view of the importance of the concept of faith and trust in God for the writer of the 
Pentateuch, we should take a long look at these verses. Just as Abraham believed God and was 
counted righteous (Gen. 15:6), so the Israelites, under the leadership of Moses, also believed God. 
It seems reasonable that the writer would have us conclude here in the wilderness the people 
of God were living a righteous life of faith, like Abraham … The description of the parting of the 
sea itself leaves out many details. The expression ‘the waters were divided’ (14:21) has led some  
to suppose (the Palestinian Targums) that the waters divided at many places so that the people 
were able to pass through at numerous points (cf. Ps. 136:13). Because the text says ‘waters’ 
rather than ‘sea,’ some have supposed that all the waters of the earth parted at this time. Such 
speculations, though unlikely, show that the text provides us with only a glimpse of the event 
itself. Much is left unsaid and unexplained. Thus these texts have their own focus on the events 
that we should not fail to appreciate. We should attempt to understand what is put in the text 
rather than what is left out.” 9  

Commentary

“Looking back to the events of the first exodus in 1 Corinthians 10, the apostle Paul speaks of 
‘our fathers’ being under the cloud and passing through the sea, being ‘baptized’ into Moses in 
the cloud and in the sea (1 Cor. 10:2). The use of the language of baptism to refer to the crossing 
is arresting. Paul sees in the crossing something analogous to our baptism: Israel is being 
united to Moses, who, as we’ve seen, experienced his own deliverance from the water many 
years before. In a similar manner, we’re baptized into Christ, united with him in his death 
and buried with him, so that the shape of his resurrection life might become the shape of our 
lives (Rom. 6:4) … We must also, like the Israelites, look back on our deliverance through the 
waters as a testimony to God’s grace and strong saving will toward us. If Israel was called to 
remember and return to the Lord’s grace manifested to them in the deliverance at the Red Sea, 
Christians are called to remember and daily return to the divine grace declared to them in 
their baptisms.” 10 
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Unit 4  /  Session 4  /  God Shows His Faithfulness

UNIT 4  /  SESSION 4 

GOD SHOWS 
HIS FAITHFULNESS

Session Outline

1. God is faithful to love the afflicted (Lam. 3:19-24).  
2. God is faithful to provide the Messiah (Matt. 2:1-12).  
3. God is faithful to forgive the repentant (Ps. 51:1-2).

Background Passages: Psalm 51; Lamentations 3; Matthew 1–2

What Will My Group Learn?

God is faithful to keep His word, demonstrated most of all in the fulfillment of His promise to 
provide Christ Jesus. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

From Eden, God promised to provide the means of salvation through the Messiah whom He 
would send. God was faithful in sending His Son to be born. Jesus lived a sinless life, obeying 
the Father fully, and gave up His life as the sacrifice for sin. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because the Lord is faithful in all of His ways, we seek to live likewise, striving to be faithful to 
God so that others might come to trust in Him as well. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: When Moses brought the Israelites out of Egypt, God led 
the way and won the victory because God is always faithful to His 
people—He keeps His promises. We can see this truth throughout the 
Bible and throughout history. What God says is true, and what He says 
He will do, He will do. The Bible consists of stories of God’s faithfulness 
even when things looked bleak. Though at times God’s people thought 
He had abandoned them, God was still there. He is always there 
working on behalf of His people, ultimately so the Savior, the Messiah, 
will restore His people from their brokenness.

DISCUSS: Ask groups of 3-4 to discuss the following question and 
record their answers in the Notes section of their Daily Discipleship 
Guide (DDG); then have groups share some of their responses with the 
large group: What are some things in this world you would describe 
as faithful? (the changing of the seasons; the ebb and flow of the 
tides; the repeating phases of the moon; Old Faithful; the rising and 
setting of the sun; the stars in the sky)

TRANSITION: Perhaps a question like this leads to some biased, 
non-human answers, but there are reasons we don’t often think of 
people as paragons of faithfulness. Thankfully, unlike us, God is faithful. 
He always keeps His promises. He has been faithful since before the 
beginning of time and continues to be faithful in our lives. He also will 
be faithful in fulfilling His ultimate plan of redeeming us and restoring 
all things for His glory through Christ Jesus. Even through struggles 
and trials, our hope in God’s faithfulness is secure because of His love 
and mercy.

OPTIONAL QUESTION: If we know God is faithful and has always 
been faithful, why might we struggle with anxiety and fear in the 
present and for the future? (because we don’t want to experience 
struggle and pain; because we’re sinful and self-centered and want 
what we want; because we can’t see the big picture of God’s plan; 
because we often don’t put God’s glory above all else) 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

God is faithful to love the afflicted 
(Lam. 3:19-24).

19 Remember my affliction and my homelessness, the wormwood and 

the poison. 20 I continually remember them and have become depressed. 

21 Yet I call this to mind, and therefore I have hope: 22 Because of the 

Lord’s faithful love we do not perish, for his mercies never end. 23 They 

are new every morning; great is your faithfulness! 24 I say, “The Lord is my 

portion, therefore I will put my hope in him.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Lamentations 3:19-24 from his or 
her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19-21 commentary on the next page to highlight 
the following idea (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG): 

No matter the reason for our afflictions, we can trust God, both with 
our despair and the hope that He is always there. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 22-24 commentary to emphasize how God’s 
faithfulness fuels our hope in the midst of affliction (the bold words fill in 
blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #16: God Is Faithful: God’s faithfulness 
means He keeps His word and always fulfills His promises (1 Cor. 1:9; 
2 Tim. 2:13; 1 Pet. 4:19). God’s faithfulness is demonstrated in His 
fulfillment of the promises He made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The 
apostle Paul linked the attribute of “faithful” to God’s coming through 
on His word: “He who calls you is faithful; he will do it” (1 Thess. 5:24). 
We reflect God by keeping the promises we make to Him and 
to others.

OPTIONAL VIDEO: Show the “99 in :99” video about the essential 
Christian doctrine God Is Faithful (1:42 in length) at this link: 
https://www.gospelproject.com/is-god-faithful-video.

DISCUSS: Read the VOICES FROM THE CHURCH quote in the sidebar, and 
then ask this question: What are some ways you have seen God’s faithful 
love in your life when you were struggling? (be prepared to share an answer 
of your own to jump-start the conversation)

TRANSITION: God is faithful to love us in our afflictions and suffering. His love 
and mercies constantly overflow. He also shows us His faithfulness through His 
provision of a Savior, Jesus Christ, notably through the miracle we celebrate 
at Christmas. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ God is faithful in 
disciplining His people. 
He is faithful in what 
He withholds, no 
less than in what He 
gives. He is faithful in 
sending sorrow as well 
as in giving joy. The 
faithfulness of God is a 
truth to be confessed 
by us not only when 
we are at ease, but 
also when we are 
smarting under the 
sharpest rebuke.” 1 

–A. W. Pink (1886-1952) 

The 
Mosaic Covenant

God’s arrangement 
with the people of 
Israel, wherein He 
promised blessing 
in the form of land, 
posterity, agricultural 
prosperity, and 
military success on the 
condition of obedience 
to the Mosaic Law 
or curse in the form 
of exile, barrenness, 
agricultural futility, and 
foreign oppression 
on the condition of 
disobedience of the law 
(see Lev. 26; Deut. 28). 
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Commentary 

VERSES 19-21 / The writer of Lamenta-
tions (likely Jeremiah) wrote chapters 1–4 
in acrostic form, meaning each line within 
a stanza starts with the same letter of the 
Hebrew alphabet. This accents the poetry 
of the book and reinforces that every word 
in the Scriptures matters. 

In Lamentations 1–2, the writer tells of 
the woes of God’s people in the nation of 
Judah, specifically how the Babylonians 
destroyed Jerusalem and desolated Judah 
in 587-586 BC. This was the promised judg-
ment of God against the sin of His people, 
resulting in a large deportation of people 
from the promised land. But starting in 
chapter 3, the poet-prophet focuses on his 
personal agony and anguish. 

Talking to himself in verse 19, the writer 
remembered his struggle and his wander-
ings, having seen Jerusalem fall and his 
people exiled. This affliction was like 
“wormwood” (a bitter plant) and “poison.” 
He felt deeply the bitterness and pain of 
the situation as God justly punished His 
people according to the covenant He had 
made with them (1:17-18; 2:17). In verse 20, 
the writer openly shared his depression 
with God. Even in his anguish and trou-
ble, he knew he could come before the Lord 
with anything. He could trust God with 
his bitterness, his troubled spirit, and his 
depression. And in doing so, he was able to 
keep his struggles in a proper perspective. 

In the midst of his bitterness, the writer 
could still have hope. Sadness and hope 
can stand together. We can grieve and at 
the same time hold on to hope because of 
who God is, because of His faithful charac-
ter (see 1 Thess. 4:13). This is the “this” that 
the writer recalled in verse 21 and went on 
to explain in verses 22-24.

VERSES 22-24 / These verses are the most 
hopeful of the Book of Lamentations. This 
stanza lands in the middle of the book to 
remind us that hope lies in the middle of 
our pain. It pushes us on to recognize and 
await a victorious end. The writer’s hope, 

and ours, is fulfilled through the goodness 
and faithfulness of God to accomplish His 
ultimate purpose and plan. 2  

In verse 22, “faithful love” translates the 
Hebrew word chesed. This word denotes 
the loyal love and steadfast kindness that 
people in a covenant bond have for one 
another. The ultimate example of this kind 
of love comes from the faithful God, who 
is compassionate, gracious, slow to anger, 
abounding in faithful love and truth, and 
forgiving (Ex. 34:6-7). 

Though God had chosen to punish His 
people for their sin, God also had prom-
ised to preserve a remnant of His people 
(Jer. 23:3-6). Even as the people of Judah 
fell to the Babylonians, they did not perish 
completely, as the writer of Lamentations 
could testify by his own life. God did not 
stop extending His mercy at the end of the 
day nor in the punishment of their sin. Like 
fresh dew, God’s “mercies” are new every 
morning and they abound because of His 
love for His people. So too, we can know 
that our suffering and pain, even in conse-
quence for our sin, will not be our end. Yes, 
one day our bodies will perish, but through 
Christ, because of His mercies, those who 
trust in Him will have eternal life. 

Remembering the mercies and faithfulness 
of God, the author says, “The Lord is my 
portion” (Lam. 3:24). “Portion” in the Bible 
refers to an inheritance. Sons received a 
portion of their father’s estate, and God 
gave the tribes of Israel portions of land, 
except for the tribe of Levi, whose portion 
would be the Lord (Deut. 10:9). Thus, God is 
the inheritance and portion sufficient for 
His people. He is all we need for life. There-
fore, the author put his hope in God. 

God is faithful in our affliction and suffer-
ings to be enough for us. We can put our 
trust in God during trials because His faith-
ful love upholds us. His mercies are ever-
lasting; He is all we need. Even when a dark 
cloud hangs over us, we can have a sure 
hope in the God who holds us in His hands.
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NOTES

God is faithful to provide the Messiah 
(Matt. 2:1-12). 

1 After Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of King Herod, 

wise men from the east arrived in Jerusalem, 2 saying, “Where is he 

who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star at its rising 

and have come to worship him.” 3 When King Herod heard this, he was 

deeply disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 4 So he assembled all the 

chief priests and scribes of the people and asked them where the Messiah 

would be born. 5 “In Bethlehem of Judea,” they told him, “because this 

is what was written by the prophet: 6 And you, Bethlehem, in the land of 

Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah: Because out of 

you will come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.” 7 Then Herod 

secretly summoned the wise men and asked them the exact time the star 

appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully 

for the child. When you find him, report back to me so that I too can go 

and worship him.” 9 After hearing the king, they went on their way. And 

there it was—the star they had seen at its rising. It led them until it came 

and stopped above the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the 

star, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11 Entering the house, they saw 

the child with Mary his mother, and falling to their knees, they worshiped 

him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts: gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And being warned in a dream not to go back to 

Herod, they returned to their own country by another route.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Matthew 2:1-12 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-12 commentary to expound upon the following 
idea in the DDG (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God uses events that seem meaningless and even tragic to 
accomplish His purposes and fulfill His promises, as seen clearly in 
God’s provision of the Messiah for all who come and worship Him.

DISCUSS: What are some ways we can worship the Messiah? (repent and 
believe in Jesus, our Savior; express our gratitude to God for His faithfulness 
in sending His Son to be like us to save us; sing His praises; pray to God with 
faith in Jesus’ name; tell others about Jesus and how He came to save those 
who repent and believe in Him; give of our time, talents, and treasure)

TRANSITION: God has been faithful in providing Jesus for our salvation from 
sin. He also is faithful in calling us back to Him when we stray. Therefore, 
we should repent of our sin and rejoice in the forgiveness He freely offers us 
through Christ. 

POINT 2

Syncretism

It ’s unlikely that the 
wise men from the 
east were exclusive 
worshipers of Yahweh, 
at least at the outset 
of their journey. Rather, 
they probably had 
a syncretistic type of 
religion that combined 
elements of astrology, 
astronomy, science, and 
various religions of the 
day, including Judaism. 
Even today, people pick 
and choose what they 
find meaningful from 
multiple religions to 
fashion their own belief 
system. But the one 
true God of the Bible 
has revealed Himself 
through His Word and 
His Son—Jesus—so that 
we might know and 
worship Him alone.

The Messiah

The Hebrew word 
translated “Messiah” 
means “anointed one.” 
“Christ” is the Greek 
equivalent for this word. 
The promised Messiah 
was God’s promised 
King to rule His people, 
which included all 
nations, in righteousness 
and peace. The Messiah 
is Jesus Christ.
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Commentary 

VERSES 1-8 / Matthew 2 begins with Jesus 
already born, possibly even two years old, 
when “wise men from the east” arrive, 
likely referring to religious court officials 
from Babylonia/Persia. Babylon had been 
exposed to Old Testament prophecies and 
teachings as a result of the exile Jeremiah 
had witnessed and lamented. While these 
wise men likely were not worshipers of 
Yahweh, they recognized from their stud-
ies that a king of the Jews had been born, 
and they wanted to pay their respects. 3 

We cannot miss God’s faithfulness in 
bringing good out of Judah’s painful exile. 
Through God’s punishment of His people, 
He exposed foreign lands to the prophecies 
of Christ, resulting in the wise men’s criti-
cal role in this narrative. 

For Herod and “all Jerusalem,” namely, 
the leaders, chief priests, and scribes, the 
arrival of the wise men brought a disrup-
tion. They realized their power and pres-
tige could be undermined by the arrival of 
a new king. 

The chief priests and scribes knew the 
prophesied king—the Messiah—would be 
born in Bethlehem because of Micah 5:2. 
Bethlehem was the birthplace of David, 
Israel’s greatest king, and according to 
2 Samuel 5:2, like David, the Messiah would 
be a shepherd to lead God’s people. Matthew 
recorded the Old Testament prophecies in 
his Gospel so his readers would recognize 
Jesus as the true, perfect shepherd God 
sent to lead them. 4 

God was fulfilling His promises in the 
birth of the Messiah and in bringing the 
wise men, the firstfruits of the nations, to 
come to worship the King of the Jews. But 
among the Jews, who should have known 
better, King Herod tried to fool the wise 
men into scouting out the Christ-child for 
his own evil schemes. With this compari-
son, Matthew warns us that we can know 
facts about the Messiah but not know the 
Messiah. We either worship Jesus or we 
oppose Him. 

VERSES 9-12 / Departing toward Bethle-
hem, the wise men followed the star that 
supernaturally led them to Jesus’ home. 
Their reaction to seeing the little child 
was the natural response any of us should 
have before Jesus—humble worship. Even 
syncretistic, intellectual pagans from 
Babylonia bowed in worship in the presence 
of the Jewish Messiah, who came that all 
the world might be blessed and saved. Truly 
God breaks down every wall for anyone to 
come worship Him. He is faithful to give 
grace to all who seek the Messiah. 5 

As part of their worship, the wise men 
presented Jesus with gifts: “gold, frankin-
cense, and myrrh.” We can devise symbolic 
meanings behind these gifts, even good 
ones well informed by other Bible passages, 
but nothing concrete is explained here. 
Rather, in the context of Matthew’s Gospel, 
these gifts seem purposeful to provide the 
means for Jesus’ family to flee to and stay 
in Egypt for a time to escape Herod’s wrath. 
After the wise men were warned by God to 
bypass Jerusalem on their return home, 
Herod became enraged and ordered the 
murder of every male child under the age 
of two in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:13-18). 

Matthew spent twelve verses on some 
unlikely heroes whom God used to reveal 
His faithfulness to provide a Messiah for 
the nation of Israel and for the world. Each 
detail of the story shows us how events that 
seem tragic, haphazard, or insignificant all 
work toward God’s end because He is faith-
ful to accomplish what He says He will. He 
is faithful to give us a Savior through His 
Son. He is faithful to provide a substitute 
to pay for our sins. And notably, this gift of 
a Savior is available to all—to the people of 
Israel, to the unlikely astrologers from the 
east, and to all who come to worship Him. 
Today, we see the wise men in a positive light, 
but Matthew’s audience would have seen the 
oddity, and maybe even the sting, of how God 
used foreigners and former enemies for His 
purposes. In truth, all are invited to worship 
the King; unfortunately, not all choose to. 
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NOTES

God is faithful to forgive the repentant 
(Ps. 51:1-2).

1 Be gracious to me, God, according to your faithful love; according to your 

abundant compassion, blot out my rebellion. 2 Completely wash away my 

guilt and cleanse me from my sin.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Psalm 51:1-2 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 1 commentary to emphasize the following idea (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s faithful love invites us to come to Him in repentance to find 
forgiveness for our sin.

DISCUSS: What does it mean to have a repentant heart? (a recognition that 
your sin has violated God’s holiness; you’re sorry for what you’ve done and 
choose to change your ways; you accept Christ ’s forgiveness and sacrifice on 
the cross and choose to rely on Him for direction and change; you turn from 
your sinful ways toward intimacy and obedience with Christ)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 2 commentary to explain the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Ultimately, God’s forgiveness of sin, even David’s adultery and murder 
in the Old Testament, is accomplished through the work of Jesus Christ 
on the cross, dying for our sin in our place. 

DISCUSS: Read the quote on PACK ITEM 6: GOD IS WITH US , then ask: 
Knowing that God is faithful to fulfill His promises and faithful to forgive 
us when we repent, how should we live? (we should trust God no matter 
our circumstances; we should live with less guilt and more reliance on Christ; 
we should be forgiving of others; we should be thankful for God’s forgiveness; 
we should always repent of our sins and strive with God’s help to obey 
His commands)

OPTIONAL QUESTION: We know that God is faithful. History, the Bible, 
and our lives are testimonies of that. How do we become more faithful 
to God ourselves? (be diligent in prayer and in studying God’s Word; live our 
lives for God’s kingdom purposes; share God’s story of faithfulness in the Bible 
and in our lives with others; commit ourselves to the community of the church 
for encouragement, teaching, and correction) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

Psalm 51 shows us the nature of a faithful, 
forgiving God. This psalm is a prayer for 
restoration from David after confessing his 
adulterous and murderous sin and coming 
back to God with a repentant heart. 

We’ll look at the account of David’s fail-
ure that led to this psalm more deeply in 
a later volume, but to summarize it here: 
David was king of Israel and an instrumen-
tal figure in her national unity and spiri-
tual health. But one day, when he should 
have gone off to war with his army, David 
stayed home and from his rooftop saw 
Bathsheba, the wife of one of his loyal 
men. He lusted after her, called for her, and 
slept with her. He then had her husband, 
Uriah, killed in battle and took Bathsheba 
for his wife to hide his sin (2 Sam. 11). God 
later sent the prophet Nathan to confront 
David in his sin. After his conscience was 
pricked, and aware that his sins were never 
hidden from God, he repented and drew 
back to God (2 Sam. 12). Psalm 51 puts into 
words David’s repentance and humble plea 
for God’s forgiveness. 

VERSE 1 / As we see at the beginning of 
Psalm 51, God’s character invites us to 
come near to Him, even in our worst sin. 
God never takes sin lightly, but neither does 
His justice prohibit His love and mercy. In 
verse 1, David pled for God’s grace on the 
basis of God’s love. Here again we find in 
“faithful love” the Hebrew word chesed, the 
covenantal, steadfast, faithful mercy and 
lovingkindness of God (recall Lam. 3:22). 

David recognized how deeply sin had 
affected him, and not just at that point 
in his life but for all of his life. From the 
womb, a sinful nature had enveloped 
him (Ps. 51:5). And while his sins affected 
others, he knew that his sin was primarily 
a rebellion against God. David stood vulner-
able and transparent before God, deserving 
of His judgment (51:4). 

But David also knew that God is faithful 
and compassionate. So he asked God to be 
gracious and merciful and to “blot out” his 

rebellion, his transgressions. David under-
stood that he didn’t deserve God’s grace 
and mercy, but he believed God could and 
would remove the stain of sin because of 
His faithful love. 

VERSE 2 / In verse 2, David cried out for a 
spiritual washing and cleansing, knowing 
God is able to forgive and faithful to do so 
“completely.” But David could not downplay 
his sin. He used the words translated “rebel-
lion,” “guilt,” and “sin” to comprehensively 
describe his adultery and murder. 6 Isaiah 
repeated these same words in describing the 
coming Messiah’s saving work:

But he was pierced because of our rebel-
lion, crushed because of our iniquities; 
punishment for our peace was on him, 
and we are healed by his wounds. We 
all went astray like sheep; we all have 
turned to our own way; and the Lord 
has punished him for the iniquity of us 
all … Therefore I will give him the many 
as a portion, and he will receive the 
mighty as spoil, because he willingly 
submitted to death, and was counted 
among the rebels; yet he bore the sin 
of many and interceded for the rebels. 
(Isa. 53:5-6,12)

Through Jesus Christ, God continues to be 
faithful in forgiving us when we repent. 
God provided a way to fulfill His promise of 
forgiveness and redemption because Christ 
was our substitute. Jesus bore the penalty 
of our sins on the cross, completing in part 
the work God set out to do from Genesis to 
redeem a people for His glory. The sin in the 
garden resulted in our exile from paradise, 
but the work of Christ on the cross restored 
us back to our Creator. 

David trusted God would be faithful to 
forgive, and we too can be confident in our 
forgiveness for our sin. When we repent and 
trust in God in Jesus Christ, He is faithful 
to forgive (1 John 1:9). Let us rejoice because 
God’s faithfulness endures forever! 
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NOTES

Because the Lord is faithful in all of His ways, we seek to live likewise, striving 
to be faithful to God so that others might come to trust in Him as well .

Head: 

God never changes . He is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow . 
His faithfulness, then, is everlasting . From the garden of Eden, God’s 
image-bearers have rebelled against Him, and He has disciplined them in 
various ways . We all have strayed, yet He has pursued us . Because of His 
faithfulness, God has provided a way for sinners to come back to Him . 
Jesus is the sacrifice and substitute for our sins; He alone can restore our 
relationship with the Creator . The more we discover and remember His 
faithfulness to His people throughout time, the more we can hold on to the 
truth of God’s faithfulness and have hope in times of trials . 

How have you been influenced as a witness to God’s faithfulness in 
Scripture, in your life, and in the lives of others?

Heart: 

From the beginning, God had a plan to redeem humankind, to restore our 
relationship with Him . Because of His faithful love, He continues to draw 
us to Himself . He knows each of us intimately, yet even as He sees our 
darkest sins and deepest pains, He longs to love us and delight in us in a 
restored relationship . Because of Christ’s work on the cross, He can blot 
out our sin and forgive us with mercies overflowing . Jesus paid the price 
of death for our sin so we wouldn’t have to and we could have eternal life 
through faith in Him .

What sins do you need to repent of and confess today, knowing that God 
is faithful to forgive?

Hands: 

God is sufficient for us . He is our portion . He is all we need . But in times 
of affliction or trial, God may seem distant, or at worst, vindictive . Still, 
we know that God is faithful . Even though we cannot see the complete 
picture of what He is doing, we can trust in God’s faithfulness to us and to 
His kingdom mission . By being His hands and feet, we also can display His 
faithfulness to others . We have the privilege of being used by God to reveal 
Himself to a world in need .

What are some ways your group/church can be God’s hands and feet in 
showing His faithfulness to those in need in your community so that 
they may come to know Jesus as Lord and Savior?

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ The glory of God’s 
faithfulness is that no 
sin of man has ever 
made Him unfaithful.” 7 

– Charles Spurgeon 
(1834-1892)
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EXTRA

Point 1: God is faithful to love the afflicted 
(Lam. 3:19-24). 

Illustration

There is a well-known story about a gardener who saw a chrysalis with a butterfly inside, ready 
to break through. Watching the butterfly struggle to get out, the gardener decided to help. He 
made a very slight cut into the chrysalis. The butterfly then easily pushed its body through the 
slit and started walking along the leaf. But it could not fly. What the gardener didn’t realize is 
that a butterfly develops its wing muscles as it struggles its way in the darkness and captivity. 
It must persevere and endure through the challenge to be able to emerge as a flying being. 
Without the full struggle, it will not be able to fly. We too go through trials and challenges for a 
reason. God’s plan for our lives may not always turn out the way we want it to, but one thing is 
sure, God is faithful to walk with us through every struggle. God is faithful to love us through 
our affliction. We may not know the why behind our struggles, but we can hold on to the truth 
that because of His steadfast love and mercies, God will always be our hope.

Point 2: God is faithful to provide the Messiah 
(Matt. 2:1-12).

Commentary

“Human ambition, power, and strategy often cannot see the hand of God and unwittingly 
attempt to thwart his purposes. Herod and the religious leadership in Jerusalem were blinded to 
God’s plan of redemption because of the lust for their own plans and purposes. Their blindness 
then caused them to attempt to hinder God’s design. Only eyes of faith are open to see God’s 
activities because he often performs behind the scenes of human history in unexpected ways to 
bring about his purposes.” 8  
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UNIT 5 

TO DWELL IN

THE HOUSE OF THE LORD

“I Will Be with You”
by Micah Fries

We turned the corner, through the gate, 
into the driveway of the small, white 
house, just off the dusty dirt road . The 
yard was filled with children playing . We 
noticed a patio to our left as we parked . 
On the patio was a table, and at the table 
were six or seven children playing a 
game of cards . One of the young chil-
dren was wearing a Kansas City Royals 
T-shirt, and we knew immediately—that 
was our son . 

We had been in the process of adopting 
for four long, hard years . We knew that 
God wanted us to adopt, but the process 
had been agonizing . Finally, we got word 
that the adoption was official, and we 
could leave the next week to go pick him 
up . In advance of our arrival, we sent a 
care package to him: a box filled with 
clothes and pictures and other items 
that we thought he might enjoy . As big 
fans of the Kansas City Royals baseball 
team, we sent a shirt and a hat, which 
is how we identified him as our new son 
upon our arrival . 

When we brought him into our home, his 
entire world changed: He changed loca-
tions, moving to the U .S . He changed 
languages, learning to speak English . He 
changed sports teams, being introduced 
to U .S . football and baseball . And he 

changed his family and name, assuming 
our last name and becoming a part of a 
nuclear family after growing up in an 
orphanage until that point . There is very 
little of his world today that is similar to 
his previous life in Lesotho . He now had 
a family, he had a home, and he was safe 
and secure in his new identity . 

Running from Grace

In the latter part of the Book of Exodus, 
we see God establishing Israel as His 
people, calling them to dwell with Him 
and giving them His expectations for 
them to live as His family . He gave them 
the law . He granted them His provision . 
He helped them understand how to live 
with each other in love . 

The deeper our awareness of our own 
sin becomes, and the more intensely 
we understand God’s grace, the more 
we should find ourselves running to 
worship Him . 

In return, God commanded them to 
behave as members of His family . They 
were to stop worshiping idols . They 
were to function in God-honoring ways 
toward each other . They were to dwell 
with Him and to declare Him to the 
world around them . 
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The Lord kept His end of the commit-
ment. Unfortunately, Israel did not. 
Everything changed for them in a 
wonderful way as they left slavery in 
Egypt, but in spite of God’s care, His 
family struggled to honor Him rightly. 

God’s people who had been given such 
great privileges, and for whom He had 
assigned great responsibility, did what 
we humans always do—they ran away 
from God and His covenant privileges. 
They failed in the wilderness: they 
broke God’s law, they worshiped idols, 
and so on. 

We do the same thing today. God gives 
us His grace, and we are prone to run 
away. This is why the hymn writer 
Robert Robinson penned these words 
in “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”:

Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,  
Prone to leave the God I love;  
Here’s my heart, Lord, take and seal it;  
Seal it for Thy courts above. 1 

We are all prone to wander. But when 
we see Israel wandering, we see 
God pour out even more grace. In 
Exodus 16–17, they run away from Him 
in fear, complaints, and despair, yet God 
remains gracious in His responses. As 
we see ourselves in the contemptuous 
Israelites, then, we should find welling 
up in us a desire to worship our Lord. 
The deeper our awareness of our own 
sin becomes, and the more intensely 
we understand God’s grace, the more 
we should find ourselves running to 
worship Him. 

My own kids, both biological and 
adopted, have blessings and privileges 
that come with being a part of our family, 
and they also have responsibilities. Yet 
even when they fail in those responsi-
bilities, they do not fail to be loved. 

God is the perfect Father: loving, patient, 
and gracious. He holds out chance after 
chance for His people to learn and 
obey so they will share in the joy of His 
responsibilities and privileges. And 
even when they fail, God’s love never 
fails (1 Cor. 13:8). 

Robinson was right in his assessment: If 
he (or we) are to have hope for the eter-
nal future, it will only be because God, 
in His grace, has secured our future in 
spite of our stumbling. We are terribly 
flawed and broken sinners. And God still 
loves, pursues, and works to perfect us.

The Greatest Promise

For quite some time I have been 
convinced that the single greatest prom-
ise in all of Scripture is the promise of 
God being with us. It’s a dominant theme 
in the Bible, from the garden of Eden, 
where God walked with Adam and Eve 
and then removed them from His pres-
ence as a penalty for their disobedience, 
to the construction of the tabernacle, 
and later the temple, where God’s pres-
ence could dwell with His sinful people. 

We see God’s promise of His presence 
in the coming of Jesus, the ultimate 
example of God coming to us, and, of 
course, the coming of the Holy Spirit 
after Jesus’ ascension. Finally, though, 
we see it in the eternal promise of what 
is yet to come in Revelation 21:3-4, when 
Jesus comes again and God’s dwell-
ing is with humanity forevermore and 
nothing will be able to separate us from 
Him or diminish our joy in His infinite, 
holy presence.

This is the remarkable promise of God 
to those who are His children. He will 
be with us, and He desires to be with 
us so much that He secures us twice—
first through creation and then through 
adoption. By faith in Jesus, we are made 
a part of His family. In the end, He will 
again come to us, and we will live forever 
in eternity with Him. Until that time, we 
are called to live as His representatives, 
as members of His family. And when we 
fail in that responsibility, we watch as 
He loves us anyway, and that love leads 
us to worship.

1. Robert Robinson, “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” 
in Baptist Hymnal (Nashville, TN: Lifeway Worship, 2008), 98.
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Unit 5  /  Session 1  /  Failure in the Wilderness

UNIT 5  /  SESSION 1 

FAILURE IN 
THE WILDERNESS

Session Outline

1. The Lord’s provision tests His people’s obedience (Ex. 16:2-5). 
2. The Lord’s provision continues despite His people’s failings (Ex. 16:13-20,27-30). 
3. The Lord’s provision is gracious in response to His people’s demands (Ex. 17:2-7).

Background Passage: Exodus 15:22–17:16

What Will My Group Learn?

The Lord provides for His people even when they are undeserving.

How Will My Group See Christ?

Moses struck the rock instead of the people, and water flowed for the people’s salvation. Jesus is 
the Rock struck in our place for our salvation. Jesus provides living water that satisfies forever 
all who trust in Him. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have experienced God’s grace through the striking of His Son, we receive God’s 
faithful provision for our daily needs with gratitude as we testify of His kindness to others so 
that they too may come to trust in Him.

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



57

NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: God brought His people out of the slavery of Egypt and 
through the Red Sea by His mighty hand, simultaneously crushing the 
Egyptian army. This omnipotent God displayed His goodness by saving 
Israel in keeping with His covenant to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Now 
on the other side of the Red Sea, they were in the wilderness, and they 
quickly found themselves in need of resources. Israel was tested as 
their water and food supplies ran low. Israel would need to trust in the 
God who saved them, but they were also tempted to grumble against 
that same God. 

DISCUSS: Describe a time when the Lord met a need of yours in 
an unexpected way. (wait for a group member to respond first; only 
share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: God cares for all of our needs, and there are times 
in our lives when His provision comes in surprising ways. But at some 
point, we all forget—at least temporarily—about God’s provision for us, 
especially when we face a fresh need that appears large and urgent. 
When these needs arise, we can be tempted to forget that God is 
powerful to provide and faithful to care for all of our needs.

OPTIONAL QUESTION: If God is faithful to provide, then how 
should we respond when faced with new needs? (we should 
remember God’s past faithfulness and power to provide for us; we 
should pray to Him and ask Him to provide for our needs; we should 
trust Him to care for us and believe that He will work for our eternal 
good and His glory; we should hold loosely to our understanding of 
“needs” because God knows what is best for us and what we truly 
need in any given moment) 

GROUP TIME

Listen to session-by-session training every week on  
Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or Lifeway’s Digital Pass:  
ministrygrid.com/gospelproject | gospelproject.com/leader-training.
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NOTES

The Lord’s provision tests His people’s 
obedience (Ex. 16:2-5).

2 The entire Israelite community grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the 

wilderness. 3 The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the Lord’s 

hand in the land of Egypt, when we sat by pots of meat and ate all the bread 

we wanted. Instead, you brought us into this wilderness to make this whole 

assembly die of hunger!” 4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to rain 

bread from heaven for you. The people are to go out each day and gather 

enough for that day. This way I will test them to see whether or not they 

will follow my instructions. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what 

they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 16:2-5 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-3 commentary to explain the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The root of all grumbling, whether against God or others, is a rejection 
of the truth that the Lord is good , blaming Him for our circumstances. 

DISCUSS: Why is the root of all grumbling ultimately a complaint about 
God? (God is sovereign over all our circumstances; God uses all of our 
circumstances to sanctify His children and draw us closer to Himself; God 
has promised to provide for our needs, so we either trust Him to do so or 
we grumble as if He has fallen short in some way; God loves and disciplines 
His people)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 4-5 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The trials in our lives test us and teach us to trust God’s Word and to 
find satisfaction and rest in His provision, not our resourcefulness. 

DISCUSS: Read the quote on PACK ITEM 7: FOR SANCTIFICATION , then ask: 
Why does obedience to God matter so much? (God deserves our obedience 
as our Creator; God deserves our obedience as our Savior; God hates and 
punishes sin; obedience is a measure of our faith in and love for God; our 
obedience demonstrates to the world the worthiness of God; God’s commands 
are for our good and happiness, so we enjoy the world He created)

TRANSITION: God is faithful to provide for our needs, and His provision is 
good and timely. Furthermore, in His grace, God does not cease to provide and 
care for us when we fail. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ My dear Christian 
reader, will you not 
try this way? Will you 
not know for yourself, 
if as yet you have 
not known it, the 
preciousness and the 
happiness of this way 
of casting all your 
cares and burdens and 
necessities upon God? 
This way is as open to 
you as to me … every 
one is invited and 
commanded to trust 
in the Lord, to trust in 
Him with all his heart, 
and to cast his burden 
upon Him, and to call 
upon Him in the day of 
trouble. Will you not do 
this, my dear brethren 
in Christ?” 1 

– George Müller 
(1805-1898)
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Commentary 

VERSES 2-3 / Immediately as Israel moves 
into the wilderness, they are tested by the 
Lord. In Exodus 15:22-27, the Israelites were 
tested regarding water, which the Lord 
provided for them. In Exodus 16, the Isra-
elites were tested with a lack of food. They 
judged their situation solely with their eyes 
and stomachs, forgetting God’s mighty acts 
of salvation in Egypt. So the entire commu-
nity of people “grumbled,” suggesting that 
the murmuring had been festering and 
growing along with their hunger. 

They complained “against Moses and 
Aaron.” They accused their leaders of 
wanting to bring them out into the wilder-
ness so that the whole assembly would die 
of hunger. They implied that their leaders 
had a bad motive—the destruction of Israel. 

They complained about their food supply. 
They reminisced about the “good ol’ days” 
back at the Egyptian buffet where they ate 
from pots of meat and had all the bread 
they wanted. By looking back at Egypt with 
rose-colored lenses, Israel believed their 
past situation as far better than it was 
and their present situation as far worse. 
Psalm 78:18-20 tells us that they were crav-
ing a specific food, possibly confusing their 
needs with their wants. The Israelites had 
been cattle farmers from their earliest days 
in Egypt, so they did have meat available. 2  
Furthermore, they left Egypt with their 
livestock (Ex. 12:37-38; 17:3). They may have 
been reluctant to take meat from their own 
herds out of a desire to plan ahead for the 
promised land.

Ultimately, they rejected that the Lord is 
good. They categorized all of their experi-
ences since leaving Egypt and their future 
unknowns as trouble, wishing they had 
died by the Lord’s plagues in Egypt. Here 
was the source of their dissatisfaction and 
discontentment: God was to blame (16:6-8). 

VERSES 4-5 / Without any hesitation or 
frustration, the Lord told Moses that He 
would generously provide for His people. 
His provision was miraculous—“bread 

from heaven.” God clearly demonstrated 
that He is the ultimate provider. He supplies 
all of His people’s needs (see Phil. 4:19). 

God’s gracious gift still came as a “test.” 
The Lord would provide enough bread for 
His people one day at a time, not an abun-
dance but their “daily bread” (cf. Matt. 6:11). 
They were to trust the word of the Lord, who 
promised to provide, and they needed to 
obey His commands by collecting only what 
was needed for that day. These commands 
prepared Israel to receive God’s law. Follow-
ing His “instructions” on a daily basis for 
their needs would train Israel to walk in 
the Lord’s ways for life (see Deut. 8:2-3,16). 
Rather than question God’s goodness, the 
people would find that the God who miracu-
lously saved them from Egypt is the same 
God who would provide in the wilderness.

For five days, the Israelites were to collect 
bread for that one day. But on the sixth day, 
they were to gather a double portion so they 
would have enough for the Sabbath. Just 
as God rested from His work in creation 
(Gen. 2:1-3), so Israel was to trust God’s 
provision and rest from their work. The 
Lord would make this clear in His Fourth 
Commandment (see Ex. 20:8-11). 

God does not ask His people to rest from 
work at their expense; His rest comes with 
His provision and care. Each week, Israel 
would have the opportunity to remember 
God’s faithful provision for two days in 
particular and see God’s faithfulness as 
they trusted and obeyed.

Just as Israel was tested in the wilderness, 
so was Jesus. But where Israel failed, Jesus 
succeeded. In Matthew 4, Jesus fasted for 
forty days in the wilderness, coinciding 
with Israel’s forty years in the wilderness. 
Satan tempted Jesus to turn stones into 
bread (Matt. 4:3). Identifying with Israel’s 
test, Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 8:3: “Man 
does not live on bread alone but on every 
word that comes from the mouth of the 
Lord.” We need Christ because no one can 
pass the test of obedience alone. 
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NOTES

The Lord’s provision continues despite His 
people’s failings (Ex. 16:13-20,27-30).

13 So at evening quail came and covered the camp. In the morning there was 

a layer of dew all around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew evaporated, 

there were fine flakes on the desert surface, as fine as frost on the ground. 

15 When the Israelites saw it, they asked one another, “What is it?” because 

they didn’t know what it was. Moses told them, “It is the bread the Lord 

has given you to eat. 16 This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Gather 

as much of it as each person needs to eat. You may take two quarts per 

individual, according to the number of people each of you has in his tent.’ ” 

17 So the Israelites did this. Some gathered a lot, some a little. 18 When they 

measured it by quarts, the person who gathered a lot had no surplus, and the 

person who gathered a little had no shortage. Each gathered as much as he 

needed to eat. 19 Moses said to them, “No one is to let any of it remain until 

morning.” 20 But they didn’t listen to Moses; some people left part of it until 

morning, and it bred worms and stank. Therefore Moses was angry with 

them. … 27 Yet on the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, but 

they did not find any. 28 Then the Lord said to Moses, “How long will you 

refuse to keep my commands and instructions? 29 Understand that the Lord 

has given you the Sabbath; therefore on the sixth day he will give you two 

days’ worth of bread. Each of you stay where you are; no one is to leave his 

place on the seventh day.” 30 So the people rested on the seventh day.

READ: Ask two volunteers to read aloud Exodus 16:13-20 and 16:27-30.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 13-18 commentary to help highlight God’s 
omnipotence through these miracles (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #21: God Is Omnipotent: God is all-powerful. 
There is nothing God cannot do so long as it does not contradict His 
own nature or law. God has power and authority over the universe He 
created, from the largest solar system to the smallest particle. Affirming 
that God is all-powerful does not mean that God can sin—since that would 
go against His perfect moral nature. As Christians, we rest in the belief 
that the God who has all power is good, and we gain great comfort by 
knowing that an all-powerful God is working for our good and joy.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19-20,27-30 commentary to explain how God’s 
provision of manna would test the Israelites, and note the two ways people 
failed to obey God’s commands. Finally, emphasize God’s continued grace, 
kindness, and faithfulness in HIs provision in spite of the people’s failures. 

DISCUSS: How have you experienced God’s undeserved faithfulness? 
(be prepared to share an answer of your own to jump-start the conversation) 

POINT 2

The Sabbath

The Sabbath is a day 
set apart by and for 
God when His people 
were to cease all of 
their work. The Sabbath, 
modeled after the 
seventh day of creation 
when God ceased His 
work, was a gift from 
God to His people: a 
day made for them 
to enjoy His provision 
and presence and also 
a sign pointing to a 
greater rest to come 
that is found in Christ 
(Ex. 20:8-10; Heb. 4:1-16).
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Commentary 

VERSES 13-18 / Just as God had promised, 
He provided food for the Israelites (16:8,12). 
Quail arrived in the evening as an immedi-
ate supply of meat. They covered the camp, 
so there was no lack for anyone. And bread 
from heaven came in the dew in the morn-
ing. The latter became a daily occurrence 
for the Israelites for the next forty years. 
Both the quail and the bread were a super-
natural, miraculous provision of God.

This miraculous provision points us to the 
omnipotence of the Lord. God’s omnipo-
tence works for the good of His people. God 
could have provided the bread before Israel 
complained that their food supplies were 
running low, but this test would teach the 
people about their need for patience and 
dependence upon the all-powerful Lord 
during hard times. 

When the Israelites saw the flakes on the 
ground left by the evaporating dew, they 
did not recognize it and asked, “What 
is it?” Therefore, they called this bread 
“manna,” which in Hebrew means “What 
is it?” (16:31). Every day for four decades, 
God provided a sufficient amount of bread 
for a large amount people through these 
same means. This purposeful miracle of 
bread from heaven only ceased after the 
people were settled in the promised land 
and eating off the land (see Josh. 5:11-12). 

Curiously, while some gathered a lot and 
others gathered a little, the result was the 
same: the person who gathered a lot had 
no surplus, and the person who gathered a 
little had no shortage. The apostle Paul saw 
in this detail how the Lord’s provision is not 
to be held on to for one’s own benefit alone 
but to be shared generously so that others 
are not lacking. In 2 Corinthians 8:13-15, 
Paul looked back to Exodus 16:18 and 
instructed the Corinthian believers to give 
generously because God is sufficient in His 
provision for all His children. 

VERSES 19-20,27-30 / God’s abounding 
grace and kindness to His people was 
displayed daily through His new mercies 

every morning. Consistently, the Lord sent 
heaven’s bread for every day in spite of His 
people’s grumbling and complaining hearts.

But God’s provision could not be hoarded. 
Keeping leftovers would express a distrust 
of the Lord to keep up with His daily prom-
ise to provide food. So Moses commanded 
the people not to keep any bread over-
night but to go ahead and eat it all. If they 
attempted to store up their bread for the 
future, even for the next day’s provision, it 
would breed worms and stink. 

Therefore, the daily provision of manna 
provided a test to see if the people would 
trust and obey God’s commands that 
seemed confusing, if not illogical. Every 
day for five days, they would collect enough 
for that day. But on “the sixth day” of each 
week, there was a double portion available, 
followed by none on “the seventh day.” 
On the sixth day, they were to collect the 
double portion so that they could rest from 
their work on “the Sabbath.” The manna 
that would spoil overnight on every other 
day of the week would remain fresh through 
the Sabbath (Ex. 16:21-26).

In spite of the Lord’s faithfulness demon-
strated in every plague and path, some of 
the Israelites still didn’t listen to Moses. 
They stocked away some of their manna to 
get a head start on the next day, but they 
awoke to wormy and smelly bread, unfit for 
human consumption. And others headed 
out on Sabbath morning to collect their 
daily bread only to discover that God had 
been true to His word—there was none to 
be found. 

In light of the people’s failure to obey, the 
Lord asked, “How long will you refuse to 
keep my commands and instructions?” 
This rhetorical question was the Lord’s way 
of saying, “Stop your disobedience!” Still, 
God’s gracious gift of bread from heaven 
continued for forty years, even though His 
people continued in a pattern of grumbling, 
complaining, and sin. 
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NOTES

The Lord’s provision is gracious in response 
to His people’s demands (Ex. 17:2-7).

2 So the people complained to Moses, “Give us water to drink.” “Why are 

you complaining to me?” Moses replied to them. “Why are you testing the 

Lord?” 3 But the people thirsted there for water and grumbled against 

Moses. They said, “Why did you ever bring us up from Egypt to kill us 

and our children and our livestock with thirst?” 4 Then Moses cried out 

to the Lord, “What should I do with these people? In a little while they 

will stone me!” 5 The Lord answered Moses, “Go on ahead of the people 

and take some of the elders of Israel with you. Take the staff you struck 

the Nile with in your hand and go. 6 I am going to stand there in front of 

you on the rock at Horeb; when you hit the rock, water will come out of 

it and the people will drink.” Moses did this in the sight of the elders of 

Israel. 7 He named the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites 

complained, and because they tested the Lord, saying, “Is the Lord 

among us or not?” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 17:2-7 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-4,7 commentary to emphasize the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

In their complaining to Moses, the Israelites were putting God on trial. 
They failed God’s test by testing God, who is always holy and faithful.

DISCUSS: What do we reveal about our hearts in our complaints? (we don’t 
trust God; we want God to prove Himself for our benefit; we judge God by our 
experiences and circumstances; we have centered ourselves in our hearts rather 
than submitted ourselves to our good and faithful God)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 5-6 commentary to explain the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

God’s salvation comes to His people through judgment. As Moses 
struck the rock upon which God stood, God was symbolically taking 
the punishment that the people deserved so that they could live. This is 
what Jesus did for us. 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 2-4,7 / God led His people to a 
place called Rephidim, and when they 
arrived, the people found no water there 
(17:1). Israel imagined that God and Moses 
had failed them again, so they brought 
a demand, brought a charge, presented 
evidence, and anticipated the punishment. 

First, they demanded: “Give us water to 
drink.” Their insistence that God provide 
their need on their timeline was a require-
ment. Because God had led the people to 
this location, they complained, finding 
fault with great hostility. 3 

Second, the charge brought against the 
Lord and His representative was summed 
up in verse 3: Moses had brought the people 
out of Egypt and into the barren wilderness 
“to kill” them, their children, and their live-
stock. Their charge was attempted murder, 
even premeditated. The people sought to 
indict Moses, but Moses made it clear that 
their charge was not really against him but 
against the Lord (17:2). 

Third, the Israelites presented the evidence 
for their case. The lack of water proved 
Moses’s intent to kill them, not to protect 
them. And because they were suffering, 
their hardship was proof that the Lord had 
abandoned them: “Is the Lord among us 
or not?” (17:7). 

Fourth, the penalty required the death 
sentence as the people made plans to 
“stone” Moses. Moses could do nothing but 
cry out to the Lord in prayer, fearing for his 
life. Yet his cry of prayer sounded a lot like 
the complaining of Israel: “What should 
I do with these people?” 

Throughout this hardship, the people were 
putting God on trial. They did not acknowl-
edge that they were being tested and were 
failing; rather, God was the One to be tested 
and found as the guilty party (17:2,7). Even 
the location was named to reflect this 
occasion when God was brought to court: 
“Massah” (to test) and “Meribah” (to bring 
a complaint against). 

VERSES 5-6 / The Lord instructed Moses 
to take up his staff, which had become a 
symbol of God’s authority (4:1-5). Moses had 
used this rod to pronounce judgment on the 
Egyptians when he struck the Nile River 
and turned the water to blood (7:20). Moses 
was told to take this same rod of judgment 
and strike a specific rock at “Horeb,” the 
mountain of God, so water would flow to 
quench the thirst of God’s people and their 
livestock. But when he struck the rock, 
it was as if he was striking the Lord, who 
said He would “stand … on the rock,” posi-
tioning Himself between Moses and the 
rock (17:6). 

As sinful as it was for Israel to put God on 
trial, the Lord gave the people what they 
demanded. God responded graciously to 
the accusations and harsh criticisms of the 
people with an act of divine mercy. Instead 
of the people being tried and found want-
ing, the Lord took the blow of judgment 
Himself. Moses took the instrument that 
visited blood and death upon the Egyptians 
and used it upon the rock of God so the Isra-
elites might live, receiving life-giving water 
from the source of living water. 

The rock that Moses struck with the rod of 
judgment foreshadows the judgment that 
Christ would receive so that His people 
would be saved. The apostle Paul said 
in 1 Corinthians 10:4 that the rock that 
received the blow of judgment and poured 
forth water was Christ. On the cross, Jesus 
Christ took the judgment we deserve for 
our sin so that we might be saved. And from 
Christ, through repentance and faith, we 
receive the living water that flows to us 
and produces eternal life in us: “Whoever 
drinks from the water that I will give him 
will never get thirsty again. In fact, the 
water I will give him will become a well of 
water springing up in him for eternal life” 
(John 4:14). 
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NOTES

Because we have experienced God’s grace through the striking of His Son, we 
receive God’s faithful provision for our daily needs with gratitude as we testify 
of His kindness to others so that they too may come to trust in Him .

Head: 

Our all-powerful God works for our good . His presence and His provision 
call us to trust Him and resist the temptation to grumble . Whether we have 
much or have little, we can be content with what we have and give thanks 
in all circumstances . As we consider all that He has given to us in Jesus 
Christ, we know we can trust Him when our outward circumstances are 
difficult or painful . 

What reasons do you have for trusting in God even when your 
circumstances tempt you to grumble?

Heart: 

When we are tempted to grumble and complain, our hearts reveal what 
we think about God . God’s response of grace and generosity to His people 
in spite of their grumbling and complaining should help us to resist the 
temptation to be unthankful and anxious . God is always good and is 
working faithfully in us through His Holy Spirit so that we will be satisfied 
in Him alone . 

How does your attitude toward God need to change so you will worship 
Him instead of complain?

Hands: 

The abundant grace of God frees us from holding on to our possessions 
with tight fists . Instead, we can open our hands to others . Paul told the 
Corinthian believers that the grace of the Lord had freed them to share 
what they had with those who lacked (2 Cor . 8:13-15) . Because God is 
sufficient in His provision, we can cheerfully give to those who are in need 
and share the good news of the lavish grace of our Savior, Jesus Christ .

With whom will you share the Lord’s kindness through practical service 
and the good news of our gracious Savior, Jesus Christ? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Are not you amazed 
sometimes that you 
should have so much 
as a hope, that poor 
and needy as you are, 
the Lord thinketh of 
you? But let not all you 
feel discourage you; 
for if our Physician is 
almighty, our disease 
cannot be desperate; 
and if he casts none 
out that come to him, 
why should you fear? 
Our sins are many, but 
his mercies are more: 
our sins are great, but 
his righteousness is 
greater: we are weak, 
but he is power.” 4 

– John Newton 
(1725-1807)
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EXTRA

Point 1: The Lord’s provision tests His people’s 
obedience (Ex. 16:2-5).

Commentary

“When God ‘tests’ us, however, it is a different matter. He does so by bringing us into situations 
which call for trust and the endurance and obedience that proves our trust is real, so that by the 
exercise of faith in the face of new challenges, our trust in him can develop and mature until 
we come to see that everything that happens to us is under divine supervision and is brimful of 
divine purposes for good.” 5 

Commentary

“This time Israel’s complaint is longer and more hostile. The people’s memory was short and 
their hearts ungrateful. If God were going to let them die, they would rather he had done so in 
Egypt. This discounted the actions of the Lord’s hand for them in the past as well as in the 
future (cp. 2 Sam. 24:13-14,17).” 6 

Illustration

Imagine receiving the story of someone’s life with all of the details of his or her future: the 
triumphs and trials, the successes and the sorrows. The story is that person’s inevitable future. 
Now picture that the subject is your own child. Suppose you received an eraser and pen and 
were told to edit any part of the story, knowing your edits would alter the future for your child. 
What would you erase first? Most people would consider editing out the hardships and trials 
of life: the health issues, the financial challenges, and the relational strains. Often a heart of 
compassion and love wants to eliminate the pressures and difficulties of life for a loved one. 
But is the removal of trials what is ultimately best? God knows that His people learn to trust in 
Him alone when the trials of life come along. The difficulties of life awaken the need for prayer. 
Suffering weans the heart from finding happiness in circumstances rather than in the goodness 
of God. When hardships strip away comfort, ease, and self-reliance, the desires of the heart are 
revealed. The Lord teaches obedience through suffering (see Heb. 5:8), and the greatest lessons 
are often learned in the tests of life. 
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EXTRA
Point 2: The Lord’s provision continues despite His 
people’s failings (Ex. 16:13-20,27-30).

Commentary

“The Christian life, from one angle, is the long journey of letting our natural assumption about 
who God is, over many decades, fall away, being slowly replaced with God’s own insistence on 
who he is. This is hard work. It takes a lot of sermons and a lot of suffering to believe that God’s 
deepest heart is ‘merciful and gracious, slow to anger.’ The fall in Genesis 3 not only sent us into 
condemnation and exile. The fall also entrenched in our minds dark thoughts of God, thoughts 
that are only dug out over multiple exposures to the gospel over many years. Perhaps Satan’s 
greatest victory in your life today is not the sin in which you regularly indulge but the dark 
thoughts of God’s heart that cause you to go there in the first place and keep you cool toward 
him in the wake of it.” 7  

Commentary

“God controls nature and uses nature as the God-given resource it was always intended to be 
for human flourishing; but the Creator can also expand or extend nature’s normal potential in 
circumstances that demand such intervention … The remarkable experience of the Israelites 
in verse 18—that nobody had more or less than they needed—points to a principle of biblical 
economics, even when they exchanged the relative stringency of the wilderness for the relative 
abundance of the land. Deuteronomy 8 reminds them that God’s plan for them in the land would 
be sufficiency, not scarcity … We recall that God himself ‘rested’ (the verb shabat more precisely 
means to cease from something) on the seventh day in the creation account and blessed that 
day for that reason (Gen. 2:2-3). But here, for the first time, the noun shabbat is heard as a day 
of rest for humans. God’s work of redemption (exodus) leads to the restoration of creational 
order and blessings (Sabbath). The Decalogue will ground Sabbath observance in both creation 
and redemption (Ex. 20:11; Deut. 5:15). Here, however, the Sabbath is simply a gift from God to 
his people (Ex. 16:29). It is God’s gift of rest for everybody—something they had probably never 
enjoyed as slaves in Egypt.” 8 

Illustration

Today’s culture is obsessed with surveillance. Walk into any store today and there will be 
cameras located at almost every angle to reduce shoplifting. Homeowners can purchase video 
doorbells connected to a smartphone to watch the front door. Increasingly, police wear body 
cams and have dash cams to record interactions with the public. On one level, surveillance 
provides a level of accountability. On another level, it reveals how much trust is placed in what 
is seen. If something can be observed and watched, the facts can be established, and some level 
of trust can be determined. Israel’s suspicion of God was rooted in questioning God’s character. 
“Is God able to provide food in the wilderness?” (Ps. 78:19). When it comes to a relationship with 
God, there will never be enough proof for an unbelieving heart. Seeing is not believing. God has 
provided His Word to reveal that His character is consistent. From beginning to end, the Lord 
does not change. He is all-powerful and all-good. He is faithful and trustworthy. He knows the 
beginning and the end. There is no reason for Him to break His Word. His glory is at stake, so He 
will be true to all His promises. 
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Point 3: The Lord’s provision is gracious in response to 
His people’s demands (Ex. 17:2-7).

Commentary

“ ‘Testing God’ is demanding or expecting him to do something special for you, something you 
haven’t earned and don’t per se deserve. Not all ‘testing,’ however, is sin. God’s appropriate 
testing of Abraham’s faith (Gen. 22:1) or his testing of the Israelites’ faith in chap. 15 (‘there 
he tested them,’ 15:25) is described with exactly the same vocabulary … as is employed by 
Moses here. What is impermissible is any testing of God (how could his faith be in doubt and 
need testing?) since it amounts not to a genuine attempt to assess loyalty but an attempt 
to get something out of him earlier or in greater quantity, or the like, than would otherwise 
happen. Testing God always involves some degree of doubt about whether or not one’s present 
circumstances are all that one deserves and whether or not God could or should have done a 
better job of providing one’s needs.” 9  

Illustration

Every good teacher knows that one helpful evaluation tool is a test. A properly designed test 
helps students focus on what needs to be learned and to reflect what they have absorbed. For 
the teacher, tests reveal how effective he or she has been in communicating and passing on the 
material. Throughout Scripture, God enrolls His people in the school of Jesus and gives them 
tests. When God performs tests, however, he does not need to be shown what we have learned 
nor how effective He is in teaching us. Rather, the Lord tests His people to reveal where the 
human heart places its confidence. In Exodus 15:22–17:7, Israel faces three situations that test 
their confidence in the Lord. Their daily need for food and water would give Israel opportunities 
to examine their hearts: Would they take God at His word that He would supply all of their 
needs? Having been delivered from slavery in Egypt and the taskmasters who drove them daily, 
Israel needed to be sanctified. The Lord had rescued them and brought them out of Egypt, but 
how much of Egypt remained in their hearts? Would they serve the Lord or would they rely upon 
their own understanding? By testing Israel, the Lord was purifying His people and preparing 
them for the promised land. The Lord’s aim was not to set Israel up for failure but to prepare 
them for a land of abundance. Furthermore, God was aiming to instruct Israel (Ex. 16:28) and 
prepare them for further instructions at Sinai (Ex. 20:1ff). God was testing the Israelites in 
their trust of Him and their faith in His faithfulness to His promises so that they would grow in 
depending upon Him alone. 
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Unit 5  /  Session 2  /  The Way of Faithfulness

UNIT 5  /  SESSION 2 

THE WAY OF 
FAITHFULNESS

Session Outline

1. God gave the law to show His love (Ex. 19:3-6; 20:1-2).  
2. God gave the law to show how to love Him (Ex. 20:3-8).  
3. God gave the law to show how to love one another (Ex. 20:12-17). 

Background Passage: Exodus 19–20 

What Will My Group Learn?

God’s law reveals who He is and how to live faithfully with Him and one another. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

The law reveals how we are to live faithfully in relationship with God and others, but because 
of sin, it is impossible for us to obey. Only Jesus, the sinless Savior, obeyed the law of God 
perfectly. We are credited with Christ’s perfect righteousness when we trust in Him.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because Jesus has fulfilled the law in our place, we are now free to please God and display His 
redemptive purpose in our relationships with others. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: By the deliverance of the Lord, Moses led God’s people 
out of the land of slavery, bringing them through the Red Sea and 
destroying the Egyptians who were chasing them. Then they entered 
the wilderness, where God tested them and provided for them. All the 
while, He was leading them to Mount Sinai, or Horeb, the mountain 
where God first appeared to Moses in the burning bush. There arrival 
was a fulfillment of the Lord’s promise to be with Moses (Ex. 3:12). At 
this holy mountain, the Israelites would worship the Lord who had 
saved them. 

INSTRUCT: Ask group members to use the Notes space in their DDG to 
record words or draw symbols that reflect the guiding principles for a 
good society. Allow a couple of moments for the task and for two or 
three volunteers to share a response. 

TRANSITION: Every society functions with some spoken and unspoken 
principles and rules to guide it. These principles often reflect the 
way most people think about themselves and what they value. As 
the people of Israel came out of pagan Egypt, God knew that their 
experiences there had been deeply woven into their lives. Even though 
they had been saved by the Lord, the Israelites needed new principles 
to guide and direct their thinking for everyday life. In order to reshape 
their identity, the Lord gave them His law at Mount Sinai.

OPTIONAL QUESTION: How do laws reflect the identity and values 
of a society? (every society legislates what it believes is right and 
wrong; laws create social expectations on how people should relate to 
one another; some laws are culturally specific while others transcend 
culture; many laws reflect an ingrained human desire for fairness, 
equity, integrity, and human dignity) 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

God gave the law to show His love 
(Ex. 19:3-6; 20:1-2).

19:3 Moses went up the mountain to God, and the Lord called to him 

from the mountain: “This is what you must say to the house of Jacob and 

explain to the Israelites: 4 ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians and 

how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 5 Now if 

you will carefully listen to me and keep my covenant, you will be my own 

possession out of all the peoples, although the whole earth is mine, 6 and 

you will be my kingdom of priests and my holy nation.’ These are the words 

that you are to say to the Israelites.” … 20:1 Then God spoke all these words: 

2 I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the place of slavery. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 19:3-6; 20:1-2 from his or 
her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19:3-4 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Lord rescued and protected His people in the exodus so they 
could have fellowship with Him. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19:5-6 and 20:1-2 commentary to explain the 
following idea (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

God made His covenant with the Israelites by giving them His law, 
expecting their obedience to it. But we cannot miss the fact that God’s 
grace preceded His law, and yet both reflected His love. 

DISCUSS: Why should God’s love for us motivate our obedience? (we know 
we are undeserving of God’s love because we are sinners; with gratitude, we 
should want to serve and please the One who has saved us; in Jesus, God has 
given us everything we need for life and godliness; through His love for us, He 
has freed us from our sin so that we can obey)

TRANSITION: Salvation is not merely a private matter; it has effects upon 
the rest of our lives. First, our salvation leads to a love for the God who has 
saved us. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ I must act in a holy 
manner, not for reward 
or appearance, but 
because of God’s 
nature. The Law 
continually reminds me 
that commandments 
are to be kept, not 
for their own sake, 
but for God’s sake. 
I will be righteous 
then, because God’s 
nature is such. His 
character determines 
my conduct.” 1 

–Jim Elliot (1927-1956)
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Commentary 

VERSES 19:3-4 / Moses, along with the 
Israelites he was sent to save, had now 
returned to the place of his commission-
ing. God had kept His promise (Ex. 3:12). So 
Moses again climbed the mountain called 
Horeb, or Mount Sinai, and the Lord gave 
him words to speak to all the people. 

First, Moses was to remind the people of 
the Lord’s salvation. The exodus was fresh 
in their minds. Two or three months earlier, 
the people of Israel had been helpless 
slaves subject to the commands, threats, 
and violence of their Egyptian taskmas-
ters. Now they were free. They had seen 
firsthand the humiliation of Egypt through 
the ten plagues, and they witnessed the 
destruction of Pharaoh’s army in the Red 
Sea. God had saved His people.

Second, the Lord described His protection 
of His people: He carried them “on eagles’ 
wings.” Lifted up by the loving care of their 
God, they were protected from humiliation 
and death from Pharaoh and elevated to 
safety, having been brought through the 
Red Sea (see Deut. 32:11). The picture here is 
of a mother bird teaching her young eaglet 
to fly and protecting it from harm: “When it 
is time for the young birds to leave the eyrie 
and learn to fly, the eagle stirs up the nest, 
but does not abandon her young. If they 
experience difficulties, the mother bird 
swoops down below them and lifts them 
on its wings back to safety.” 2  

Finally, the Lord spoke about communion 
with His people, saying, “[I] brought you 
to myself.” God brought the people to the 
mountain not merely to save them from 
slavery but so they would enjoy fellowship 
with Him. The goal of God’s deliverance is 
worship and our enjoyment of God forever. 

VERSES 19:5-6 / The purpose of God’s 
salvation of Israel, in addition to keeping 
His word, was to display His love. God gives 
His love to His people, which in turn is then 
passed on to the world. But in the middle 
lies the people’s response to God’s love.

The Lord’s love is unique and special, given 
that He pursues people to receive His love 
rather than waits for people to earn it. The 
Lord called the Israelites to “listen to me” 
and “keep my covenant,” and if they did, 
they would be God’s “own possession.” So 
there is a conditional element to this rela-
tionship, but God’s call came in the context 
of the salvation He had already won for 
them—the love He had already shown them. 

God did not set His love on Israel because 
they were better than others or more 
righteous than the surrounding nations. 
Rather, He set His love upon them because 
He is a faithful God who keeps His prom-
ises (Deut. 7:7-8). While the whole earth 
was the Lord’s, His covenant people were 
His treasured possession, and that for an 
outward purpose.

By obeying God’s commands, Israel would 
serve as a “kingdom of priests” and a “holy 
nation.” While the Levites would be called 
into the service of the Lord at a later time, 
the entire nation had been called into the 
worship of the Lord. As priests, the people 
were to represent God to the world and 
lead the world to God. Collectively, Israel 
was to teach the law of God to the world by 
speaking the truth about God and living as 
a holy nation, devoted to God’s law. In this 
way, they would be a blessing to the world 
(see Gen. 12:3). Therefore, the purpose of 
obedience was not to receive the blessing 
but to be a blessing so that the Lord’s saving 
power might be known in every nation.

VERSES 20:1-2 / In the prologue to the Ten 
Commandments, God Himself spoke to the 
people, reminding them of His great saving 
love to rescue them from slavery. The 
commands that followed were not given 
for them to earn salvation but to display 
the effects of their salvation. The Israel-
ites had been freed from slavery, and now 
they needed to be reformed and reshaped 
to reflect their saving God. But they needed 
to remember the context in which God 
spoke—God’s grace precedes His law. 
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NOTES

God gave the law to show how to love Him 
(Ex. 20:3-8).

3 Do not have other gods besides me. 4 Do not make an idol for yourself, 

whether in the shape of anything in the heavens above or on the earth 

below or in the waters under the earth. 5 Do not bow in worship to them, 

and do not serve them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, bringing 

the consequences of the fathers’ iniquity on the children to the third and 

fourth generations of those who hate me, 6 but showing faithful love to a 

thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commands. 7 Do 

not misuse the name of the Lord your God, because the Lord will not leave 

anyone unpunished who misuses his name. 8 Remember the Sabbath day, 

to keep it holy: 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 20:3-8 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use PACK ITEMS 8 AND 9: THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (POSTER 
AND HANDOUT) and the VERSES 3-7 commentary to highlight the following 
point (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s people are to love Him with all of their heart, soul, mind, and 
strength. This entails worshiping God alone, worshiping Him as Himself, 
and always honoring His name. 

DISCUSS: What are ways we might be guilty of making and worshiping 
idols? (we might recast our understanding of God as One who agrees with 
and affirms us in our sin; we may make ourselves the center of our world and 
ignore God; we can misrepresent God’s Word to give us a license to sin)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 8 commentary to emphasize the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Our love for God is also shown through following His Sabbath 
example: resting in Him and trusting Him to provide for our needs and 
our salvation. 

DISCUSS: What are some reasons we struggle to rest in honor of God? (we 
think busyness is what honors God; our focus is not on honoring God but on 
doing what we want; we don’t understand how resting from our work can serve 
to honor God; we don’t know how the Sabbath fits in a New Testament context)

TRANSITION: Loving God produces in us a love for what God loves. We will 
see in the verses that follow that God’s love produces a love for others. 

POINT 2

Idolatry

In the ancient world, 
distinct from the 
supposed deity itself, an 
idol was perceived as 
an object representing 
a particular deity 
through which worship 
would be offered to 
this “so-called god” 
(see 1 Cor. 8:5). Yahweh, 
the God of Israel, 
forbade the use of 
idols in the people’s 
worship to indicate 
His uniqueness as 
the invisible, eternal 
Creator and one true 
God, who does not 
exist in competition 
with other gods among 
a pantheon. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



73

Commentary 

VERSES 3-7 / God freed His people out of 
love so they could freely love Him. The first 
four commandments called God’s people to 
love the Lord with all of their heart, soul, 
mind, and strength (Luke 10:27). 

The First Commandment (Ex. 20:3) says that 
God’s people are to have no other gods 
before the Lord. Coming out of Egypt and 
heading into Canaan, the Israelites knew 
the gods of the nations. But the Lord called 
His people to “fear, love and trust God 
above all things.” 3 One’s identity, happi-
ness, security, and meaning in life cannot 
be found with any certainty apart from God 
because He is our Creator. Fearing the opin-
ions of others, worrying about someone’s 
approval, and seeking divine comfort from 
a relationship or employment are all ways 
humans worship false gods.

The Second Commandment (Ex. 20:4-6) is to 
make no idol to replace God or to repre-
sent God. In addition, this commandment 
forbids the worship of anything from the 
created order. The reason for this command 
was not only to forbid false worship but to 
protect Israel from becoming like the false 
gods. Idols have mouths but cannot speak, 
ears but cannot hear, eyes but cannot see, 
feet but cannot walk, and noses that cannot 
smell. And those who worship them become 
like them (Ps. 115:4-8). Idols are worthless 
and helpless and remake their worship-
ers in their dead image. For this reason, 
the Lord expressed His jealous love for His 
people to worship Him alone. To exchange 
the worship of the one, true, and living God 
for a lifeless piece of wood, stone, or metal 
was to act in hatred toward the Lord and 
invite His severe punishment. But those 
who loved and obeyed Him alone would 
reap generational blessings for millennia.

The Third Commandment (Ex. 20:7) requires 
the proper use of the Lord’s name. While 
most people understand this command-
ment to forbid speaking in a way that 
dishonors the Lord’s name, the command 
actually carries a greater breadth to it—
not to bear the name of the Lord in vain. At 

a minimum, this command required that 
one not use the Lord’s name as a curse or 
as a guarantee of an oath. Beyond speak-
ing, this command was a call to represent 
the Lord faithfully in all that was done. The 
Lord is to be honored in eating or drinking 
or whatever we do (cf. 1 Cor. 10:31). 

VERSE 8 / The Fourth Commandment 
(Ex. 20:8-11) speaks about devoting the 
seventh day of the week to the Lord in rest. 
In Exodus, this commandment was rooted 
in the creation account: The Lord made 
the heavens and the earth in six days and 
rested on the seventh day. Following the 
pattern of the Creator, Israel was to remem-
ber, or observe, the Sabbath day. This act of 
remembering was accomplished by devot-
ing this day and setting it apart to the Lord. 

In Deuteronomy 5:12-15, this command-
ment is repeated but with the explanation 
to remember the Sabbath because of the 
Lord’s redemption in the exodus. The Egyp-
tians pressed the Israelites into endless 
work, but the Lord’s redemption and rest 
was to be the model for all who dwelt 
among the Israelites—sons and daughters, 
servants and livestock, and all the foreign-
ers among them. 

While there are many views about how 
one should keep the Sabbath day, this 
command focuses on the priority of rest. 
The goal of God’s Sabbath rest at creation 
was a ceasing of work and an invitation to 
His image-bearers to fellowship with Him 
(cf. Gen. 3:8). Hebrews 4:9-10 speaks of a 
final day of rest in Christ that is anticipated 
in this commandment. 

Regardless of one’s views on the applica-
tion of the Sabbath, we all need time set 
apart for fellowship with God in worship. To 
cease from work is a reminder that salva-
tion is not by works but by trusting in the 
Lord alone. He provides for our physical 
needs. He satisfies the soul with His pres-
ence. This is the loving God who gave these 
commandments to love Him with all of our 
heart, soul, mind, and strength.
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NOTES

God gave the law to show how to love one 
another (Ex. 20:12-17).

12 Honor your father and your mother so that you may have a long life in 

the land that the Lord your God is giving you. 13 Do not murder. 14 Do not 

commit adultery. 15 Do not steal. 16 Do not give false testimony against 

your neighbor. 17 Do not covet your neighbor’s house. Do not covet your 

neighbor’s wife, his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything 

that belongs to your neighbor. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 20:12-17 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use PACK ITEMS 8 AND 9: THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (POSTER 
AND HANDOUT) and the VERSES 12-15 commentary to explain the following 
point (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The last six commandments show how we are to honor God in our 
concern for the interests of others, not merely our own.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 16-17 commentary to highlight the Ninth 
Commandment as an example of how our obedience to the commandments—
”Do not lie”/”God Is Truthful”—reflects the character of God. And emphasize 
with the Tenth Commandment that our obedience must include the heart behind 
our actions (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #18: God Is Truthful: The Scriptures are clear 
that in God there is no falsehood (Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). God represents 
things as they really are. Everything He says can be trusted because 
God guarantees the truth of everything He tells us. The call for 
humans to be honest and not to bear false witness is rooted in the 
utter truthfulness of our Creator. Telling the truth is one way we bear 
the image of God, whose Son is “the way, the truth, and the life” 
(John 14:6). 

DISCUSS: What are some ways obeying the Ten Commandments displays 
God’s character to the world? (having no other gods shows that God alone 
is worthy of our worship; refusing to hate and murder entrusts justice and 
judgment to the One who gives life and numbers our days; refusal to commit 
adultery and sexual immorality reveals a commitment to a spouse and God’s 
sexual ethic, which illustrates the relationship between Christ and the church; 
refusal to steal or to covet shows that we trust God to provide for our needs 
and wants) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 12-15 / The last six command-
ments reflected how God’s people were to 
love one another. These relationships were 
to be governed by a concern for the inter-
ests of others, not merely one’s own. The 
commands function like a restraint on evil 
and selfish impulses to help us honor and 
reflect our Creator God. 

The Fifth Commandment (Ex. 20:12) requires 
everyone to honor his or her father and 
mother. To “honor” is to acknowledge and 
respect the authority God has delegated to 
parents. This command includes speaking 
honorably of one’s parents, submitting to 
authority that is consistent with the Lord’s 
ways, and receiving discipline that forms 
and corrects character. While it applied to 
young children, this commandment was 
given to adult children. A just society that 
displays love for one another includes chil-
dren caring for parents in their older years. 

The Sixth Commandment (Ex. 20:13) forbids 
“putting [someone] to death improperly, for 
selfish reasons rather than with authoriza-
tion.” 4 “Murder” is the act of anger becom-
ing uncontrolled and seeking vengeance. 
Jesus warned that hatred, anger, and bitter-
ness are the beginnings of the desire in the 
heart for murder (Matt. 5:21-26,38-46). Anger 
and bitterness tempt the heart to get even by 
a vendetta rather than through the proper 
means of justice. 

The Seventh Commandment (Ex. 20:14) 
addresses sexual morality and purity. 
Specifically, the commandment relates 
to faithfulness within the marriage cove-
nant between one man and one woman. A 
marriage should be holy because a husband 
and wife are devoted and set apart to one 
another. Within the covenant of marriage, 
God has designed joy and intimacy. Outside 
of marriage, lust will lead to lustful actions 
(see Matt. 5:27-28). Instead of pursuing lust-
ful desires, God’s people are to be faithful, 
resisting sexual temptations that destroy 
homes, relationships, and societies and 
choosing to honor others in thought, word, 
and action.

The Eighth Commandment (20:15) is a charge 
to respect the belongings of others. Taking 
what does not belong to you is to be discon-
tent. Honesty in financial dealings included 
the use of proper weights and measures 
(Lev. 19:35), not moving property mark-
ers (Deut. 19:14), and paying what is due 
(Rom. 13:7-8). Keeping oneself free from the 
love of money and being content with what 
one has requires trust in God’s provision. 
Just as God has given freely, we should do 
the same and be generous toward others.

VERSES 16-17 / The Ninth Commandment 
(Ex. 20:16) highlights truthful speech, 
especially as it relates to legal testimony. 
It required the Israelites to tell the truth, 
the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 
This command forbade speech that betrays, 
slanders, and spreads rumors. Because 
God cannot lie (Titus 1:2), His people are to 
speak the truth in love as well (Eph. 4:15). 

The Tenth Commandment (Ex. 20:17) addresses 
selfish desires and deals with covetous-
ness. This commandment turned inward 
and addressed the heart directly. Even if 
one does not act wrongly outwardly, the 
inward desire to want what others have 
is still sinful. Sin begins with disordered 
desires. Therefore, this commandment 
returns us to the first—we have our desires 
ordered rightly by pursuing the right 
worship of God. 

The Ten Commandments reflect God’s char-
acter—His goodness, graciousness, faith-
fulness, and holiness. God wants the same 
from and for His people, His children. God 
called Israel to be committed to His cove-
nant, to follow Him and obey Him, because 
they were to be a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation (Ex. 19:6). They were to learn 
to love God’s character as revealed in His 
law, to obey His commands, and to medi-
ate God’s presence to the world through 
loving one another. By loving God and 
loving others, people experience the free-
dom and blessing that is the essence of the 
law, which is love (Gal. 5:14).
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NOTES

Because Jesus has fulfilled the law in our place, we are now free to please God 
and display His redemptive purpose in our relationships with others .

Head: 

God’s character is revealed in His law . He is holy, truthful, faithful, loving, 
and just . His commands are not given as a burden but to protect us from 
evil and to teach us how to imitate His ways . God gives His commands to 
His people as an act of grace and calls us to imitate Him . When we fail to 
obey, His law exposes our need for Christ as our Savior, the One who fully 
obeyed all of God’s law . 

How might obedience to God’s commandments put believers at odds 
with the world?

Heart: 

We live in a world that instinctively knows there are moral absolutes, even 
if people try to deny them by their words and actions . The law reveals 
God’s perfect standard of righteousness . Our failure to keep God’s law 
reminds us of our need for a Savior to rescue us from the power of sin and 
death . God did not give His law to people to prove their goodness . Rather, 
God graciously gave His law to reveal sin and instruct us in what is good 
and right . 

What are some ways God’s commandments are revealing sin in your 
life? Repent in prayer now.

Hands: 

Through the law, God directed His people to reflect and mediate His 
presence to the world . Obedience would bring blessing to others . The 
Israelites were to be a light to the world through their commitment to the 
Lord and His ways, showing the nations the worth of the one true God . 
Knowing the Lawgiver should inform every action and thought of our lives 
because we see His love in the law . Then acting in love, we display His 
character to the world around us . 

How will you live differently so that your words and actions point to the 
glory of the Lord who loves us and gave Himself for us? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Now once a man has 
thus been humbled by 
the Law and brought 
to the knowledge 
of himself, then 
he becomes truly 
repentant; for true 
repentance begins 
with fear and with the 
judgment of God. He 
sees that he is such 
a great sinner that 
he cannot find any 
means to be delivered 
from his sin by his 
own strength, effort, 
or works.” 5 

– Martin Luther 
(1483-1546)
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EXTRA

Point 1: God gave the law to show His love 
(Ex. 19:3-6; 20:1-2).

Commentary

“The presence and activity of priests therefore creates the possibility of a relationship between 
God and his people. In the same way, Israel as a priestly kingdom created the possibility of a 
relationship. As a priestly kingdom, Israel was to represent God to the world through mission, 
and represent the world to God through prayer. The world could not see God, but the world could 
see Israel and should have seen his glory in them.” 6  

Illustration

Looking at the sun is dangerous to do. While it gives off light and warmth, its powerful rays 
can damage the eyes. In all of its brightness and splendor, the sun is necessary for life and 
dangerous to the eyes. The moon, on the other hand, does not have any light of its own but is 
merely rotating around planet Earth. Yet on a clear night, the moon reflects the light of the sun. 
Its brilliance reflects the light and brilliance of the sun. Similarly, God is great and glorious. 
Though He is unseen, the world can see the church and ought to see the glory of God reflected 
in His people. Like the moon giving off the radiance of the sun, Christians reflect the glory of 
God. This reflection happens in many ways: proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ, praying 
for this good news to change hearts and lives of people and nations, and living consistently 
as God’s people. Living for God displays that God’s commandments are for the good of the 
world and reflect His goodness to the world and His rule over all of creation. Peter wrote, “You 
are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his possession, so that you 
may proclaim the praises of the one who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” 
(1 Pet. 2:9). These words echo Exodus 19:5-6 and reflect the mission given to Israel and repeated 
to the church. As the church is a holy nation, together God’s people proclaim who God is and 
what He has done by His saving work, rescuing sinners and giving them life. 
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EXTRA
Point 2: God gave the law to show how to love Him 
(Ex. 20:3-8).

Commentary

“When a doctor prescribes a certain course of treatment, the sick person does not round on him 
by asking what right he has to impose his doctor’s convictions on someone who is not a doctor. 
In such a case the doctor would reply, ‘Don’t be so foolish! I’m not imposing my standards 
on you. I’m telling you what to do because you’re human, because you’re a person and this is 
the way human beings “work.” ’ In exactly the same way, the Creator prescribes His pattern of 
working and resting for us because we are made in His image and this is our proper functioning 
procedure. It is ours because it was His. Our calling is to live out His pattern, to make His 
example the way we order our lives, to reflect what we are—beings created in the image 
of God.” 7  

Commentary

“The first commandment does not explicitly deny the existence of other gods (Why should 
it? It is a practical command, not a theoretical proposition). Rather, it prohibits Israel from 
having any other gods instead of, or in addition to, Yahweh. Whatever other gods there may 
be, Israel must not entertain them in the presence of Yahweh. Israel knew perfectly well that 
other nations worshiped many gods—they had just left Egypt, after all! But whatever the 
polytheism of other nations represented, real or imaginary, polytheism was not to be an option 
for Israel. The primary purpose of the first commandment is to assert and protect the exclusive 
covenantal sovereignty of Yahweh alone as God over Israel on the one hand, and Israel’s 
exclusive covenantal allegiance to Yahweh alone on the other. In other words, the fundamental 
thrust of the verse is not simply Yahweh’s sole deity (that may or may not be assumed) but 
Yahweh’s sole sovereignty over Israel, on the basis of the historical fact just stated in verse 2. 
Since this is who Yahweh is, and since this is what Yahweh has done, Yahweh alone must be the 
God whom you worship.” 8 

Illustration

Open the glove compartment of every vehicle and inside is the owner’s manual. Detailed 
instructions fill the pages—how each part works, what replacement parts are necessary, the 
frequency of maintenance, and the specifications for vehicle care. Following the owner’s 
manual will typically result in an automobile that functions well and remains dependable. 
Failure to follow the manual will result in serious problems. Tires need to be inflated to the 
required pressure. Oil needs to be changed with a frequency to keep the engine running well. 
And a regular tune up will keep the car on the road. Similarly, God gave His law to His people 
as an expression of His love for them. As the Creator, His design and imprint on human beings 
cannot be overruled by well-intentioned but negligent individuals. Humans need sleep and rest. 
Denying the limitations of the Creator will result in a breakdown of the body and the soul. God’s 
law is not to burden people down with regulations that are impossible to keep; rather, His laws 
are gifts of love to protect humans from doing and thinking things that would be ruinous to 
them. As 1 John 5:3 says, “His commands are not a burden” because His commands are for life 
and good. 
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The temptation to deny God’s creative design does not produce a more fruitful life. Rather, 
submitting to the Creator who has given His commands produces a life that enjoys a clear 
conscience and operates in the way that the Creator and Owner intended, reflecting His 
character and goodness. 

Point 3: God gave the law to show how to love one 
another (Ex. 20:12-17). 

Commentary

“The reason the law is able to keep people from sinning is because … it expresses many of the 
divine attributes of Almighty God, such as his sovereignty and justice. Therefore the law has the 
power to encourage the fear of God, and at the same time to discourage any desire to sin against 
him. The law teaches that there is a great and mighty God who punishes people for their sins. 
This inevitably has the effect of warning us not to sin against him.” 9  

Illustration

The sign reads: “Wet paint. Do not touch.” The wall might not look wet, but someone will read 
these words and feel the need to check if the paint has actually dried, even if it is just touching 
the surface with the tip of the finger. The sign is not intended to provoke people to touch the 
wall but to protect them from getting soiled by the paint. Similarly, God’s commands often 
provoke a similar kind of response. When God says, “Do not,” a rebellious heart refuses to 
keep the rule. It will test the commandment. The law exposes humanity’s need, making one 
conscious of the deep heart problem. Even after being set free from the slavery of sin, the 
patterns of slavery need to be rooted out. God’s commands are gifts to protect people from the 
dangers of sin and to make us conscious the need for His grace. Paul wrote, “The knowledge of 
sin comes through the law” (Rom. 3:20). The law is good when it is used legitimately (1 Tim. 1:8). 
It exposes sin, it reveals God’s character, and it guides obedience. Denying sin does not bring 
freedom. Some people remain trapped in sin because they do not acknowledge that the problem 
is within the heart. But when sin is confessed, God is faithful and just to forgive and to cleanse 
all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). Having been purified from sin by God’s grace ought to produce 
in us a reverence for God, a desire to flee from disobedience, and a passion to live rightly with 
God and others. 
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Unit 5  /  Session 3  /  Faithlessness at the Mountain

UNIT 5  /  SESSION 3 

FAITHLESSNESS 
AT THE MOUNTAIN

Session Outline

1. Idol-worshipers distort the worship of God (Ex. 32:1-6).  
2. Idol-worshipers deserve the judgment of God (Ex. 32:7-14).  
3. Idol-worshipers depend on the grace of God (Ex. 34:1,4-9).

Background Passage: Exodus 32–34

What Will My Group Learn?

God judges idol-worshipers for giving the worship due Him to something or someone else, but 
He also offers grace. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

The children of Israel sinned, requiring a mediator to intercede before God on their behalf. Jesus 
Christ is the perfect mediator between God and sinful humanity, faithfully interceding on behalf 
of God’s people.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because Jesus has brought us to God as our mediator, we intercede for others who are in need of 
salvation, praying for their redemption as we point them to Jesus.
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: After the Israelites arrived at Mount Sinai and had prepared 
themselves, God spoke His Ten Commandments to them directly. 
This frightened the people, and they requested that Moses speak to 
them for God. So Moses climbed up Mount Sinai twice, entering the 
burning darkness of God’s glorious presence. His second ascent lasted 
forty days and nights as the Lord gave him His law and the tablets 
containing the Ten Commandments for the people of Israel. But in 
Moses’s absence, the Israelites grew restless and forgetful. 

DISCUSS: Why are human beings prone to worship images and 
idols that reflect creation? (we are comfortable with what we can 
see, touch, and know through our own efforts; God has created us to 
grasp analogy and comparison to help us know Him better, but in our 
sin we distort the intent of God’s condescension to us; we are sinners 
who want to worship in our own way and worship what we can control)

TRANSITION: In all honesty, it can be difficult to worship a God we 
cannot see. Believing in an all-knowing, all-present, all-powerful God 
taxes the mind. But God does exist, and He is infinitely greater than 
His creation. He calls us to worship Him alone and to do so without 
making any image or statue to represent or replicate Him, or worse, to 
replace Him. Because He is infinite, God cannot be contained by any 
image, save one—Jesus Christ, the image of the invisible God. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

Idol-worshipers distort the worship of God 
(Ex. 32:1-6).

1 When the people saw that Moses delayed in coming down from the 

mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said to him, “Come, make gods 

for us who will go before us because this Moses, the man who brought us 

up from the land of Egypt—we don’t know what has happened to him!” 

2 Aaron replied to them, “Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of 

your wives, your sons, and your daughters and bring them to me.” 3 So all 

the people took off the gold rings that were on their ears and brought them 

to Aaron. 4 He took the gold from them, fashioned it with an engraving 

tool, and made it into an image of a calf. Then they said, “Israel, these are 

your gods, who brought you up from the land of Egypt!” 5 When Aaron saw 

this, he built an altar in front of it and made an announcement: “There will 

be a festival to the Lord tomorrow.” 6 Early the next morning they arose, 

offered burnt offerings, and presented fellowship offerings. The people sat 

down to eat and drink, and got up to party. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 32:1-6 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-4 commentary to explain the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Israelites’ demand for “gods” in the absence of Moses involved 
them breaking the First and Second Commandments. 

DISCUSS: Does the quickness of the people’s rebellion against God 
surprise you? Why or why not? (wait for a group member to respond first; 
only share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 5-6 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The people’s distorted worship led to distorted ways of living that 
were not obedient to the rest of God’s commands.

DISCUSS: How does the true worship of God protect us from distorted 
lives? (worship as prescribed by God helps to insulate us from the sinful 
temptations of our hearts and the sinful practices of the world; obedience to 
God’s commands reveals that His ways are good and right; when we have a 
heart to please and obey God, we are less attentive to sinful, self-pleasing 
ways of living) 

TRANSITION: The Israelites’ actions were not secret. God saw them, and He 
communicated His judgment to Moses, along with His grace. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ Sometimes we sense 
God more palpably 
in our lives than at 
other times. When 
His presence feels 
more distant, if not 
completely gone, 
we must resist the 
temptation to substitute 
the tangible things 
that we can touch 
and feel for the 
God we temporarily 
can’t sense.” 1 

–Kelly Minter

Burnt Offerings 
and Fellowship 
Offerings 

These offerings from 
the Israelites to the 
golden calf were for the 
purposes of atonement 
of sin and to maintain 
relationship between 
the people and their 
deity, respectively. 
We’ll learn more about 
these sacrifices as God 
prescribed them in 
Unit 5, Session 5. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



83

Commentary 

VERSE 1 / Moses had been up on the moun-
tain for some time receiving the instruc-
tions to build God’s dwelling place among 
the people, along with all of the prac-
tices associated with the worship of God. 
But his delay in returning to the people 
caused them to grow restless. Though 
he had been gone for little over a month, 
the people began to have concerns about 
God’s prophet. “This Moses” expressed 
their doubts and misgivings about his 
leadership. 2 With his extended absence, 
the people determined Moses could not be 
followed any longer.

So the people gathered around Aaron 
and began to demand an alternate form 
of worship at the same time Moses was 
receiving instructions for Israel’s right 
worship. The people wanted gods to lead 
them, replacing the Lord who had led them 
out of Egypt and would lead them into the 
promised land (Ex. 14:19; 23:23). God had led 
them out into the wilderness so they would 
worship Him the way God commanded. But 
instead of waiting for God’s instructions, 
the people decided to come up with their 
own worship that would please themselves. 

The people’s first sin was breaking the First 
Commandment. When they congregated 
around Aaron, they asked him to “make 
gods” for them. They desired to have more 
than one God to worship, even though the 
Lord had commanded them to have no 
other gods but Him (20:3).

VERSES 2-4 / The Israelites’ second sin 
was breaking the Second Command-
ment. Submitting to their request, Aaron 
instructed the people to take off their “gold 
rings.” Their gold jewelry had been given 
to them by their former masters in Egypt 
(12:35-36). God had arranged this gift for the 
Israelites, but now they were using God’s 
gift of gold to make an idol. 

God had specifically forbidden the worship 
of images (20:4-6) and the people had said 
that they would willingly follow all of the 
Lord’s commands (24:3). Now in quick 

succession, only a short time after receiv-
ing the Lord’s commands, the people had 
violated the First and Second Command-
ments. They had distorted the true 
worship of God, exchanging His glory for 
the creation. They were disobedient, not 
trusting in the word of the Lord and not 
waiting upon the timing of the Lord. This 
is the essence of idolatry: doing what God 
forbids or not doing what God commands 
by treasuring His creation above Him as 
Savior and Lord.

This golden “calf” was deliberately shaped 
by Aaron, probably resembling the gods of 
Egypt. The Egyptians worshiped several 
deities in the form of cattle. 3 Instead of 
worshiping the Lord as He instructed, the 
people reverted back to the pagan worship 
practices they had witnessed in Egypt.

VERSES 5-6 / Not only did Israel distort 
the worship of God by breaking the First 
and Second Commandments, their worship 
devolved into hedonistic revelry. 

The living God who had brought them out 
of Egypt was now being replaced by a life-
less statue. So Aaron built an “altar” and 
announced a “festival” to the Lord. Taking 
the true worship of God, Aaron and the Isra-
elites mixed the true worship to the Lord 
with the false worship of the golden calf. 
The offerings and the festival were similar 
to the commands the Lord had given the 
people with the giving of the law (20:24). 
Yet this worship was not done unto the Lord 
but given to an image of a sacred cow, even 
in the name of the Lord.

Idol worship does not result in holy living 
but distorted living. To celebrate the golden 
calf, the people offered burnt offerings and 
fellowship offerings and then indulged in 
partying full of sinful behavior. The word 
translated “party” suggests that there was 
sexual immorality involved. 4 This is the 
end result of distorted worship—it leads 
to distorted lives that do not follow God’s 
commands and ways. 
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NOTES

Idol-worshipers deserve the judgment of 
God (Ex. 32:7-14).

7 The Lord spoke to Moses: “Go down at once! For your people you brought 

up from the land of Egypt have acted corruptly. 8 They have quickly turned 

from the way I commanded them; they have made for themselves an image 

of a calf. They have bowed down to it, sacrificed to it, and said, ‘Israel, 

these are your gods, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.’ ” 9 The 

Lord also said to Moses, “I have seen this people, and they are indeed a 

stiff-necked people. 10 Now leave me alone, so that my anger can burn 

against them and I can destroy them. Then I will make you into a great 

nation.” 11 But Moses sought the favor of the Lord his God: “Lord, why 

does your anger burn against your people you brought out of the land of 

Egypt with great power and a strong hand? 12 Why should the Egyptians 

say, ‘He brought them out with an evil intent to kill them in the mountains 

and eliminate them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce anger 

and relent concerning this disaster planned for your people. 13 Remember 

your servants Abraham, Isaac, and Israel—you swore to them by yourself 

and declared, ‘I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of the 

sky and will give your offspring all this land that I have promised, and they 

will inherit it forever.’ ” 14 So the Lord relented concerning the disaster he 

had said he would bring on his people. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 32:7-14 from his or her Bible. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 7-9 commentary to note that God is omnipresent 
as you address God’s knowledge and judgment of Israel’s sin with the golden 
calf (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #22: God Is Omnipresent: God’s omnipresence 
refers to His presence in all time and all places simultaneously. Because 
God exists apart from and outside of time and space, He is not limited by 
their constraints (1 Kings 8:27; Acts 17:24). He is present with us wherever 
we are, and sees all that occurs; nothing escapes His attention (Pss. 33:14; 
139:7-10; Isa. 57:15; Jer. 23:23-24; Matt. 18:20). God’s omnipresence is a 
deterrent for sin and a source of great comfort and hope for believers. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 10-14 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The reality of God’s just judgment invites God’s people to intercede for 
others so they may be saved . 

DISCUSS: How have you seen prayers for God’s glory and the salvation of 
sinners be answered? (wait for a group member to respond first) 

POINT 2
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Commentary 

VERSES 7-9 / While Moses was up on 
the mountain meeting with the Lord, the 
all-knowing, all-present God knew what 
was going on down in the camp. Noth-
ing escapes His sight. The Lord repeated 
the people’s exact words to Moses and 
instructed him to return to the people 
because they had acted corruptly. Their sin 
had alienated them from God. Those whom 
God had redeemed and called “my people” 
(Ex. 3:7) were now distant from God. No 
longer were they described as God’s people 
whom the Lord delivered but as “your 
people”—Moses’s people. 

The idolatry and worship of other gods was 
no small sin. Breaking God’s law deserved 
severe punishment. The Lord called the 
Israelites “This people” with the same 
kind of scorn they had used of Moses (32:1) 
because they had made an image of a calf, 
bowed down to it, sacrificed to it, and 
claimed it had delivered them from Egypt. 

God had told Israel to worship Him alone, 
not any other god or image, because He was 
seeking to form His people Israel into His 
holy image through the worship of Him as 
Lord. But Israel’s worship of the golden calf 
had misshaped them into the image of an 
earthly beast. The people were described 
as having strayed quickly from God’s path 
and being “stiff-necked.” They were out 
of control, needing to be led (32:25). And 
when Moses did come down the mountain, 
he stood at the gate of the Israelite camp 
trying to gather the people because Aaron 
had let them break loose (32:25-26). 

Israel wasn’t acting like the firstborn son 
of God (4:22); instead, Israel was acting like 
rebellious cows running around wild and 
needing to be reined in. The prophet Hosea 
would use the same language later in the 
Bible, adding that idolatrous Israel was like 
a stubborn heifer (Hos. 4:16-17). Moses may 
have ground up the golden calf and made 
the people drink it as a way of saying, “You 
want to worship the golden calf? You want 
this idol to get into you and shape your life? 
Then let it get into you!” (Ex. 32:20). 

VERSES 10-14 / God’s anger and verbal-
ized threat of punishment was not an irra-
tional outburst. Speaking in a way that we 
can understand, the Lord’s justice was on 
display. And His statement, “Now leave me 
alone,” was not a demand for Moses to leave 
but an invitation for Moses to intercede on 
behalf of the sinful Israelites, an invitation 
which Moses recognized and accepted. 

Moses sought God’s mercy and grace for 
Israel. Standing as a mediator between God 
and the people, Moses implored the Lord 
not to start over with him. Moses’ logic in 
his prayer was quite simple: If God started 
over with him, the Lord’s name would be 
blasphemed among the Egyptians (32:12) 
and His glory would be impugned because 
His salvation of Israel was to display His 
glory to the Egyptians (7:5). Further, the 
Lord would appear to be a promise breaker, 
for His covenantal promise to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob was that He would make 
Abraham’s family as numerous as the stars 
in the sky (v. 13). 

Moses appealed to the Lord’s character and 
then to His affection: They are indeed “your 
people.” And God responded to Moses’ 
prayer—He “relented” by turning away His 
anger and showing mercy to the Israelites. 
The Hebrew word used here can mean that 
one is moved with compassion and pity. 5 
As in all cases when God is described with 
human emotion, this should be understood 
as an analogy rather than exactly the same 
thing as when humans relent, or change 
their mind. God’s response to Moses’ prayer 
is an example of His anger lasting for a 
moment but His mercy being extended for 
a lifetime (cf. Ps. 30:5).

Just as Moses interceded for the people, we 
have a better intercessor who always lives 
to make intercession for us (Heb. 7:25). He 
pleads our case before the Father, acting 
as our advocate when we sin. But Christ 
is superior to Moses in that He is the righ-
teous One who has never sinned and pays 
the penalty for our sin as our atoning sacri-
fice (1 John 2:1-2). 
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NOTES

Idol-worshipers depend on the grace of God 
(Ex. 34:1,4-9). 

1 The Lord said to Moses, “Cut two stone tablets like the first ones, and 

I will write on them the words that were on the first tablets, which you 

broke. … 4 Moses cut two stone tablets like the first ones. He got up early 

in the morning, and taking the two stone tablets in his hand, he climbed 

Mount Sinai, just as the Lord had commanded him. 5 The Lord came down 

in a cloud, stood with him there, and proclaimed his name, “the Lord.” 

6 The Lord passed in front of him and proclaimed: The Lord—the Lord is 

a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in faithful 

love and truth, 7 maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, 

forgiving iniquity, rebellion, and sin. But he will not leave the guilty 

unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ iniquity on the 

children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation. 8 Moses 

immediately knelt low on the ground and worshiped. 9 Then he said, “My 

Lord, if I have indeed found favor with you, my Lord, please go with us 

(even though this is a stiff-necked people), forgive our iniquity and our sin, 

and accept us as your own possession.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 34:1,4-9 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1,4 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God was gracious to reaffirm His presence with the Israelites and to 
re-establish the covenant with Israel that they broke. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 5-9 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The Lord’s glory is wrapped up in His goodness, which is on display in 
His overflowing grace, love, and forgiveness. Apart from His grace, we 
could not withstand His holy judgment against sin. 

DISCUSS: How does God’s self-revelation here compare with the life 
and ministry of Jesus Christ? (this is exactly who Jesus is; Jesus clearly 
demonstrated God’s grace, love, and forgiveness through His sacrificial death 
on the cross to save us from our sin; Jesus forgives the sin of those who repent 
and believe in Him, but He will judge and punish all those who refuse His 
grace; Jesus’ ministry often reflected His heart of compassion as He taught and 
healed people)

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 1,4 / Upon seeing the Israelites 
breaking the covenant, Moses smashed the 
tablets he had received from God (24:12; 
32:19). With the covenant broken, Moses 
had interceded on behalf of the people 
and trusted in God’s promises. Believing 
that God would keep His word to Abra-
ham—to bless His people, to make them 
a great nation, and to give them a land—
Moses prayed. But these blessings would 
be worthless unless the Lord’s presence 
was with them. 

God spoke graciously to Moses, reaffirm-
ing that He would be with the Israelites and 
restore the broken covenant (33:12-17). As 
a demonstration of His grace, the Lord told 
Moses to cut two new tablets of stone and 
bring them to God on the mountain. There, 
the Lord would re-establish the covenant, 
writing His law upon the tablets and reit-
erating what He had said before with the 
expectation that His people would live by 
His law. They were to worship Him alone, 
honor His name, trust in His rest, give 
regard to His established authority, prac-
tice sexual purity, speak truthfully, respect 
property and life, and guard their hearts 
(20:1-17). Moses eagerly obeyed, doing 
exactly as “the Lord had commanded” 
with two freshly cut stone tablets.

VERSES 5-9 / In addition to seeking the 
Lord’s favor, Moses also sought a glimpse 
of God’s glory. So in a great act of mercy, 
the Lord would place Moses in a split in a 
rock on Mount Sinai and show him all of His 
“goodness” (33:18-23). 

The Lord descended upon the mountain in 
a cloud to meet His prophet who had come 
up to meet with Him. In a cloud, the Lord 
had led and protected His people. Through 
the cloud, God had generated light and cast 
darkness as circumstances required. Now 
in this cloud, in a great act of revelation, 
the Lord “stood with” Moses to show him 
His unique glory associated with His name. 

Verses 6-7 that follow are crucial through-
out the rest of the Old Testament. God’s 

revelation to Moses here is repeated by 
David (Pss. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8), Jonah 
(Jonah 4:2), and Joel (Joel 2:13). These 
words became the key text that people 
returned to when they recalled the char-
acter and attributes of God. In these verses, 
God reveals Himself repeatedly by His 
name: “the Lord” (Yahweh). The personal 
name that God had revealed to Moses at 
the burning bush (Ex. 3:14) is the same 
name by which He reveals His glory. Here 
the Lord gives Moses a fuller revelation of 
this name.

Several attributes of God figure promi-
nently here in light of Israel’s failure to keep 
the covenant. First, the Lord is “compas-
sionate.” Knowing human weakness, the 
Lord’s heart is moved to help us in our time 
of temptation and need. God also describes 
Himself as “gracious.” In His grace, the 
Lord does not give Israel what they deserve 
but shows them His favor. Third, the Lord 
is “slow to anger.” Rather than being easily 
provoked to anger, the Lord abounds in 
faithful love and truth. 

These words reflect the idea of covenant 
love grounded in truth, not emotions that 
can be swayed moment by moment. The 
Lord overflows with eagerness to keep His 
covenantal promises. Verse 7 repeats how 
faithful God is to continue His “love” for a 
thousand generations, expressing how His 
love does not have an expiration date or a 
limit. But God in His goodness will not allow 
sin to continue on indefinitely. God will not 
overlook sin; He will not leave the guilty 
unpunished and let injustice continue. 
Still, while He will punish sin, God’s mercy 
is greater than all our sin. 

Finally, the Lord is “forgiving,” willing to 
carry the burden of our sin away Himself. 
His forgiveness extends to our iniquity, 
rebellion, and sin. Whether we turn away, 
are flagrantly disobedient and defiant, 
or simply fail to do what God commands, 
the Lord’s forgiveness abounds to sinners 
under His covenant love.
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NOTES

Because Jesus has brought us to God as our mediator, we intercede for others 
who are in need of salvation, praying for their redemption as we point them 
to Jesus .

Head: 

The Lord’s anger and sin are for a moment, but His mercy abounds without 
limit to those who come to Him in repentance and confession . While the 
Lord must be provoked to anger, albeit slowly, by sin, His heart quickly 
overflows with abundant love, mercy, and forgiveness . Our faith in Christ 
grows and dispels our doubts about God’s love for us as we see His eager 
heart to reconcile us to Himself . 

How has God’s self-revelation in Exodus 34 challenged your 
understanding of who God is?

Heart: 

The all-present God sees every thought, word, and action that we have 
and do . Nothing escapes His notice or sight . He is present wherever we 
are, and our hearts should be eager to turn away from sin and turn to 
Christ, confessing any iniquity, rebelliousness, or sin . Believing that God is 
merciful, gracious, and compassionate, our confession should lead us into 
a deeper appreciation of His character and cause us to worship Him with 
reverence and awe .

What sins do you need to confess so that you can experience the Lord’s 
abounding grace and mercy toward you?

Hands: 

Through Moses’s intercession for the people, God’s anger was turned away 
and His covenant renewed . Moses acted as a mediator for the people, 
standing between them and the Lord . Jesus Christ is our great mediator, 
and He always lives to make intercession for us . Knowing that Jesus prays 
for us gives us strength to turn away from sin, to walk in obedience with 
the Lord, and to extend His mercy and grace to others . Today, we have the 
opportunity to intercede for those who do not know the Lord, praying for 
their salvation .

Who will you pray for, asking our gracious, compassionate, forgiving 
Lord to save? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ When he solemnly 
declared his nature by 
his name to the full, 
that we might know 
and fear him, he doth 
it by an enumeration of 
those properties which 
may convince us of 
his compassionateness 
and forbearance, and 
not till the close of all 
makes any mention 
of his severity, as 
that which he will 
not exercise towards 
any but such as by 
whom his compassion 
is despised.” 6 

– John Owen 
(c. 1616-1683)
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EXTRA

Point 1: Idol-worshipers distort the worship of God 
(Ex. 32:1-6).

Commentary

“We have seen the paradox that although gods and idols are something in the world, they are 
nothing in comparison to the living God … We have also seen that the primal problem with 
idolatry is that it blurs the distinction between the Creator God and the creation. This both 
damages creation (including ourselves) and diminishes the glory of the Creator. Since God’s 
mission is to restore the whole of creation to its full original purpose of bringing glory to God 
himself, and thereby to enable all creation to enjoy the fullness of blessing that God desires for 
it, God battles against all forms of idolatry and calls us to join him in that conflict.” 7 

Illustration

Pleasant people who suddenly come into wealth, success, and fame are often dramatically 
changed to reveal their deepest desires. Anger, entitlement, and control can quickly become 
unmanageable. For what was once a dream that seemed idyllic, the reality can be far more 
terrifying. In the cases of celebrities and stars, their lives are often ruined by the fame. The 
lights, the crowds, the attention of the cameras and adoring fans create a feeling of euphoria. 
But the minute the show is over and the lights are off, they find that the money, fame, and 
success hasn’t satisfied. Idols offer what the heart wants without any demand for holiness, 
justice, or righteousness. Yet what an idol delivers is not ultimately life-giving. Idols may 
give you a taste of what you want, but they don’t satisfy the deep hungers of your soul. God’s 
command not to worship any other god nor make an image is a life-protecting command. 
Idolatry is more than the worship of a little statue. Idolatry is pursuing anything that absorbs 
your heart and imagination more than God with the hope that it will give you what only God can 
give. Throughout the Old Testament, the practice of idolatry would lead Israel away from loving 
God and loving one another. For the good of His people, God calls us to worship Him rightly so 
that we will live in the light of His transforming presence. 
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EXTRA
Point 2: Idol-worshipers deserve the judgment of God 
(Ex. 32:7-14).

Commentary

“In saying ‘Now leave me alone’ God made a rhetorical demand. He was challenging Moses 
rather than commanding him. Moses had no power to stop God from doing anything, so there 
would have been no need whatever for God to ask permission of Moses to do something through 
the statement ‘leave me alone.’ Rather, it was a rhetorical way of saying to Moses: ‘Here is what 
I will do unless you intervene.’ ” 8 

Illustration

Consider how parents may try to motivate a messy child who has left all of his or her toys and 
belongings all over the place. They may come alongside to help. But out of frustration, a parent 
may say, “That’s fine. You can leave your things on the floor. I’ll clean them up and put them 
away. First, I’ll go get a garbage bag.” Does the parent intend the toys to be thrown away? A 
child likely will not wait around to see if the parent is serious or not. The threat of punishment 
will arouse in the child a need to be responsible and to act quickly. 

God’s invitation to pray comes to us in many ways. Sometimes it comes in the sound of a plea. 
Other times it comes as a challenge. Regardless of the circumstances, God has chosen to work 
and accomplish His purposes through the prayers of His people. When the Lord said to Moses, 
“Now leave me alone,” God was not pushing Moses aside nor wanting to be left to Himself to 
sulk and pout. Instead, God’s word came to Moses as an invitation to get involved. The word 
of judgment stirred Moses to mediate through prayer. A primary way we can be involved in 
God’s work is also through prayer. God does not close the door to us; He calls us to the great 
work of intercession. By praying, we are entreating God to act so that His mercy triumphs over 
judgment (Jas. 2:13). 

Point 3: Idol-worshipers depend on the grace of God 
(Ex. 34:1,4-9).

Commentary

“Slow to anger does not present the Lord as a frustrated deity who eventually loses patience 
and strikes out against those who have thwarted him. It rather acknowledges that the Lord is 
reluctant to act against his creation, even when it is in rebellion against him. He waits long to 
give the sinner opportunity to return in repentance. But he is not forgetful and will not condone 
sin. At a time of his choosing he will act decisively against it.” 9 
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Commentary

“Yahweh is the God who punishes and the God who forgives. Yahweh is the God of wrath and the 
God of grace and compassion. We cannot allow the second part of each sentence to eliminate 
the first. But our text will also not allow us to set these things in a simple equation, as if love 
and wrath are equivalent and opposite motions or emotions within God. Rather, we have five 
declarations of grace in one form or another and one of judgment. And we have the explicit 
contrast of love to thousands with punishment to ‘third and fourth’ … As the story shows, God 
shows loving commitment and forgiveness to Israel even when they are disobedient (without 
eliminating punishment). Israel remains sinful. God remains faithful. God’s own words 
overwhelmingly place God’s eternal character of grace, compassion, love, faithfulness, and 
forgiveness in the foreground yet without omitting or denying his moral commitment to deal 
with sin and guilt.” 10 

Illustration

Road rage has become an increasingly problematic issue for daily commuters. Everyone is in a 
hurry to get somewhere, and when traffic snarls or someone cuts you off or drives a little too 
aggressively, it is all too easy to lay the hand on the car horn to express displeasure, to give 
an angry glare, or to shout words of insult or threats. In the most extreme cases, people have 
been known to confront another driver with reckless driving, stopping to yell at them face-to-
face, or even attempting to physically harm them. What road rage reveals about us is how quick 
we are to blow our fuse. It is easy to be provoked to anger. The slightest offense, the smallest 
infraction, or the simplest act of thoughtlessness can arouse feelings of vengeance, hatred, 
and explosive anger. When confronted with our sins, God does not explode with uncontrollable 
anger and rage. His response is measured by His perfect righteousness. He will not let sin be 
swept under the carpet of the universe and be forgotten about. He will deal with all evil, for 
“the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). Mercifully, the Lord’s heart is not first and foremost 
filled with wrath but mercy. He is slow to anger. He gives opportunity for sinners to repent. His 
kindness is not an indifference to sin but an expression of His gentle mercy to the wayward and 
ignorant (Heb. 5:2). God the Father sent His one and only Son to take the punishment for the 
repentant sinner, and He lavishes His love and mercy upon those who believe in Jesus Christ 
(see Eph. 2:4-7). 
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Unit 5  /  Session 4  /  The Place of Meeting

UNIT 5  /  SESSION 4 

THE PLACE 
OF MEETING

Session Outline

1. Worship of God centers on His holiness (Ex. 40:1-11).  
2. Worship of God centers on His forgiveness (Ex. 40:12-15).  
3. Worship of God centers on His presence (Ex. 40:34-38). 

Background Passages: Exodus 25–31; 35–40

What Will My Group Learn?

God desires to be with His people and declares to the world that He has made a way for sinners 
to be forgiven and made holy. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

The tabernacle is a reminder that God wants to dwell with His people. God would later dwell with 
His people in a greater way when Jesus came to “tabernacle” with us in order to bring us into 
God’s presence. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we are the people in whom God dwells, we manifest His glorious presence and bear the 
fruit that comes from the Holy Spirit as we live in our culture, calling on others to place faith in 
Christ as well. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: After pleading with God to have mercy upon the people of 
Israel for their sin of idolatry, God promised to be with Moses and the 
Israelites. Yet restoration of the covenant would involve obedience to 
God’s commands. While on the mountain, the Lord had given Moses 
detailed instructions on the construction of the tabernacle, its furniture, 
and the garments for the priests who would serve there. The tabernacle 
would be the portable tent where God would dwell in the midst of His 
people. After spending over half a year building God’s dwelling place, 
the tabernacle was set up and consecrated for worship.

DISCUSS: What have you enjoyed about setting up your home? 
(wait for a group member to respond first; only share your response as 
a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: Homes are not only a place to live, but they also 
serve to enhance our relationships. We set up our homes so that 
there are rooms for resting and privacy along with rooms for meeting 
and visiting. When God set up His house with the Israelites, He had 
designed every room down to its furniture placed in the appropriate 
places. Yet God was not setting up His home for mere aesthetics but to 
reveal His nature and His redemptive plan of salvation. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

Worship of God centers on His holiness 
(Ex. 40:1-11).

1 The Lord spoke to Moses: 2 “You are to set up the tabernacle, the tent of 

meeting, on the first day of the first month. 3 Put the ark of the testimony 

there and screen off the ark with the curtain. 4 Then bring in the table and 

lay out its arrangement; also bring in the lampstand and set up its lamps. 

5 Place the gold altar for incense in front of the ark of the testimony. Put up 

the screen for the entrance to the tabernacle. 6 Position the altar of burnt 

offering in front of the entrance to the tabernacle, the tent of meeting. 

7 Place the basin between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water 

in it. 8 Assemble the surrounding courtyard and hang the screen for the 

gate of the courtyard. 9 Take the anointing oil and anoint the tabernacle 

and everything in it; consecrate it along with all its furnishings so that 

it will be holy. 10 Anoint the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils; 

consecrate the altar so that it will be especially holy. 11 Anoint the basin 

and its stand and consecrate it. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 40:1-11 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-2 commentary to explain the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The construction of the tabernacle represented a culmination of 
God’s redemptive work in the exodus and a fresh beginning of their 
experience of God’s saving presence. 

DISCUSS: What are some ways we celebrate and remember the Lord’s 
salvation? (we gather each week as God’s people to worship Him; we 
celebrate baptism and partake of the Lord’s Supper; we rejoice with those who 
make a profession of faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 3-11 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The tabernacle was designed by God with increasing levels of holiness 
as one proceeded inward toward His presence. 

DISCUSS: Since God is holy and pure, how should this affect our worship? 
(we should worship God with reverence and awe ; we should come to Him in 
confession, repentance, and adoration for His salvation; we should beware of 
treating God lightly) 

TRANSITION: Our worship of God must recognize His holiness, and this causes 
us to worship God in thankfulness for His forgiveness toward us.

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Holy, holy, holy! though 
the darkness hide Thee, 
Though the eye of 
sinful man Thy glory 
may not see; Only 
Thou art holy; there 
is none beside Thee, 
Perfect in power, in 
love and purity.” 1 

– Reginald Heber 
(1783-1826)

The Ark of 
the Testimony

The ark of the testimony 
(or covenant) held 
the tablets of the law 
and symbolized God’s 
presence with His 
people. Every year on 
the Day of Atonement, 
the high priest would 
sprinkle the blood of the 
sacrifice on the ark’s lid, 
called the mercy seat, 
signifying that sin and 
the law’s condemnation 
could only be covered 
by the blood of a 
sacrifice. Jesus’ death 
was the sacrifice that 
fully removes our 
condemnation forever 
(Heb. 9:1-14).
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Commentary 

VERSES 1-2 / The Book of Exodus began 
with God’s people in bondage and slavery 
in Egypt. Being driven to work tirelessly, 
the people suffered greatly. At one point, 
even their young sons were executed 
(see Ex. 1:15-16,22). But God would rescue 
His people so that they could serve the Lord 
(3:12), and He would bring them to the land 
He had promised their forefather Abra-
ham (Gen. 15:7; Ex. 3:8). God redeemed His 
people because He heard their cry for deliv-
erance from oppression and remembered 
His promises to Abraham (2:23-25). 

Now that His people were free from 
Pharaoh’s bondage, God was preparing 
them to serve and worship Him alone. 
Worshiping their holy God required detailed 
obedience, including following God’s spec-
ifications for His dwelling place as the 
center point of Israel’s life and worship. 

At God’s command, the Israelites set up the 
tabernacle “on the first day of the first 
month,” a reminder of God’s deliverance 
a year earlier when the people were able 
to flee Egypt because of the tenth plague 
(see Ex. 12). To celebrate this new year, the 
Lord commanded His people to set up the 
tabernacle so they could meet with Him and 
worship Him. The people of God had been 
freed from the service of Pharaoh to serve 
the Lord and worship Him in His presence 
as the culmination of His redemptive work. 
The entire tabernacle could be set up in a 
single day, enabling the Israelites to move 
through the wilderness and continue to 
practice their worship of their Savior God. 

VERSES 3-11 / Moses was given specific 
instructions on how to set up the taber-
nacle, working from the inside out. First, 
he set up “the tent of meeting” that was 
the tabernacle proper. Inside this tent was 
the most holy place, where “the ark of the 
testimony” was to be placed and screened 
off with a curtain, out of view. 

Just outside the most holy place was the 
holy place, where the golden “altar for 
incense” was located. Also, “the table” 

of the bread of the presence was placed 
across from the golden “lampstand” so the 
light of God’s presence would shine upon 
the twelve loaves representing the twelve 
tribes of Israel (see Lev. 24:5-9). This area 
was curtained off from plain view as well. 

Next, Moses set up the features of the 
courtyard: “the altar” for sacrifices and 
“the basin” for washing. He then screened 
off the courtyard and its gate.

Finally, Moses anointed the tabernacle and 
its furnishings with an oil prescribed in 
Exodus 30:22-29. Anointing everything set 
the tabernacle apart as “holy,” pure, and 
clean, devoted to the Lord. 

The three rooms of the tabernacle—the 
courtyard, the holy place, and the most 
holy place—represented increasing levels of 
holiness and replicated Mount Sinai. At the 
base of the mountain of God, the Israelites 
were to prepare themselves for the coming 
of God’s holy presence (19:9-11). Just as the 
people could not touch the mountain (19:12), 
so they could not go into the holy place. 
And just as the priests could go partway 
up the mountain with Moses (24:1-2,9-11), 
so the priests could go into the holy place. 
But only the one whom God called to inter-
cede for the people could go to the top of 
the mountain to hear the voice of God from 
the smoke and lightning (24:12-18). So too, 
only the one high priest could go into the 
most holy place where God dwelled. 

The tabernacle reminded the people that 
the worship of God centers around His holi-
ness. God had brought His people out of 
Egypt to His holy mountain, and there God 
revealed His glory. God was saying to Israel, 
“I don’t want you to forget that I, the holy 
God, dwell with you because I saved you 
out of slavery so that you would worship 
Me.” Through the construction of the taber-
nacle, its arrangement, and its anointing, 
God was declaring to His people that He is 
most holy. 
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NOTES

Worship of God centers on His forgiveness 
(Ex. 40:12-15). 

12 “Then bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance to the tent of meeting 

and wash them with water. 13 Clothe Aaron with the holy garments, anoint 

him, and consecrate him, so that he can serve me as a priest. 14 Have 

his sons come forward and clothe them in tunics. 15 Anoint them just 

as you anointed their father, so that they may also serve me as priests. 

Their anointing will serve to inaugurate a permanent priesthood for them 

throughout their generations.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 40:12-15 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 12 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s choice of Aaron as a priest was a great act of mercy and 
demonstrates God’s desire to cleanse and use imperfect people for His 
holy work.

DISCUSS: How should the Lord’s choice of Aaron as a priest encourage 
us? (the Lord knows that we are weak and sinful people and yet He still loves 
and desires to use us; God is not constrained by human sin and imperfections 
but uses weak vessels to highlight His mercy; the cleansing of Aaron illustrates 
God’s grace to cleanse sinners of their sin in Jesus; even though we fail, we can 
still be of use to God)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 13-15 commentary to emphasize the atonement 
necessary for priests to fulfill their duties. Connect this to the superior 
priesthood of Jesus, which leads to the priesthood of the believer (the bold 
words fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #82: Priesthood of the Believer: God’s 
intention for humanity is that we be a kingdom of priests, not just a 
kingdom with priests. Although God set up the priestly system in the 
Old Testament due to the sinfulness of humanity and people’s need 
for a mediator, His ultimate purpose is that we come to God directly, 
through the mediating work of Jesus Christ, thus eliminating the need of 
another priest. Because of the work of Christ on the cross, exemplified 
in the tearing of the curtain that prevented access into the holy of 
holies, Christians are free to approach God with boldness (Rom. 5:1-5; 
Heb. 4:14-16).

TRANSITION: Because God is holy, we rejoice that He forgives us of our sins 
so that we can enter His presence and worship Him. 

POINT 2
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Commentary 

VERSE 12 / God had commanded Moses 
to set apart Aaron and his sons for the 
priestly ministry (28:1). As priests, they 
were to mediate the presence of God to the 
people. The problem, however, was that 
Aaron was a great sinner. 

While Moses had been up on Mount Sinai 
receiving the instructions about the 
worship of the Lord, Aaron had remained in 
the camp with the people. In Exodus 32:1-6, 
Aaron followed the people’s instructions. 
Instead of leading them in the true worship 
of God, Aaron submitted to the people’s 
requests for gods to worship, taking their 
gold and forming a golden calf. 

In fashioning the golden calf, Aaron was 
making an image of God that resembled 
the gods of the nations and thereby broke 
the Second Commandment. Even though 
he had proclaimed that the worship of the 
calf would be a celebration unto the Lord 
(32:5), Aaron was a sinner, an idol maker, 
and a covenant breaker. In order for Aaron 
to be set apart for the service of the Lord, 
he would need to be forgiven, purified, and 
brought into a right standing with God—he 
would need to be washed clean. This was 
accomplished symbolically, in part, as he 
was washed “with water” while standing 
at the entrance to the tabernacle.

Even though Aaron had fallen into griev-
ous sin, the Lord’s mercy and grace 
would restore him to serve as the media-
tor between God and humanity. God uses 
imperfect people in His service because 
those are the only people available. And 
in choosing to work through sinners, the 
Lord displays that the treasure we have and 
proclaim through our words and works is 
from Him and not from us (see 2 Cor. 4:7). 

VERSES 13-15 / Exodus 40:13-15 briefly 
summarizes the instructions the Lord 
had given to Moses regarding the prepa-
ration, the ordination, and the consecra-
tion of the priesthood in Exodus 28–29. 
Leviticus 8–9 records Moses’s obedience 
to these specific commands. 

Just as the tabernacle itself had to be set 
up and anointed for the service of the Lord, 
so did those ministering in it. Before Aaron 
and his sons could offer sacrifices unto the 
Lord in worship or for atonement for the 
people, they themselves needed purifica-
tion from their sin. Failure to serve God as 
forgiven, cleansed, and obedient sinners 
would result in death (see Lev. 10:1-11). 
Because God is both holy and gracious, He 
outlined how sinful people could enter His 
holy presence to perform His holy work. 

After being cleansed outwardly with water, 
Aaron and his sons were dressed in the 
priestly “garments.” Moses would then 
“anoint” them with oil, as he had anointed 
everything in the tabernacle. Furthermore, 
Moses was to take blood from one of the 
sacrifices for their sin and put it on them 
as a mark of their atonement. In this way, 
Moses would “consecrate” Aaron and his 
sons for God’s holy work in God’s holy place.

This priesthood was to be “permanent,” 
fulfilled only by Aaron’s family under the 
law. But it was not forever because the new 
covenant inaugurated by Jesus is mediated 
by Jesus’ eternal and perfect priesthood. 

In the same way that Aaron and his sons 
were set apart so that they could minister 
in the tabernacle, Hebrews 10:19-22, using 
the language of the priests, speaks of how 
Christians also can come into the presence 
of God. Because the once-for-all sacrifice 
for sin has been made by the perfect blood 
of Jesus, Christians are able to enter the 
presence of God—“through the curtain”—
because Jesus, our great high priest, is 
our representative. By faith, we are in 
Christ and clothed with His righteousness 
(2 Cor. 5:21). Through His atonement for us, 
we can approach God with confidence and 
full assurance of faith, having our hearts 
sprinkled clean from sin, our consciences 
no longer condemning us, and our bodies 
purified and dedicated to the Lord by the 
washing of pure water. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



98 Unit 5  /  Session 4  /  The Place of Meeting

NOTES

Worship of God centers on His presence 
(Ex. 40:34-38). 

34 The cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled 

the tabernacle. 35 Moses was unable to enter the tent of meeting because 

the cloud rested on it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. 

36 The Israelites set out whenever the cloud was taken up from the 

tabernacle throughout all the stages of their journey. 37 If the cloud was 

not taken up, they did not set out until the day it was taken up. 38 For the 

cloud of the Lord was over the tabernacle by day, and there was a fire 

inside the cloud by night, visible to the entire house of Israel throughout all 

the stages of their journey. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Exodus 40:34-38 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 34-35 commentary to explain the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The cloud that had led the people filled the tabernacle, revealing that 
the holy God of glory is unapproachable apart from His grace. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 36-38 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The tabernacle was a temporary measure for God to dwell with His 
people. The eternal fulfillment is found in Jesus and the Holy Spirit. 

DISCUSS: What are some ways we are hindered from worshiping in the 
presence of God? (unconfessed personal sin; unconfessed corporate sin within 
the church; a failure or refusal to gather with the church; ignoring God’s 
instructions for how we ought to worship Him in spirit and in truth; making 
worship about ourselves instead of God; succumbing to the patterns and ways 
of this world that distract us from the holiness of God) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 34-35 / With all of the work 
completed on the tabernacle (40:16-33), 
“the cloud covered the tent of meeting.” 
The cloud that had led the Israelites out into 
the wilderness and protected the people 
from Pharaoh (13:21-22; 14:19), the cloud 
that gave the people comfort by day and 
light and warmth by night, now descended 
upon and covered the tabernacle. Just as 
the Lord had descended on Mount Sinai 
in a great cloud (24:15-17), the presence of 
God came down in the midst of the people 
of Israel. 

The Israelites experience terror in the pres-
ence of the Lord at Sinai (20:18-19). Here, 
Moses experienced something similar as 
he was prevented from entering into the 
tent of meeting. The double emphasis that 
“the glory of the Lord filled the taber-
nacle” underscores why Moses could not 
meet with God in person at this time. 
Moses helped to construct the tabernacle 
and oversaw every step so that the Lord’s 
instructions were obeyed. He was a faithful 
servant to the Lord in this matter (Heb. 3:5), 
but he was a servant, nonetheless. This tent 
was built for the Lord, and the Owner had 
now moved in. 2 While Moses was on a first-
name basis with the Lord and had seen the 
glory of the Lord firsthand, he still could 
not compare with God, nor could he enter 
the Lord’s presence apart from the gracious 
invitation of the holy God.

God was now dwelling among His people, 
but the Israelites still could not come to God 
safely, let alone enjoy unfettered fellowship 
with Him, as Moses’s example established. 
While the tabernacle now functioned as 
God’s dwelling place, it did not yet func-
tion as a tent of meeting. 3 Something had 
to be done to bridge the gap between the 
holy God and His sinful people. The Book 
of Leviticus that follows Exodus would tell 
Moses and the Israelites how an unholy 
people could draw near to God and how 
His presence could remain among and be 
enjoyed by His people. This would require 
obedience to God’s law and animal sacri-
fices to atone for the people’s disobedience.

VERSES 36-38 / The Book of Exodus ends 
with a great message of hope—God’s pres-
ence remained upon the tabernacle, visible 
to all the people. Throughout their wilder-
ness journey to the promised land, the Isra-
elites would follow the presence of God. 
With clear visual cues, the Lord would lead 
them on His path and cause them to rest.

Yet for the special circumstances that gave 
rise to the tabernacle—Moses received the 
instructions from God Himself on Mount 
Sinai (Ex. 25–31)—the earthly tabernacle 
was but a copy and shadow of the heav-
enly tabernacle (Heb. 8:5). The tabernacle 
among the Israelites, and later the temple, 
was still only a temporary measure. 

One day, the glory of the Lord that 
descended on the tabernacle would descend 
again in an even greater way—housed not 
in a tent but in the flesh and blood of Jesus 
Christ (John 1:14). And the voice that thun-
dered on Mount Sinai, leading people to 
fear, along with the glory that prohibited 
fellowship, would speak in a human voice of 
His Great Commission and His great prom-
ise of eternal presence: 

All authority has been given to me in 
heaven and on earth. Go, therefore, and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teach-
ing them to observe everything I have 
commanded you. And remember, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age. 
(Matt. 28:18-20) 

God’s presence in Jesus Christ does not 
cause us to withdraw in fear but empow-
ers us to go and share the good news, call-
ing people to draw near to the God who has 
drawn near to them by the blood of His Son. 
And as believers, we have the Holy Spirit 
dwelling within us, leading, convicting, 
encouraging, and strengthening us for holy 
lives to honor our Savior and to support our 
mission in His name (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19-20; 
Gal. 5:22-23). 
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NOTES

Because we are the people in whom God dwells, we manifest His glorious 
presence and bear the fruit that comes from the Holy Spirit as we live in our 
culture, calling on others to place faith in Christ as well .

Head: 

God is holy, and His holiness requires our purity . Because of sin, we 
are separated from God and cannot come into His presence . But God 
is gracious and compassionate, and He makes a way for sinners to be 
reconciled to Him so that we might know Him and enjoy fellowship with 
Him forever . His presence with His people transforms them from one 
degree of glory to another and shows the world that there is good news 
that changes lives forever . 

What are some ways you can remain mindful of the presence of God 
each and every day?

Heart: 

God desires to dwell with His people, and His tabernacle was a reminder 
that He would come and dwell among us . But the fallout of sin and 
suffering causes us to doubt God’s presence with us . When Jesus came 
to earth to dwell among us, He showed us the fullness of God’s glory and 
majesty as He laid down His life to save us . He promised that He would 
not leave His followers alone but would bring us into God’s presence and 
put His Spirit within us so that we would live for Him in confidence and 
peace . Worship begins when we have confessed our sin and turned to trust 
in Christ .

How will you choose to live and worship because you are a dwelling 
place for the holy God? 

Hands: 

God has promised that He will dwell with His people and never leave nor 
forsake them . When we trust in Christ, God dwells in us by His Spirit . His 
presence in our lives transforms us, producing the fruit of the Spirit in us, 
giving us rest in our souls, and cleansing our consciences from all guilt . As 
we grow in our understanding of God’s presence with us, we will live holy 
lives and know His power and presence with us to share the good news and 
call others to follow Christ as their Savior and Lord . 

With whom will you share the good news of God’s glory in Christ? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ God wants worshipers 
before workers; indeed 
the only acceptable 
workers are those who 
have learned the lost 
art of worship.” 4 

–A. W. Tozer (1897-1963)
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EXTRA

Point 1: Worship of God centers on His holiness 
(Ex. 40:1-11).

Commentary

“The tabernacle is like Sinai, a building made like a holy mountain. When Israel leaves the 
mountain, they take the mountain with them. Like the tabernacle, Sinai is divided into 
three zones. The people are encamped at the foot of Sinai, but they may not even touch it 
(Ex. 19:20-25). Elders and priests ascend partway to feast in God’s presence (Ex. 24:1-8), but 
only Moses enters the cloud on the top of the mountain. Similarly, in the tabernacle, the people 
may only enter the courtyard and are not allowed to touch the altar. Priests work in the Holy 
Place but are not allowed to enter the Most Holy Place, where only the High Priest, a permanent 
‘Moses,’ may enter. If the tabernacle is like Sinai, then every time a priest enters the tabernacle, 
it is like climbing up God’s mountain.” 5  

Illustration

Houses of governance are quite remarkable. They are often located in central and prominent 
positions in capital cities. Inside and out are symbols representing the authority, history, and 
value of the government. Certain areas are designated for the public—galleries for viewing 
and public areas that display information to visitors. Access to the heads of state, however, is 
securely guarded, and their offices are kept off limits to the general public. When God set up 
His house, His tabernacle was a display of His ruling presence among His people. God was the 
king, and His house would be for fellowship with Him. Centered in the middle of the Israelites’ 
tents, God was communicating His prominence. Access into His presence would be limited—the 
closer you got to His throne room, the tighter the security. The courtyard was designed so that 
the common person could come and offer sacrifices for sin, thanksgiving, and praise. Here they 
could worship the Lord and delight in His presence. But like a presidential office, the holy place 
and the most holy place were not for common usage. Only those who had been given access 
could come into His presence. The holy of holies, the place where the ark of the covenant was 
placed, was God’s throne room. Only those who had been called, prepared, and purified could 
enter behind the veil into His presence. In this way, God was reminding His people that He was 
not to be treated like a common person but as the most holy God.
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EXTRA
Point 2: Worship of God centers on His forgiveness 
(Ex. 40:12-15).

Commentary

“It was essential that those who were going to approach a God of purity were physically whole 
[Lev. 21:16-23] and totally clean. So, on all important occasions, the priests bathed in the great 
washbasin that was situated in the inner courtyard [Lev. 16:4,24,26,28] … In some respects 
this act anticipates the thorough cleansing from sin that Aaron and his sons would receive 
somewhat later, when the sin offering was presented on their behalf. But it immediately 
confronts those who aspire to leadership with the challenge not to embark on it while 
unacknowledged sin clings to them like dirt to a body. While … perfection is not a requirement 
(otherwise none but Christ would be called), seriousness in dealing with our sins and flaws is 
essential … In the presence of a holy God no sin is trivial. Our approach must make us conscious 
of our unworthiness and desire to be rid of sin.” 6 

Illustration

When church scandals hit the news, churches everywhere suffer. A pastor is caught in an 
adulterous relationship. A church board member is found guilty of embezzling funds. A case 
of abuse is covered up. The fallout from such sinful behaviors often reaches far and wide: 
congregations lose confidence in church leaders; unbelievers look at the church with scorn and 
derision; struggling saints retreat from fellowship; God’s name is tarnished. But when churches 
deal with sin by seeking justice and loving to show mercy, God’s people grow in confidence of 
the grace of God. While God has commanded the elders of His church to live above reproach 
with holy and godly lives (1 Tim. 3:1-7), no one is able to come into the presence of God on their 
own merit. Everyone has sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23). While gross 
public sins do great damage to the church and to the glory of God’s name, secret sins do the 
same even as they hinder joyful public worship. For this reason, self-examination, confession, 
and repentance is necessary for every believer. Trusting in Christ alone to forgive sins and to 
cleanse from unrighteousness is the only way Christians can worship God. God had provided 
a way for His priests to come into His presence to worship Him. They were to wash in pure 
water, cleansing themselves from their moral contamination. By being purified, they could 
draw near to the Lord with full assurance of a clean conscience. Without any hindrance, priests 
could minister in God’s name and enjoy fellowship with the Lord. In the same way, Christians 
can worship God with clear consciences, pursuing pure and holy lives as they confess sin and 
depend upon God’s forgiveness to make them clean. 
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Point 3: Worship of God centers on His presence 
(Ex. 40:34-38). 

Commentary

“Exodus 19–40 contains significant missional dimensions concerning God’s presence in the 
midst of his people. When God had accompanied the Israelites on their three-month journey to 
Sinai, they had repeatedly asked: ‘Is Yahweh among us or not?’ (e.g., Ex. 17:7). Now, the abiding 
presence of God in the tabernacle removed all doubt. Yahweh’s desire to dwell among his people 
has both a functional and a teleological aspect … The goal of God’s mission is to redeem a people 
with whom he dwells in communion—to the praise of his glory.” 7  

Commentary

“This narrative sounds a final note that prepares the way for the instructions which follow in 
the next section of the Pentateuch, Leviticus. We learn from the narrative that ‘Moses could not 
enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled 
the tabernacle’ (40:35). More provisions were thus necessary before they could enter into the 
tabernacle. These provisions are given in Leviticus.” 8  

Illustration

One of the ways we remember the people we love is by having pictures of them or gifts they 
have given placed in a prominent spot in our homes. Whether it be parents, children, or a close 
friend, we love to have memories of time spent with them. Even better than a picture or a gift 
is the news that they would be living close to us—moving into the neighborhood or right next 
door! When God came down and descended into the tabernacle, His house was full of reminders 
of who He is and what He had done. The decorations reminded Israel of the garden of Eden. 
The furniture functioned to recall His saving work. As beautiful and ornate as the veils and 
furniture were, they did not compare to the glory of His presence. Throughout the wilderness 
experience, the people had questioned if God was truly among them or not. Repeatedly, the 
people doubted God’s presence, even wondering if He had brought them out of Egypt so that 
they would die in the wilderness (Ex. 17:3). What would ultimately bring Israel reassurance 
was not just the memories and mementos of God’s saving power but His actual presence. By 
descending in the cloud and filling the tabernacle with His glory, the Lord’s presence had moved 
into the camp. The Book of Exodus begins with the people of Israel oppressed, crying out in 
agony and isolation because of their bondage and slavery in service to the wicked Pharaoh. The 
book ends, however, with triumph and hope: God’s people have been freed from sin and death 
and are able to serve the Lord who dwells in their midst. 
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Unit 5  /  Session 5  /  The Means of Worship

UNIT 5  /  SESSION 5 

THE MEANS 
OF WORSHIP

Session Outline

1. The sacrifices showed dedication to God (Lev. 6:8-13).  
2. The sacrifices showed thankfulness to God (Lev. 6:14-23).  
3. The sacrifices showed confession to God (Lev. 6:24-30). 

Background Passage: Leviticus 1–7

What Will My Group Learn?

The Old Testament sacrifices showed God, and others, His people’s commitment, gratitude, and 
confession of sin. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

God’s people were required to make sacrifices year after year for their sins. Jesus was the 
perfect one-time sacrifice, and all who trust in Him are forgiven of all of their sins forevermore. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have been forgiven of all of our sins through Christ’s sacrifice, we seek to be living 
sacrifices, serving Jesus and making Him known among the nations.
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: When the Israelites left Egypt, God spoke to Moses and gave 
him instructions for His people. God set up the tabernacle so He could 
dwell with His people as He reminded them of His holiness, forgiveness, 
and presence. He also gave them specific instructions for the sacrificial 
system with its various offerings so they could worship Him, remaining 
close with Him in their covenantal relationship. Through the sacrificial 
system laid out in the law, God’s people showed Him their commitment, 
gratitude, and confession of sin through worship.

PACK ITEM 10: SACRIFICE HYMN: Begin your group time by singing a 
hymn together in worship. Plan ahead to have copies of this pack item, 
and either enlist someone to lead the song or have a recording of the 
music for your group to sing along. 

DISCUSS: What do you think worship means? (to sing praises; to 
show someone they’re worthy of praise; to make someone the priority in 
your life; to give everything to someone; to give devotion)

EXPLAIN: Help your group understand the breadth of meaning of the 
doctrine of worship (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG): 

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #90: Worship: While many reduce 
worship to an event or the singing of worship songs, worship 
is first and foremost something of the heart and extends to 
all areas of life. The aim and focus of worship is God , giving 
Him the exact due of praise and adoration that He deserves. 
Worship should be carried out not only at a personal level 
within a Christian’s life but also in joining with other Christians 
in the corporate act of worship and stewarding our gifts for 
the glory of God. Corporate worship serves to edify and 
strengthen other Christians, but it also serves as a witness to 
non-believers of the greatness of God. 

TRANSITION: The one true God of the Israelites prescribed how He was 
to receive worship. His instructions to them inform our worship as well. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

The sacrifices showed dedication to God 
(Lev. 6:8-13).

8 The Lord spoke to Moses: 9 “Command Aaron and his sons: This is 

the law of the burnt offering; the burnt offering itself must remain on 

the altar’s hearth all night until morning, while the fire of the altar is 

kept burning on it. 10 The priest is to put on his linen robe and linen 

undergarments. He is to remove the ashes of the burnt offering the fire 

has consumed on the altar, and place them beside the altar. 11 Then he will 

take off his garments, put on other clothes, and bring the ashes outside the 

camp to a ceremonially clean place. 12 The fire on the altar is to be kept 

burning; it must not go out. Every morning the priest will burn wood on the 

fire. He is to arrange the burnt offering on the fire and burn the fat portions 

from the fellowship offerings on it. 13 Fire must be kept burning on the 

altar continually; it must not go out. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Leviticus 6:8-13 from his or her Bible.

PACK ITEM 11: THE SACRIFICES: Pass out copies of this handout to help you 
explain briefly the structure and purpose of the sacrificial system that God gave 
to His people through the law. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 8-9,12-13 commentary to highlight the following 
point (the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s instructions for the burnt offering reminded the Israelites that 
worship involves reverence for and dedication to God. 

DISCUSS: Why would God require an unblemished animal sacrifice to 
atone for sin? (an unblemished animal was the most valuable animal in the 
flock; being unblemished reflected the good health of the animal and was 
symbolic of its purity; an unblemished sacrifice pointed forward to the perfect 
sacrifice for sin that Jesus made of Himself)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 10-11 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The specificity of God’s instructions for the priests emphasized God’s 
expectation of holiness and obedience as part of people’s worship.

TRANSITION: God’s instructions for offerings and sacrifices remind us that He 
is a holy God and is worthy of our worship. He deserves our dedication to His 
commands. He also deserves our thankfulness. 

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ God does not only 
‘demand’ praise as the 
supremely beautiful and 
all-satisfying Object. 
He does apparently 
command it as lawgiver. 
The Jews were told to 
sacrifice. We are under 
an obligation to go to 
church. But this was a 
difficulty [for me] only 
because … I did not see 
that it is in the process 
of being worshipped 
that God communicates 
His presence to men.” 1 

–C. S. Lewis (1898-1963)

“Unblemished”

In the biblical sense, to 
be unblemished is to be 
free from physical or 
moral defect. Physically, 
animal sacrifices were to 
have no broken bones or 
even spots. Symbolically, 
an unblemished sacrifice, 
such as a lamb, bull, 
or goat (Lev. 1:3,10) 
represented the sinless 
taking the place of 
sinners. So naturally, 
unblemished sacrifices 
foreshadowed Christ as 
the perfect and sinless 
sacrifice for our sins 
(1 Pet. 1:19).
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Commentary 

The sacrificial system of the Old Testament 
was a way the people of Israel could demon-
strate their worship of the God who brought 
them out of Egypt and called them His own. 
But the Israelites, on numerous occasions, 
had shown how fickle their hearts were 
toward their saving God. Therefore, the 
relationship between God and His people 
required help, not on God’s part, of course, 
but on the part of the sinful people whom 
God had rescued.

The first major section of the Book of Leviti-
cus (1:1–6:7) speaks mostly to the Israelites 
themselves as laymen and how they were 
to make their offerings. God gave Moses 
specific instructions regarding each one. 
Each offering was a sacrifice for a particu-
lar purpose. As a brief summary: 

• (1) Burnt offerings were voluntary sacrifices 
to atone for sin and illustrate complete 
devotion to God.

• (2) Grain offerings were voluntary sacri-
fices to express thanksgiving to God for 
His provision.

• (3) Fellowship offerings were voluntary sacri-
fices to illustrate fellowship with God. 

• (4) Sin offerings were mandatory sacri-
fices for unintentional sins and 
for purification. 

• (5) Guilt offerings were mandatory sacri-
fices to God along with restitution to 
others for wrongs committed.

VERSES 8-9,12-13 / The second major 
section of Leviticus (6:8–7:38) focuses on 
the priests and their specific duties for the 
five different offerings. Verses 8-9 start 
out this section with God telling Moses 
to “command Aaron and his sons,” the 
priests, about the requirements of the 
“burnt offering.” 

The burnt offering could be a bull, a sheep, 
a goat, or turtledoves or pigeons, with the 
expectation that the animals were unblem-
ished (1:3,10,14). Here, we see the reverence 
put upon the instructions for this burnt 
offering because God is holy and every-
thing that is given to Him must be perfect. 

This sacrifice was to atone for a person’s 
sins, symbolized as the giver laid his hand 
on the head of the animal (1:4). The animal 
would die in the place of the giver for the 
sins he and his family had committed. 
By God’s command, this was a necessary 
means for sinful human beings to be recon-
ciled with a holy God.

This burnt offering was to burn all night 
long until it was completely consumed by 
the fire and turned to ashes. This, of course, 
would require the priests to tend the fire 
throughout the night to keep it going (6:9). 
God repeated His expectation in verses 12 
and 13: the fire must be “kept burning” and 
“it must not go out.” The constancy of the 
fire was to be a reminder to the priests and 
Israelites of their constancy toward God. 
Our fire and passion toward God should be 
continuous, like the one on the altar. 

Having the fire burn continually meant the 
priests needed to be attentive and diligent 
in their assigned tasks. Keeping a fire burn-
ing takes time and energy. Our worship 
of God should share this same devotion. 
Sometimes convenient worship may not 
be worship at all. Worshiping in spirit 
and truth (John 4:24) is more than just 
easy singing in a church service. Worship 
reflects our dedication to God.

VERSES 10-11 / God also gave detailed 
instructions to the priests about their cloth-
ing, when to wear the appropriate clothing, 
and even how and where to dispose of the 
ashes that remained of the offering after it 
has been burned up completely.  

God expected that His people’s worship 
directed toward Him would conform to His 
will—He expected His people’s obedience. 
As God’s priestly ambassadors ourselves, 
everything we do needs to conform to His 
will. We cannot skip over what we don’t 
like or find too difficult. Every command 
of God is important to His holiness, for He 
desires holiness from us in our obedience 
and worship. 
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NOTES

The sacrifices showed thankfulness to God 
(Lev. 6:14-23).

14 “Now this is the law of the grain offering: Aaron’s sons will present it 

before the Lord in front of the altar. 15 The priest is to remove a handful of 

fine flour and olive oil from the grain offering, with all the frankincense that 

is on the offering, and burn its memorial portion on the altar as a pleasing 

aroma to the Lord. 16 Aaron and his sons may eat the rest of it. It is to be 

eaten in the form of unleavened bread in a holy place; they are to eat it in 

the courtyard of the tent of meeting. 17 It must not be baked with yeast; 

I have assigned it as their portion from my food offerings. It is especially 

holy, like the sin offering and the guilt offering. 18 Any male among 

Aaron’s descendants may eat it. It is a permanent portion, throughout your 

generations from the food offerings to the Lord. Anything that touches the 

offerings will become holy.” 19 The Lord spoke to Moses: 20 “This is the 

offering that Aaron and his sons are to present to the Lord on the day that 

he is anointed: two quarts of fine flour as a regular grain offering, half of 

it in the morning and half in the evening. 21 It is to be prepared with oil on 

a griddle; you are to bring it well-kneaded. You are to present it as a grain 

offering of baked pieces, a pleasing aroma to the Lord. 22 The priest, who is 

one of Aaron’s sons and will be anointed to take his place, is to prepare it. It 

must be completely burned as a permanent portion for the Lord. 23 Every 

grain offering for a priest will be a whole burnt offering; it is not to be eaten.”

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Leviticus 6:14-23 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 14-18 commentary to explain the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The grain offering had a focus on pleasing God and expressing 
thankfulness to Him.

DISCUSS: What are some ways to remember God’s provision in our lives 
so we can be thankful? (keep a journal of God’s provision; tell stories of God’s 
faithfulness to our children; have a day of reflection each week)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 19-23 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Our greatest reason for thankfulness to God is an end to regular 
sacrifices because Jesus laid His life down for us.

TRANSITION: Thankfulness to God for all of His provision for us should result 
in humility and then confession of our sins.

POINT 2
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Commentary 

VERSES 14-18 / Leviticus 6:14-18 is a review 
of Leviticus 2 that highlights the role the 
priests were to play in the Israelites’ “grain 
offering.” In this, God reminded His people 
of its purpose—to be “a pleasing aroma to 
the Lord” (6:15; cf. 2:2). The grain offering 
from the Israelites was a form of worship 
with the intended goal to please God. 

Grain was not common for the nomadic 
Israelites as they traveled toward Canaan. 
The grain was a sacrifice, but without shed 
blood, it was not one for the purpose of 
atonement. A grain offering usually came 
after a burnt offering to express thankful-
ness for God’s faithfulness in being a God 
who provides and a God who forgives. Just 
as He provided the manna for the Israel-
ites to eat, God continues to provide for 
His people.

The priests removed a portion of the grain 
offering to burn on the altar to the Lord, 
but the remainder was for Aaron and his 
sons to eat. This was part of God’s provi-
sion for their livelihood. Yet God still had 
expectations for how the priests ate this 
food—only as unblemished, “unleavened” 
bread and eaten “in a holy place.” This 
portion assigned to the priests was “espe-
cially holy” and had the benefit of making 
holy whoever or whatever touched it. The 
three-times repetition of “holy” in this 
passage reveals the importance of God’s 
holiness and how we should approach Him 
with that acknowledgment. Worship should 
always come with reverence and awe for 
our holy God.

VERSES 19-23 / God then gave a unique set 
of instructions for a regular grain offering 
to be given by the high priest on behalf of 
all the priests. As the priests helped with 
the grain offerings for the other Israelites, 
the high priest did the same for the other 
priests. He was their mediator before God 
just as they mediated between God and the 
people. Verse 22 describes this high priest 
as one of Aaron’s sons. Every high priest 
according to the law was to be a descendant 
of Aaron, the first high priest. 

Starting on his day of anointing as the high 
priest, Aaron’s descendant was to make 
a “regular,” or continual, grain offering 
twice daily: half of the offering in the morn-
ing and half in the evening. God told Moses 
that this offering also would be “a pleasing 
aroma to the Lord.” 

Unlike the other grain offerings the Israel-
ites offered through the priests, however, 
this offering had to be burned completely 
in dedication to the Lord. The priests could 
not partake of this sacrifice in the way they 
could with other grain offerings. As God’s 
servants, the priests had to remember to 
give the Lord their all because He deserves 
their all. 

The priests themselves, although appointed 
by God to do His work, still needed a high 
priest to sacrifice offerings on their behalf. 
Even as the spiritual leaders of Israel, they 
still needed to tend their relationship with 
God. They still needed to be reminded of 
God’s holiness and to be attentive to their 
obedience to Him and their worship of Him. 
This reminder for the priests—not eating 
from this regular grain offering—kept them 
humble before God and humble before God’s 
people. It helped them not to be tempted by 
spiritual pride. 

Whether we have leadership roles or not, 
we are all in desperate need of God and we  
all must submit to Him. In our humility, we 
remember that God takes all because God 
gives all. Thus, for the Israelites and the 
priests, thankfulness was in order for God’s 
provision not only of food but guidance, 
purpose, fulfilled promises, and restored 
relationships with Him as well. 

Hebrews 7:27 reflects back on these sacri-
fices and reminds us that Jesus, our Great 
High Priest, is not like Aaron or his sons. 
He didn’t need to offer sacrifices every day 
because He offered the perfect sacrifice to 
end all sacrifices—“once for all.” As we read 
through Leviticus, God reminds us that 
Jesus’ sacrifice was sufficient—His offer-
ing was Himself, and that is all we need. 
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NOTES

The sacrifices showed confession to God 
(Lev. 6:24-30).

24 The Lord spoke to Moses: 25 “Tell Aaron and his sons: This is the law 

of the sin offering. The sin offering is most holy and must be slaughtered 

before the Lord at the place where the burnt offering is slaughtered. 26 The 

priest who offers it as a sin offering will eat it. It is to be eaten in a holy 

place, in the courtyard of the tent of meeting. 27 Anything that touches its 

flesh will become holy, and if any of its blood spatters on a garment, then 

you must wash that garment in a holy place. 28 A clay pot in which the sin 

offering is boiled is to be broken; if it is boiled in a bronze vessel, it is to be 

scoured and rinsed with water. 29 Any male among the priests may eat it; it 

is especially holy. 30 But no sin offering may be eaten if its blood has been 

brought into the tent of meeting to make atonement in the holy place; it 

must be burned.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Leviticus 6:24-30 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 24-30 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The sin offering required confession along with a sacrifice to make 
atonement. In the New Testament, we learn that Jesus came as the sin 
offering for our forgiveness and freedom from condemnation. We 
receive this relationship from God when we repent and believe.

DISCUSS: Why should confession be a part of our worship of God? (God 
is holy and we are sinners; unconfessed sin hinders our relationship with God; 
confession is an act of faith in our all-knowing, gracious, and forgiving God; 
confession directs our attention to our Savior, Jesus, who gave His life for our 
forgiveness; so we can mend our relationships with others and join together in 
the worship of God; confession is an admission of our need for the Savior that 
God sent for us) 

PACK ITEM 12: TILL SIN IS BITTER: Hand out copies of this bookmark to help 
remind your group that confession and repentance are means through which 
God helps us turn from sin and worship God in Christ. 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSES 24-30 / The “sin offering” puri-
fied and atoned for the sins of the Isra-
elites, specifically unintentional sins 
(see 4:2; 5:1-4), bringing them forgiveness. 
“Sin” is whatever is forbidden in God’s 
commands or to deviate from God’s stan-
dards. It violates God’s laws and expecta-
tions for His people to be holy, or set apart. 
God cannot just ignore sin because He is 
holy; therefore, He demands holiness from 
His people. So when one of His people in the 
Old Testament sinned, that person had to 
bring a sin offering to the priests for sacri-
fice and he had to confess his sins (5:5-6). 

The sin offering was declared by God as 
“most holy,” and the process of a sin offer-
ing involved holy people, places, and things. 
Leviticus 4–5 describes these expectations 
in detail, but in this passage, the focus is 
again on the priest’s obligations. 

The “unblemished” animal offered for the 
sacrifice (4:3,23,28,32) was to be slaugh-
tered in a holy place—at the entrance to 
the tabernacle (6:25; cf. 1:3-5). It was to be 
burned on the holy altar and the appro-
priate parts eaten by holy people—the 
priests—in a holy place—the courtyard of 
the tabernacle (6:26). As with the “espe-
cially holy” grain offering, whatever 
touched the flesh of the sin offering would 
be made holy, notably the priests who ate 
the meat (6:27). 

But because the blood of the offering 
was shed for sin, anything that the blood 
touched needed to be cleansed well or 
destroyed: Garments had to be washed 
clean in the tabernacle (6:27). Clay pots, 
being somewhat porous, had to be broken, 
having absorbed the impurity of the blood. 
But if a bronze pot were used, it could be 
washed well and reused (6:28). 

On certain occasions, the sin offering func-
tioned for the purification of the priest 
himself or the people as a whole. When 
this was the case, some of the blood was 
carried into holy place of the tabernacle to 
make atonement. When this happened, the 

offering could not be eaten by the priests. 
It was to be burned completely for the Lord 
alone (6:30). 

“Sin offering” comes up not only in the 
Old Testament but also in the New. Paul 
referred to this sacrifice to help us under-
stand the gospel. In Romans 8, he wrote 
that through the sacrifice of Jesus for 
sin—as a sin offering—we are no longer 
condemned and are now set free from the 
law of sin and death (Rom. 8:1-3). 

The law was insufficient for our purifica-
tion because without a change of heart, our 
sinful flesh continues to succumb to our 
sinful desires. But God sent Jesus as a sin 
offering to condemn sin so the law would be 
fulfilled on our behalf. Like an unblemished 
lamb, Jesus was sinless but was offered 
up as a sacrifice for us who are sinful: “He 
made the one who did not know sin to be 
sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). That 
second instance of the word “sin” could 
also be translated as “a sin offering”—Jesus 
became a sin offering for us for our atone-
ment, forgiveness, and purification.

Clearly, we still sin, yet Christ has restored 
and renewed believers in holiness in our 
relationship with the Father. But as the 
sacrificial system teaches us, we still need 
to be in awe of and humble ourselves before 
the Lord, confessing sin individually and 
corporately in response to God’s goodness 
to us. Confession, then, needs to be a part 
of our worship. 

When we have strayed from God’s 
commands, those who trust in Christ 
don’t have to be afraid of eternal punish-
ment. God will not forsake His own chil-
dren. But we still should want to return to 
Him in humility and repentance, asking for 
forgiveness, knowing He forgives gener-
ously and lovingly. Furthermore, believ-
ers want to honor God everyday through 
the way we live—as a “living sacrifice,” a 
pleasing aroma to our holy and gracious 
God (Rom. 12:1-2). 
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NOTES

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ Are we trying to 
atone for our sins? We 
can’t. Only Jesus can, 
and He already did. 
Don’t try to repeat 
the atonement—just 
accept it! Embrace 
God’s forgiveness. 
Relax. Rejoice.” 2 

–Randy Alcorn

Because we have been forgiven of all of our sins through Christ’s sacrifice, 
we seek to be living sacrifices, serving Jesus and making Him known among 
the nations .

Head: 

God is holy, so He cannot abide sin . But He is also loving, merciful, and 
just and provides a way for His people to remain His people . Initially, the 
sacrificial system of Israel sufficed at the time . It was prescribed by God 
for the Israelites to worship Him with their sacrifices and obedience, but 
Israel continued to sin before a holy God . The sacrificial system helped 
to restoring the nation of Israel, but it never completely removed the 
stain of sin . That could only be accomplished when God sent Jesus to 
be the ultimate sacrifice for the sins of the world . Through Jesus’ death 
on the cross and resurrection, God did what the law could not—restore 
humankind to a right relationship with their Creator .

What are some ways God has prescribed for His people to worship Him 
now that Jesus has come?

Heart: 

Because God is holy and we are not, how amazing it is that He desires 
to be in relationship with us! His love is abounding so much more than 
we could ever know . And even as He knows every sin we have done, are 
doing, and will do, He still loves us and wants us to confess and repent . So 
much so that He offered the gift of His Son, Jesus, as the sin offering for 
us . Eternal forgiveness in place of condemnation is a one-and-done thing 
available to us through faith in Christ . But asking for daily forgiveness 
when we confess our sins is also a sign of our obedience and devotion in 
our relationship with God .

Do you regularly confess your sins as part of your worship? Why or 
why not?

Hands: 

In Christ, we no longer have to make sacrifices for our sin . We no longer 
have to deal with punishment, guilt, and shame . Though we still sin, God 
promises to forgive us, and because of Christ’s sacrifice, we are no longer 
condemned . We are set free . We have hope to become who God wants us to 
be—“living sacrifices” who do His will and proclaim His Son .

How will you be a “living sacrifice” this week because of Jesus, who 
became a sin offering for your salvation? 

MY RESPONSE 
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EXTRA

Point 1: The sacrifices showed dedication to God 
(Lev. 6:8-13).

Commentary

“The practice of slaying an animal for a sacrifice was not unique to the Israelite tradition. The 
slaughtering of an animal as a ‘religious’ expression was a common practice in the ancient 
world, particularly in the ancient Near East. That there was this commonly understood 
method of approaching a deity is to be expected, for God did not reveal himself nor relate to 
the Israelites from a historical vacuum. He related to the nation in a manner in which they 
were accustomed and thus could understand. The purposes for offering sacrifices in Israel, 
however, could not have been more different from those of their pagan neighbors. This fact 
is seen primarily in the raison d’etre for presenting a sacrifice to a pagan god. The rationale for 
sacrifices in the ancient world was the maintenance and sustenance of the gods, since the gods 
were believed to have the same appetites as humans. The motivation for a devotee to present 
food to the god was to gain the particular god’s favor. Thus pagan worship was self-serving at 
its core because the person presenting the offering was using the gift for his own advantage. 
He was in effect manipulating the god. The offering of sacrifice from the pagan conception was 
actually no different from magic, given the fact that a mechanism was being employed to effect 
a supernatural intervention. It is thus not surprising that in Mesopotamia, for example, the 
magician was as important as the priest.” 3  

Point 2: The sacrifices showed thankfulness to God 
(Lev. 6:14-23).

Optional Activity

Consider providing some fresh, unleavened bread baked either by yourself or a group member 
you enlist prior to the session. This will provide a tangible way to reflect on the grain offering.

References
1 . C . S . Lewis, Reflections on the Psalms, in The Beloved Works of C. S. Lewis (New York: Inspirational Press, 1958), 178 .
2 . Randy Alcorn, The Grace and Truth Paradox (Colorado Springs, CO: Multnomah, 2003), 84-85 .
3 . Mark F . Rooker, Leviticus, vol . 3a in The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2000), 48 [Logos] .
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UNIT 6 

BE HOLY, BECAUSE

I AM HOLY

“I Will Give You Rest”
by Sarah Walton

I was seventeen, and my world was 
falling apart . 

A patient on suicide watch, I walked 
back to my lonely white room after a 
visit from a pastor, sat down on the bed, 
and stared at the Bible in my hands that 
he had given me . I was at a crossroads: 
I wanted to feel in control of my life, but 
I no longer wanted to live it . A battle was 
waging within me, and I knew something 
had to change, but I felt helpless to do 
anything about it . Deep down, I knew—
although I desired to follow the Lord, 
my rebellious heart was constantly rear-
ing its ugly head, demanding its own 
way . Now I was experiencing the conse-
quences, discipline, and cost of a hurt-
ing and unsubmissive heart . 

God, in His severe mercy, was allow-
ing the pain of my own choices to come 
crashing down upon me, through not in 
cruelty or disdain . With profound love, 
the heavenly Father was not only seek-
ing my holiness but pursuing my heart . 

The Rebellion of Our 
Hearts and the Holiness 
He Demands

As we read through the Old Testament, it 
doesn’t take long to see God’s relentless 
pursuit of His people to pour out upon 
them the blessings of walking faithfully 

in trust and obedience . Yet despite God’s 
loving pursuit, humanity’s sinful, rebel-
lious, and stubborn hearts are bent on 
going astray and demanding our own 
way (Rom . 3:12) . 

After the miraculous rescue of the Isra-
elites from their slavery of Egypt, God 
called His people to walk with Him in 
faith and obedience as He led them 
toward the promised land . Yet time and 
time again, God’s people responded to 
their Savior with doubt and disobedi-
ence, trusting in what they could see 
rather than the God who had rescued 
them from captivity . They accused Him 
of leading them into the wilderness to 
die . And they rebelled against Moses’ 
God-ordained leadership . 

But despite all of this, God was faith-
ful . He led them to the land He prepared 
for them, a good land where they could 
find rest and peace . But when faced with 
the opportunity to enter and receive 
this blessing from God, they refused . 
They could only see the might of those 
already living in the land, and like those 
nations, the Israelites chose to be blind 
to God’s ability to hand them over to His 
people (Num . 13:31–14:4) . 

This final act of unbelief—this last 
straw—cost them everything, and 
they would die in the wilderness as 
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a result, with the promise of rest in 
the land given to the next generation 
(Num. 14:5-38). Even Moses, their faith-
ful-but-flawed leader, would face this 
consequence for sin. He would see the 
land from a distance, but he would not 
enter it (Num. 20:1-13). 

When the Israelites realized the cost 
of their faithlessness on the edge of 
the promised land, they tried to take 
the land by their own effort. Ignor-
ing Moses’s pleas and proclamation 
that God would not go with them, they 
charged ahead anyway, and of course, 
they failed (Num. 14:39-45). They could 
not enter and conquer the promised 
land by their own power any more than 
they could escape the painful conse-
quences of their lack of faith in God and 
His promises.

Now here I was, experiencing my own 
painful consequences of a lack of faith 
in God’s promises and a heart bent on 
its own way, despite God’s relentless 
and loving pursuit of me. But in His 
kindness and mercy, God allowed me 
to feel the consequences of my choices 
in order to draw me to repentance—to 
see my sin for what it is and to see my 
helpless estate. I needed to be rescued 
not merely from my suffering but from 
my own deceptive and rebellious heart.

God’s Great Rescue

As I sat on that hospital bed, a broken 
and hurting seventeen-year-old, 
I opened the Bible and found the words 
of Isaiah 55 calling me to come to the 
Lord and listen to Him. I was told to seek 
the Lord and to call upon Him while He 
is near, a command coupled with the 
instruction for the wicked person to 
forsake his or her evil thoughts and 
ways. Rather than consequences, the 
one who returned to the Lord would find 
His compassion and His willingness to 
forgive completely.

Like an arrow that pierced my heart, 
I knew—God was holy and I was not. 
When life was difficult, I wanted His 
rescue, but when life was comfort-
able, I wanted my own way. Like the 
Israelites, I was suffering the tempo-

ral consequences of my own rebellion, 
faithlessness, and wandering. But in His 
great love and mercy, Jesus took upon 
Himself the eternal consequences of 
God’s wrath and judgment that I deserve 
as He was beaten, crushed, and crucified 
on the cross. In God’s great love, He drew 
my heart to repentance that day, and He 
met me with the abundant forgiveness, 
strength, and peace of His Spirit. 

We all fall short of God’s holiness. Yet in 
Christ, when we come to Him in repen-
tance, we stand forgiven in Him and are 
cloaked in His perfect righteousness. 
Although we may still experience the 
discipline of the Lord in order that we 
may reflect the holiness of our Savior, 
we can rest in this: Through salvation 
in Jesus, we are declared righteous and 
made ready for our eternal promised 
land (2 Cor. 4:16-18). 

One day, the weariness of the wilder-
ness will fade in the distance as we 
enter our eternal rest, where faith will 
turn to sight, rebellion will turn to 
worship, doubt will turn to confidence, 
and sorrow will turn to unimaginable 
joy as we taste and see the glories of 
our heavenly home. Until then, may we 
strive to live holy and faithful lives in 
the strength of Christ, all while resting 
in the promise that because of His death 
and resurrection, our hope doesn’t lie in 
the strength of our faith or our obedi-
ence but in the perfect righteousness of 
Christ alone (Isa. 53:5).

Our hope doesn’t 
lie in the strength 
of our faith or our 

obedience but in the 
perfect righteousness 

of Christ alone.
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Unit 6  /  Session 1  /  A Rebellious People

UNIT 6  /  SESSION 1 

A REBELLIOUS 
PEOPLE

Session Outline

1. Rebellion occurs when God’s promises are forsaken (Num. 13:1-3,27-33).  
2. Rebellion occurs when God’s plans are scorned (Num. 14:1-4).  
3. Rebellion occurs when God’s authority is rejected (Num. 14:5-10). 

Background Passage: Numbers 13–14

What Will My Group Learn?

Rebellion occurs when God’s ways and authority are despised. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

God’s people failed to trust His promises and instead rebelled against Him, refusing to enter the 
land He had given them. Jesus trusted and obeyed the Father, entering the world to fulfill God’s 
promise to provide a deliverer to save people from sin. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have experienced forgiveness through the Son’s obedience, with gratitude and joy, 
we seek to obey God’s call for us to proclaim His kingdom among the nations. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: After the exodus, receiving the law at Mount Sinai, and 
constructing the tabernacle, the Book of Numbers moves the narrative 
forward as the Israelites follow God’s lead out into the wilderness, 
headed to the promised land. The early stages of this leg of their 
trip were again marked with strife, however, as the people began to 
grumble and complain and some of Moses’s own family members 
began to question his leadership. These events foreshadowed the 
trouble to come in the wilderness of Paran. 

INSTRUCT: Ask group members to take a moment and think about 
their last vacation or road trip, including the process of planning and 
making reservations, creating a packing list, loading items into the 
vehicle, the stops and activities, and the return trip home.

DISCUSS: At what point were you first tempted to complain about 
a detail or a mishap? (wait for a group member to respond first; only 
share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: Having reached the southern edge of the land God had 
promised them, the Israelites were faced with yet another opportunity 
to obey the Lord. Would they trust that what God had promised would 
come to fruition? Or would Israel lose sight of their ultimate destination, 
focusing on lesser things that threatened to undo them?

OPTIONAL QUESTION: If God truly wants the best for us, what 
makes it so difficult to obey in our day-to-day lives? (a lack of 
trust in God; we want black-and-white answers to our questions and 
concerns; God’s paths may lead us into unknown and scary situations; 
we find it easier to operate based on what we can see for ourselves) 

GROUP TIME

Listen to session-by-session training every week on  
Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or Lifeway’s Digital Pass:  
ministrygrid.com/gospelproject | gospelproject.com/leader-training.
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NOTES

Rebellion occurs when God’s promises are 
forsaken (Num. 13:1-3,27-33).

1 The Lord spoke to Moses: 2 “Send men to scout out the land of Canaan 

I am giving to the Israelites. Send one man who is a leader among 

them from each of their ancestral tribes.” 3 Moses sent them from the 

Wilderness of Paran at the Lord’s command. All the men were leaders in 

Israel. … 27 They reported to Moses, “We went into the land where you 

sent us. Indeed it is flowing with milk and honey, and here is some of its 

fruit. 28 However, the people living in the land are strong, and the cities 

are large and fortified. We also saw the descendants of Anak there. 29 The 

Amalekites are living in the land of the Negev; the Hethites, Jebusites, 

and Amorites live in the hill country; and the Canaanites live by the sea 

and along the Jordan.” 30 Then Caleb quieted the people in the presence of 

Moses and said, “Let’s go up now and take possession of the land because 

we can certainly conquer it!” 31 But the men who had gone up with him 

responded, “We can’t attack the people because they are stronger than we 

are!” 32 So they gave a negative report to the Israelites about the land they 

had scouted: “The land we passed through to explore is one that devours 

its inhabitants, and all the people we saw in it are men of great size. 33 We 

even saw the Nephilim there—the descendants of Anak come from the 

Nephilim! To ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and we must have 

seemed the same to them.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 13:1-3,27-33 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-3 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Lord gave a command for obedience and a sure promise for His 
people’s courage. The promised land was theirs for the taking.

DISCUSS: How have God’s promises strengthened you to obey His 
commands? (wait for a group member to respond first; only share your 
response as a conclusion to the discussion)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 27-33 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Ten of the spies sent into the land returned with a negative report 
because they forgot or ignored God’s promise when faced with the 
difficulties in the land. 

TRANSITION: Ignoring God’s promises leads people to question, doubt, and 
reject God’s plans. 

POINT 1

The Nephilim

The identity of the 
Nephilim, which means 
“fallen ones,” is a 
strange and difficult 
subject for many Bible 
readers. First mentioned 
in Genesis 6:1-4 in 
connection with the 
“sons of God” and 
“daughters of mankind,” 
some interpreters see 
the Nephilim as the 
offspring of evil spiritual 
beings and human 
women, thus accounting 
for their superhuman 
size. Other interpreters 
see them as the 
offspring of Seth’s godly 
lineage intermingling 
with the wicked 
descendants of Cain. 
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Commentary 

VERSES 1-3 / Verses 1 and 3 make it evident 
that the instruction in verse 2 came from 
a divine source. Though verbally given 
through Moses, who served as the Lord’s 
mouthpiece among the Israelites, this was 
the Lord’s command. Therefore, the direc-
tions given and the promise that accompa-
nied them were trustworthy. 

Moses was instructed to send out twelve 
men, all leaders from among the twelve 
tribes of Israel, to scout out the land of 
Canaan. Note the way the Lord described 
the land of Canaan in verse two: “Send men 
to scout out the land of Canaan I am giving 
to the Israelites.” God does not mince words. 
His sure promise was the gift of the land of 
Canaan to His people.

The leaders’ roles and responsibilities as 
scouts, or spies, is clarified later in the 
narrative: they were to (a) evaluate the land 
and (b) evaluate the strength and number 
of its inhabitants (13:18). Moses asked 
some specific questions for the group to 
answer as part of their assignment to eval-
uate the land and its inhabitants, and he 
also charged them to return with some 
fruit from the land (13:19-20). Notably, he 
reminded the leaders to be courageous. He 
understood firsthand the propensity to fret 
in unbelief (see Ex. 3–4). 

Moses wasted no time obeying the Lord’s 
instruction. He sent men who were leaders 
in Israel, ones who’s voices and examples 
carried weight among the people. A good 
report from these representatives would 
strengthen the people for the fight ahead, 
but a negative report would crush their 
hearts and will to obey the Lord. 

VERSES 27-33 / Verse 26 tells us the spies 
gave their report in front of the entire 
community of Israel. Thus, the hopes of 
the entire nation could rise or fall depend-
ing on their discoveries. 

At first, the leaders’ report seemed posi-
tive. They went into the land and found it 
flowing with milk and honey, just as the 
Lord had said (see Ex. 3:8,17; 13:5; 33:3). The 

land was good and full of abundance, exem-
plified by some of its fruit that they had 
brought back with them at Moses’ instruc-
tion. Truly this land was blessed by God. 

But there was a second part to their report 
with information that would overshadow 
the goodness of the land. In effect, the spies 
said, “Yes, some good news, but …” They 
turned from lauding the land to lament-
ing its inhabitants, who were strong, large, 
and well-armed and living in large, fortified 
cities. They went on to list by name several 
specific people groups occupying the land. 

The Israelites listening on would have been 
hard-pressed to remember God’s promise 
of the gift of the land in light of such an 
account of the insurmountable odds they 
now faced. But Caleb tried to remind the 
people of exactly that. He wanted to rein-
vigorate the Israelites with faith in God’s 
promise. The last thing they wanted to hear 
was exactly what they needed to hear. 

The group of ten naysayers, however, 
swiftly rebuked Caleb’s optimism and 
doubled down on their negative report. 
They reiterated to the congregation that 
those who currently inhabited the land 
were stronger than they were, even paint-
ing the land as more treacherous than 
before. They described some of the inhab-
itants—“the descendants of Anak”—with 
a reference to “the Nephilim,” an unusu-
ally strong group of beings who roamed 
the earth prior to the flood in Genesis 6. 
The Anakim were a people group larger 
and stronger than the Israelites, a people 
who could be called giants (see Deut. 9:2). 
The spies then offered one last reflection 
fraught with despair: “To ourselves we 
seemed like grasshoppers, and we must 
have seemed the same to them.” 

Because the ten spies forgot or ignored 
God’s promise of the land and instead 
focused on the problems before them, they 
gave a negative report of a land that would 
devour them and of peoples who would 
squash them. 
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NOTES

Rebellion occurs when God’s plans are 
scorned (Num. 14:1-4). 

1 Then the whole community broke into loud cries, and the people wept 

that night. 2 All the Israelites complained about Moses and Aaron, and the 

whole community told them, “If only we had died in the land of Egypt, or 

if only we had died in this wilderness! 3 Why is the Lord bringing us into 

this land to die by the sword? Our wives and children will become plunder. 

Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?” 4 So they said to one 

another, “Let’s appoint a leader and go back to Egypt.” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 14:1-4 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-3 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The spies’ negative report affected the whole community, leading the 
Israelites to reject God’s plan and accuse Him of malicious intent. 

DISCUSS: What are some signs that we may be guilty of rejecting God’s 
plan for our lives? (every act of sin in our lives is a rejection of God’s plan for 
us; refusing to confess and repent of sin; bitterness and complaining; refusing 
to seek out or listen to voices of godly wisdom when making decisions; blaming 
God for our circumstances instead of praising God in them)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 4 commentary to emphasize the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Rejecting God’s plan will result in rejecting the godly leaders He has 
appointed to shepherd His people.

DISCUSS: What role have godly leaders played in your life to help you 
obey the Lord and grow in your faith? (wait for a group member to respond 
first; only share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: The spies’ negative report was costly. What was once only 
their fear suddenly became the basis for the whole nation’s complaint against 
both God and their leaders. Yet the response of the leaders continued to 
demonstrate their care for their accusers, reminding us of Christ ’s work on 
our behalf. 

POINT 2

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ Often in a state of 
rebellion against God, 
one loses the benefit 
of spiritual mooring, 
whereby wisdom and 
discernment become 
elusive and proper 
decision making 
is made extremely 
difficult. Worry and 
fear dominate one’s 
thought patterns.” 1 

–R. Dennis Cole
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Commentary 

VERSES 1-3 / The spies’ pessimistic report 
affected the entire Israelite community. 
Their collective response indicated their 
trust in God had reached an all-time low. 
They did not give even a second thought 
to Caleb’s encouragement to trust the Lord 
and move ahead in faith. 

Note the verbs used in the first two verses 
of chapter 14: the people “broke into loud 
cries,” “wept,” and then “complained.” 
These words and phrases communicate an 
intense community-wide lament. This was 
not what Moses expected when he obeyed 
the Lord and sent the tribal leaders into 
the land as spies to bring back news. And 
the people’s response only got worse. In 
the midst of their complaining, the people 
showed contempt for their situation, 
disparaging both God and the leaders He 
had appointed in the process. 

The Israelites recalled their days in Egypt 
and again made the startling claim that 
their time spent under oppression and in 
suffering was preferable to their current 
context (see Ex. 16:3; 17:3). The people 
expressed not just doubt in God’s plan 
to bring them out of Egypt and into the 
promise land but scorn for it. Their faith-
less despair led them to believe that God 
was allowing them to perish, even leading 
them to their doom. And if that were the 
case, they presumed a certain death “in 
the land of Egypt” or “in this wilderness” 
would be preferred. They saw no good way 
forward and assumed they knew better 
than God. This is the height of a rebellious, 
sinful spirit.

For the Israelites, the land of Egypt 
symbolized familiarity and some amount 
of control, but they were failing to assess 
their situation rightly. In their longing to 
return to Egypt, the people overestimated 
the amount of comfort, freedom, and safety 
they had in the land of their slavery. They 
also underestimated both the amount of 
misery they would have had to endure in 
Egypt and the overwhelming amount of 
blessing that was to be found in Canaan. 

God’s blessing was out of mind, even though 
it was not completely out of sight. Had the 
Israelites paused for a moment to consider 
Caleb’s clarion call, they would have recog-
nized God’s abundant favor on their lives in 
that moment. These were the people God 
miraculously had led through the Red Sea 
away from tyrannical leaders who were 
angling for their demise. Further, God had 
promised them an abundance of blessing in 
a new land of their own, and now they were 
standing on its proverbial doorstep with 
God’s promise that He would grant them 
entry and full access. But instead of think-
ing about God’s promise, they imagined 
their families would become “plunder,” so 
they made their decision based on their 
short-sighted vision.

VERSE 4 / The Israelites had taken 
their eyes off their all-powerful God and 
were transfixed by the enormity of their 
perceived problems. So naturally, Israel’s 
rejection of God’s plan manifested itself 
in the rejection of the leaders He had 
appointed over His people: “So they said 
to one another, ‘Let’s appoint a leader and 
go back to Egypt.’ ” 

Throughout the exodus narrative, God’s 
plans were carried out through chosen 
leaders in whom Israel was to put their 
trust and whom they were to obey (Ex. 18; 
Deut. 1). Rejection of the leadership of 
Moses, Aaron, Caleb, and Joshua signaled 
a lack of humility and submission that was 
needed for the nation to obtain its highest 
earthly good and to remain faithful to God. 
The Israelites had not been called to a blind 
trust, which functions out of mere duty and 
against wisdom and prudence. No, the Isra-
elites were charged with following leaders 
who, time and again, had fought for their 
good and who wanted what was best for 
them and who had been vindicated by the 
miraculous works of God.

The leaders’ desire for Israel’s good is 
evident once again in the verses that follow, 
which record their response to the people’s 
stubborn, sinful thinking. 
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NOTES

Rebellion occurs when God’s authority is 
rejected (Num. 14:5-10).

5 Then Moses and Aaron fell facedown in front of the whole assembly of 

the Israelite community. 6 Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, 

who were among those who scouted out the land, tore their clothes 7 and 

said to the entire Israelite community, “The land we passed through and 

explored is an extremely good land. 8 If the Lord is pleased with us, he will 

bring us into this land, a land flowing with milk and honey, and give it to 

us. 9 Only don’t rebel against the Lord, and don’t be afraid of the people of 

the land, for we will devour them. Their protection has been removed from 

them, and the Lord is with us. Don’t be afraid of them!” 10 While the whole 

community threatened to stone them, the glory of the Lord appeared to all 

the Israelites at the tent of meeting. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 14:5-10 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 5-9 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb believed God’s promise regarding the 
land and pleaded with the Israelites to put aside their fear of others 
and to submit to God’s authority. But the people chose rebellion.

DISCUSS: What are some ways we can encourage others to submit to 
God’s authority? (pray for their humility and faith; proclaim our faith in God’s 
authority; be an example of humility and faith in the all-powerful God; share 
the gospel of Jesus and call people to repent and believe in Him)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 10 commentary to highlight God’s response to His 
people’s rebellion as you explain the nature of the people’s sin (the bold words 
fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #38: Sin as Rebellion: Because the Bible 
portrays people as responsible beings, called to respond in faith and 
obedience to God’s revelation, the Bible often portrays sin in terms of 
defiance and rebellion toward God the King. Isaiah 1:2 is one of many 
passages that describes sin in terms of rebellion against God: “I have 
raised children and brought them up, but they have rebelled against 
me.” Seen in this light, sin is personal and willful disobedience, the 
raising of a clenched fist toward the One who made us. 

POINT 3

Forty Years 
of Wilderness 
Wandering 

The Israelites wandered 
in the wilderness for 
forty years as the 
consequence of their 
rebellion against God 
when they refused to 
enter Canaan, the 
promised land. The 
years of their wandering 
corresponded with the 
number of days the 
spies scouted the land 
and only ended when 
every Israelite of the 
original generation, 
with the exception of 
Caleb and Joshua, had 
died (Num. 14). Yet even 
in their consequence, 
the Lord graciously 
provided for their food 
and water, and their 
clothing and sandals 
did not wear out 
(Deut. 29:5).

“Tore 
Their Clothes”

The act of tearing 
clothing was a physical 
demonstration of 
remorse and contrition. 
In the Bible, key figures 
tore their clothes in 
response to the sins of 
others, such as Caleb 
and Joshua when the 
Israelites refused to 
enter the promised 
land (see Num. 14:6). 
So too did King David 
in his grief upon 
learning of his son 
Absalom’s death, even 
though his son had 
rebelled against him 
(2 Sam. 13:31). 
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Commentary 

VERSES 5-9 / Rather than reacting with 
outward anger, or worse, walking away, 
Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb were 
stricken with grief and expressed their 
deep lament over Israel’s distrust toward 
God. “Moses and Aaron” fell prostrate 
before the crowd, an act of humility both 
before God and before the people. The pair 
stood in the gap, understanding the great 
affront Israel’s disobedience was to God, 
and they also desired to plead with Israel 
to come to their senses. 

“Joshua” and “Caleb” were the two leaders 
and spies who scouted the land on behalf 
of the nation and brought back a faithful 
report. They were privy to the same first-
hand data as the spies who delivered the 
negative report, yet they remained optimis-
tic, hopeful, and certain of God’s plan and 
forthcoming deliverance. Demonstrating 
priestly instincts as well, this pair mourned 
Israel’s rapid spiral into despair, and they 
“tore their clothes” as a sign of deep 
remorse on behalf of their people. 

From a posture of humility and submis-
sion before God and of deep concern for the 
Israelites, the leaders sought to embolden 
their people by reminding them of (a) the 
quality of the land they had been promised 
and (b) God’s promise of His protection and 
guidance into the land. 

Joshua and Caleb took the lead. Drawing 
on their experience in the promised land, 
they proclaimed that it was “an extremely 
good land.” Indeed, God is giver of good 
gifts to His children. Yet Israel’s claim to 
the land was contingent on their trust in 
God’s ability and His faithfulness to keep 
His promise to give it to them (14:8). Our 
faith in the Lord delights Him, but rebellion 
invites His displeasure. 

The pair continued with their rallying cry 
in verse 9. Fearfulness when God has prom-
ised a certain outcome is a direct rejec-
tion of His authority and power. When fear 
assails, God grants His people perfect peace 
and safety, if they will accept it. On this 

premise, Joshua and Caleb could approach 
the people with boldness and confidence in 
the face of adversity, and Israel could face 
its enemies and obstacles similarly.

Joshua and Caleb countered the unfaithful 
spies’ fear-mongering description of the 
land in 13:32. The spies claimed the new 
land devoured its inhabitants, but Joshua 
and Caleb saw the situation differently. The 
Israelites, led by God’s mighty hand, would 
be the ones doing the devouring (14:9). 
Further, God was actively working both for 
Israel and against the current inhabitants 
of the land. So there was no need to fear.

VERSE 10 / The leaders’ pleas were not 
enough. Israel remained obstinate in 
their rebellion. The next recorded action 
of the people of Israel indicated their plan 
not only to reject their leaders but to kill 
them—“to stone them.” Blinded by their 
disregard for God’s ability to protect, Israel 
viewed their leaders’ persistence and opti-
mism based in the Lord as a serious danger. 
Rebellion flourishes where God’s authority 
is rejected.

Yet God was not aloof. As faithful as He had 
been to the people of Israel throughout their 
exodus journey, He remained faithful now 
to their leaders amid the threat of certain 
death as He appeared to all the Israelites 
in His glory. The leaders’ decision to move 
forward with boldness and with confidence 
in God’s promise was not ignored. 

God’s just and holy response to Israel’s peak 
rebellion did not bode well for the people 
who were content to disobey Him. God did 
remain faithful to the nation, however, in 
His dealings with subsequent generations, 
both on account of His faithful character 
and in His faithful response to Moses’s 
pleading on Israel’s behalf (14:13-20). At 
a critical juncture, when the majority of 
the people of Israel dwelt in hopelessness, 
disobedience, and rebellion, God raised up 
faithful leaders who remained focused on 
His faithfulness to keep His promise. 
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NOTES

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ For faith is only 
real when there is 
obedience, never 
without it, and faith 
only becomes faith in 
the act of obedience.” 2 

– Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
(1906-1945)

Because we have experienced forgiveness through the Son’s obedience, with 
gratitude and joy, we seek to obey God’s call for us to proclaim His kingdom 
among the nations .

Head: 

Like the Israelites, we have been given ample evidence of God’s 
faithfulness . Our understanding of the gospel—God’s free gift of grace 
to us through the person and work of Christ Jesus—has the potential to 
permeate everything we do . Because God has been faithful to us in an 
ultimate sense, we have every reason to believe He will be faithful to us in 
our day-to-day lives . We often lose sight of God’s faithfulness to us in the 
midst of trials and challenging circumstances . But the writer of Hebrews 
encourages us: “Let us hold on to the confession of our hope without 
wavering, since he who promised is faithful” (Heb . 10:23) .

What are some ways God has demonstrated His faithfulness in 
your life?

Heart: 

The Christian life often feels like a struggle . The Israelites’ failure seems 
all too familiar, and many times, we can readily agree with Paul when he 
wrote, “For I do not understand what I am doing, because I do not practice 
what I want to do, but I do what I hate” (Rom . 7:15) . Yet we know that our 
favor in the sight of God does not depend on our performance or even 
our feelings at a given time—it all depends on Christ and His work on our 
behalf . That is good news for those with weary hearts who wonder if it is 
possible to keep going . By the grace of God, you can .

Under what circumstances and in what areas of your life are you prone 
to rebellion against God? How will you direct your heart toward humble 
submission to God instead?

Hands: 

In the midst of plans gone awry, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and Caleb dug 
their heels in, trusting that God would provide in spite of a whole nation’s 
disobedience . What they had experienced in the exodus, at Mount Sinai, 
and on the journey to Canaan burned the truth of God’s faithfulness into 
their minds, and this compelled them to act . Taking a strong stand meant 
the possibility of ridicule, rejection, and even death . Yet they stood fast, 
and with sincere love for God’s people, they pleaded with Israel to correct 
their course . 

For whom will you intercede and plead that they will choose obedience 
instead of rebellion? 

MY RESPONSE 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



125

EXTRA

Point 1: Rebellion occurs when God’s promises are 
forsaken (Num. 13:1-3,27-33).

Commentary

“Tragedy. These chapters should relate how the drama of the exodus and wilderness wanderings 
reached a triumphant conclusion. The people of Israel, having survived the very difficult 
trek from Mount Sinai to Kadesh, one of the most fertile oases in the Sinai peninsula, find 
themselves on the borders of the promised land. Obeying God’s instructions, Moses sends out 
spies to see what the land is really like. They bring back magnificent bunches of fruit, a vivid 
proof that it is, as God said, a land flowing with milk and honey. But instead of encouraging 
Israel to claim their inheritance, the spies advise them that the land is too difficult for Israel 
to conquer. They will die in the attempt. In despair the people propose returning to Egypt. God 
suggests annihilating them for their unbelief. In response to Moses’ intercession he mitigates 
his judgment. Only the faithless spies die immediately; the people are condemned to wander 
in the wilderness for forty years until the older generation has passed away. They will not 
enter Canaan, but their children will. As the people refused to believe God’s promise of victory 
over the Canaanites, so they would not accept his judgment. The episode concludes with their 
attempting to conquer the land without divine aid, and being chased all the way to Hormah. 
Marking as it does the collapse of the national plan, and the postponement of God’s promises to 
the patriarchs, the incident of the spies is more than just another example of Israel’s rebellion in 
the wilderness. It is a historical watershed. Here the final break with Egypt is made. Those who 
yearned for the luxuries of Egyptian slavery die in the desert; their children chastened by their 
wilderness experiences enter the promised land.” 3  

Illustration

On February 26, 2015, a user on the social media network Facebook posted a photo of a family 
member’s black and blue dress with a simple question: “What color is this dress?” Due to the 
washed-out effect on the photo and the phenomena of differences in human color perception, 
to some, the dress appeared to be gold and white. There was no consensus either way and a 
massive debate ensued. The photo was shared widely, garnering mention in over 10 million 
posts from around the world on Twitter and Facebook within the first week of the original post. 
The debate even spawned a number of peer-reviewed scientific research papers on the topic of 
human color perception! Perception was everything. 
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EXTRA
In the Book of Numbers, the Israelites struggled mightily with perception. They wafted to and 
fro, not only in their wilderness journeys but also in their demonstration of trust toward God. 
In Numbers 13:27-29, the majority of a group of spies sent out by Moses to bring back a report of 
the promised land quickly grew intimidated and were paralyzed by the danger they perceived 
ahead of them. Two of the spies, however, saw the situation rightly. In verse 30, Caleb challenged 
the ill report with confidence: “Let’s go up now and take possession of the land because we can 
certainly conquer it!” Caleb could see clearly; his perception was rooted in the goodness and 
greatness of the God whom Israel served.

Point 2: Rebellion occurs when God’s plans are 
scorned (Num. 14:1-4).

Commentary

“The Israelite community reacted to the majority report with fear and frenzy, discounting totally 
the credibility of Caleb’s minority report and his visionary challenge to go forth and conquer the 
land with God’s power and presence. The collective congregation of the tribes of Israel and the 
accompanying non-Israelite rabble (11:1) now moaned vociferously against the divinely ordained 
leadership of Moses and Aaron, precipitating an all-night session of weeping and wailing 
because of their perceived plight. Looking only through the eyes of their human frailty, they felt 
they had nowhere to turn. They had departed Egypt under dramatic circumstances, but now 
they somehow thought slavery would be better than facing Canaan, which seemed like a mighty 
invincible fortress, or simply dying in the wilderness. The outcries of the people were dramatic, 
and the language of the first verse heightens the effect. Two standard Hebrew expressions for 
the lifting of one’s voice are conflated … followed by a clause describing their intense mourning. 
Normally one of two synonymous expressions would be used, either that of ‘they raised their 
voice’ … or ‘they uttered their voice’ … Both are used in contexts of lament in the Old Testament. 
The former phrase is used of Hagar lifting her voice as she wept over the potential death of 
Ishmael, after they had been driven into the desert by Sarah (Gen. 21:26); and it is used of Esau’s 
bitter outcry after he found out that his brother Jacob had received the family blessing from 
Isaac (Gen. 27:34-38). The latter phrase is employed in Joseph’s weeping before his brothers 
when he revealed his identity to them in Egypt (Gen. 45:2), as well as Jeremiah’s lament over 
the wicked reign of Jehoiakim (Jer. 22:20). In the present context the two phrases are merged 
into one expression of intense lament as the people bemoaned their situation, brought upon 
themselves by their unbelief in God’s promise and power.” 4 

Illustration

Have you ever tried to put together a piece of furniture for your home or a new Christmas toy 
for your children? It can be time consuming! For the sake of brevity, we will leave out the bit 
about your journey from the IKEA showroom to your doorstep, but once home, the real fun 
begins. You open the box, spread the different pieces out across the floor, and finally locate the 
tiny bag with screws, brackets, and the do-it-all Allen wrench. You notice the instruction packet 
but toss it aside. How hard can it be? In most cases, you end up with a table leaning slightly to 
the left and a handful of small screws left over, or you’ve given in, gathered up the instructions, 
and produced a more presentable version of what you saw in the store. Plans, it turns out, 
are important.
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The Israelite people had the way to the promised land mapped out before them with leaders 
appointed by God to guide them every step of the way, not to mention the ever-present pillar of 
cloud and fire. Yet upon receiving the fretful news of possible danger ahead, the people did an 
about-face, turning against both God and the leaders he appointed (Num. 14:1-4). Consumed by 
fear, the people began to imagine their ideas were better than God’s. The Israelites needed the 
same reminder we need today—God is trustworthy, and His ways and plans are better than our 
ways and plans (see Isa. 55:8-9). Isn’t it comforting to know we serve and are loved by an all-
powerful and all-knowing God, who is more than capable of leading our way?

Point 3: Rebellion occurs when God’s authority is 
rejected (Num. 14:5-10). 

Commentary

“No wonder Moses and Aaron fell on their faces, not to plead for their lives, but to express their awe 
at the sacrilegious blasphemy of the people. To fall on one’s face is the Old Testament’s ultimate 
mark of religious worship and awe (Gen. 17:3; Lev. 9:24). But in Numbers it usually anticipates 
some great act of judgment (cf. 16:4,22,45; 20:6). Moses and Aaron, sensing the presence of God, 
fall to the ground in fear at what he is about to do. But God’s glory is not immediately manifest 
(10): the narrative leaves us in suspense. The people are to be given one last chance to repent, 
as Caleb and Joshua forthrightly plead with them to trust in the Lord. Yet the prostration of 
Moses and Aaron intimates that this appeal will not be heeded and that the people will fall in 
the wilderness (cf. 29ff). Joshua and Caleb rent their clothes, a more conventional gesture of deep 
distress (cf. Gen. 37:29,34; Lev. 13:45). Its traditional association with mourning for the dead 
may be another hint of subsequent events (cf. Judg. 11:35). This is the first time that Joshua 
has publicly associated himself with Caleb’s minority report. His silence hitherto makes good 
psychological and literary sense. Had he spoken out earlier in defense of the plan of conquest, 
his testimony could have been too easily dismissed as biased; he was Moses’ personal assistant 
and therefore entirely associated with the Mosaic programme of exodus and conquest. But 
in the context of this programme his intervention is most appropriate here. The people have 
just stated that their children will be taken captive if they enter Canaan and that they should, 
therefore, select a new leader to bring them back to Egypt. Though Joshua’s appointment as 
Moses’ successor is not discussed for many chapters, the stepping forward of Joshua at this 
moment adumbrates the future. He will be their new leader, who will bring their little ones into 
possession of the land. 5  
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Unit 6  /  Session 2  /  An Unfaithful Prophet

UNIT 6  /  SESSION 2 

AN UNFAITHFUL 
PROPHET

Session Outline

1. Unfaithfulness leads to a pattern of sin (Num. 20:1-5).  
2. Unfaithfulness results from a failure to trust God (Num. 20:6-11).  
3. Unfaithfulness brings the judgment of a holy God (Num. 20:12-13). 

Background Passage: Numbers 20

What Will My Group Learn?

The unfaithfulness of people always comes at a great cost—the judgment of a holy God. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

God judged the unfaithfulness of His people, including their leader Moses. Jesus, the Son of God 
who was completely faithful to the Father, was judged in our place so that all who place their 
faith in Him will be saved. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have experienced the good provision of God in Jesus, we strive to trust Him no 
matter our circumstances, knowing that He works all things for His glory and our good. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: Because Israel rebelled and refused to enter and conquer the 
promised land as God had said, they were punished with forty years of 
wandering in the wilderness, one year for every day the spies were in the 
land. That generation was condemned to die in the wilderness outside 
of the promised land, but the next generation would claim the land by 
God’s grace. Still, the people continued to succumb to discontent and 
disobedience, a failing that affected their leaders as well. 

INSTRUCT: Ask groups of 3-4 to use the space in their DDGs to 
identify and record some positive and negative qualities of leaders, 
considering the leaders in their own lives, without naming names. 

POSITIVE LEADER QUALITIES NEGATIVE LEADER QUALITIES

TRANSITION: Godly leaders are important in our lives. They help mold 
and shape us in ways we would not likely be molded and shaped 
otherwise. Yet it is eye-opening when we realize that in many ways, 
our leaders are just like us. They face similar pressures, battle against 
temptation, and succumb to sin just like we do (Rom. 3:23). In our 
narrative, Moses and Aaron were reminded of this truth firsthand while 
in the wilderness at Kadesh. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

Unfaithfulness leads to a pattern of sin 
(Num. 20:1-5).

1 The entire Israelite community entered the Wilderness of Zin in the first 

month, and they settled in Kadesh. Miriam died and was buried there. 

2 There was no water for the community, so they assembled against Moses 

and Aaron. 3 The people quarreled with Moses and said, “If only we had 

perished when our brothers perished before the Lord. 4 Why have you 

brought the Lord’s assembly into this wilderness for us and our livestock 

to die here? 5 Why have you led us up from Egypt to bring us to this evil 

place? It’s not a place of grain, figs, vines, and pomegranates, and there is 

no water to drink!” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 20:1-5 from his or her Bible. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 1 commentary to make the following point (the bold 
words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Failure to deal faithfully with disobedience leads to patterns of sin 
and consequences. 

DISCUSS: Why do you think we gravitate to the same types of sin over 
and over again? (we are created to develop habits that should be holy but 
often are sinful because of our sinful nature; we find comfort and temporary 
pleasure in our sin; it is difficult to address our sin properly because of our 
guilt and shame; we often only take half measures to combat our sin and 
assume that will be enough or we are strong enough on our own to resist it)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 2-5 commentary to highlight the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Generations of Israelites rebelled against God, complained about their 
circumstances, grumbled against their leaders, and desired to return to 
their previous life of slavery.

DISCUSS: What does dealing faithfully with sin look like? (making it a 
regular practice of identifying sin in your life; confession and repentance shared 
with a family member, trusted friend, or pastor so you can find assurance of 
salvation and encouragement for your fight with temptation; using various 
means to remind yourself of the gospel by which you have been saved; 
removing tempting circumstances from your life as much as possible) 

TRANSITION: The people of Israel once again found themselves in a pattern 
of sin, which stemmed from a lack of trust in the Lord on their part. But they 
were not alone in this failure. Even their leaders faltered in their trust in God.

POINT 1

Miriam

The sister of Moses 
and Aaron and a 
prophetess. She 
watched the infant 
Moses’ basket as it 
traveled down the Nile 
(Ex. 2). In her role as 
a prophetess, Miriam 
led the Israelite women 
in a song proclaiming 
God’s power after the 
Israelites successfully 
crossed the Red Sea 
(Ex. 15:20–21). Yet she 
also, along with Aaron, 
rebelled and criticized 
Moses on account 
of his marriage to a 
Cushite woman and his 
unique status as God’s 
appointed leader over 
the Israelites (Num. 12).

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



131

Commentary 

VERSE 1 / This passage marks the begin-
ning of the last of Israel’s three travel 
narratives from the exodus to their entry 
into the promised land forty years later 
(Ex. 13–19; Num. 10–12; Num. 20–22). Simi-
larities can be seen in all three narratives: 
battles with enemies, complaints about the 
lack of food and water and the subsequent 
miraculous provision of resources, the 
persistent need for faith, and the signifi-
cant role of Israel’s leaders. 1 

By this point in the narrative, many among 
the disobedient generation had passed 
away according to the judgment of God, 
though reminders of their past certainly 
lingered. The Israelites once again set out 
on their journey through the wilderness 
of their punishment, and they settled in 
Kadesh. Moses’s sister, “Miriam,” who 
played a pivotal role in Israel’s exodus from 
Egypt (Ex. 2:4-9; 15:20-21), passed away and 
was buried there. The text doesn’t indi-
cate what effect Miriam’s death had on her 
brothers, Moses and Aaron, but Gordon 
Wenham notes Miriam’s death foreshad-
owed greater losses to come. 2 

VERSES 2-5 / Mirroring Exodus 17:1-7, the 
Israelites were faced with yet another insuf-
ficient supply of water while in Kadesh. And 
once again, they rose up in rebellion and 
assembled against Moses and Aaron. This 
connection is a recurring theme through-
out the exodus and wilderness narratives: 
The Israelites unfairly placed blame on 
their leaders for perceived failures and 
poor conditions while their leaders bore 
the responsibility for faithfully guiding the 
people in spite of their grumbling. Israel’s 
unfaithfulness and deep patterns of sin 
would continue to prove costly for the 
people and unfortunately would prove to 
be their leaders’ undoing as well.

True to form, in their murmuring, the 
people compared their current condition 
with their time in Egypt, imagining their 
time in bondage as far and away more pref-
erable. Their claims were audacious, if not 
downright hazardous to their future. 

The group did not consider their survival as 
a blessing, and they assumed their journey 
would result in more poor outcomes: “If 
only we had perished when our brothers 
perished before the Lord.” The grievous-
ness and absurdity of the people’s claims 
is evident here, in addition to their obvious 
lack of trust. They had been so blinded by 
their sin as to believe that death would be 
a better prospect than their present situ-
ation that required trust in the Lord and 
their leaders. 

On the basis of their status as God’s chosen 
people, they challenged Moses once more, 
blaming him for their deadly circum-
stances. Their complaints echoed those 
they expressed previously in Numbers 14 
when the spies returned with a pessimistic 
report about the land that was promised 
them. They were a chosen people, yet they 
had immense distrust of the One who had 
chosen them, and their perpetual unfaith-
fulness had hardened into a pattern of sin 
and rebellion against their Redeemer. 

The group contrasted Kadesh with Egypt 
more pointedly, asking why Moses had led 
them “from Egypt … to this evil place.” 
The Israelites were emboldened in their sin, 
arrogant and brave to the point that they 
ascribed “evil” to the place where God had 
led them. Additionally, they complained 
that Kadesh lacked many of the comforts 
and good foods that seemingly were acces-
sible to them while they were in bondage, 
among them: grain, figs, vines, and pome-
granates, not to mention water. Curiously, 
“figs” and “pomegranates” were among 
the fruits the spies returned with after 
scouting out the promised land several 
decades earlier (Num. 13:23). 

The Israelite people were so steeped in their 
unfaithfulness and perceived misfortune 
that they could not see the bigger picture. 
God was graciously dropping hints of His 
ongoing and future provision, yet His faith-
fulness was ignored on account of Israel’s 
recurring sin and abiding unfaithfulness. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



132 Unit 6  /  Session 2  /  An Unfaithful Prophet

NOTES

Unfaithfulness results from a failure to 
trust God (Num. 20:6-11).

6 Then Moses and Aaron went from the presence of the assembly to the 

doorway of the tent of meeting. They fell facedown, and the glory of the 

Lord appeared to them. 7 The Lord spoke to Moses, 8 “Take the staff and 

assemble the community. You and your brother Aaron are to speak to the 

rock while they watch, and it will yield its water. You will bring out water 

for them from the rock and provide drink for the community and their 

livestock.” 9 So Moses took the staff from the Lord’s presence just as he 

had commanded him. 10 Moses and Aaron summoned the assembly in front 

of the rock, and Moses said to them, “Listen, you rebels! Must we bring 

water out of this rock for you?” 11 Then Moses raised his hand and struck 

the rock twice with his staff, so that abundant water gushed out, and the 

community and their livestock drank. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 20:6-11 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 6-8 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Moses and Aaron approached the Lord in reverence, and the Lord 
responded with grace for the people to provide them water through 
their leaders speaking to a rock. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 9-11 commentary to explain how Moses and Aaron 
“missed the mark” in their disobedience to God’s command (the bold words fill 
in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #36: Sin as Missing the Mark: One aspect 
of sin is missing the mark of God’s standards set for humanity. This 
missing of the mark is not a simple mistake but a falling short of God’s 
glory through conscious choosing of sin. We may refer to sin as a 
failure on the part of humans to live according to God’s standards, 
but we must recognize this failure is intentional. We miss the mark 
when we deliberately choose to cast aside God’s intention for us. 

DISCUSS: What are some lessons we ought to learn from Moses and 
Aaron’s example? (reverence for the Lord in one moment does not guarantee 
obedience to the Lord in the next; our desire to obey to the Lord should 
outweigh our desire to get even or to look down on others; just because the 
Lord works through us to accomplish His purposes, we ought not become 
complacent in our sin or think we are without sin) 

TRANSITION: Not only did the leaders sin, but they would have consequences.

POINT 2

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ In this world, one 
thirsts on a waterless 
road. But let us thirst 
that we may be filled. 
For ‘blessed are they 
who hunger and thirst 
for justice; for they 
shall have their fill.’ 
And our thirst is filled 
from a rock in the 
wasteland. For ‘the 
rock was Christ.’ ” 3 

–Augustine (354-430)
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Commentary 

VERSES 6-8 / Moses and Aaron’s approach 
before the Lord contrasts starkly with the 
posture of the assembled people. While the 
people groaned and complained about the 
Lord’s perceived disregard for them, Moses 
and Aaron approached His presence with 
reverence and respect. In return, God was 
pleased to meet with them there. “When 
one demonstrates the attitudes of humil-
ity and servanthood, God’s presence and 
blessing are realized most fully.” 4 

The staff Moses was to take with him 
signaled to the people both Moses’s lead-
ership and that the following directives 
were from the Lord. Further, though speak-
ing directly to Moses, the Lord gave His 
instructions to both Moses and Aaron, 
signaling Aaron’s shared responsibilities 
as a leader among the people. 

God’s response here is especially notewor-
thy on account of His grace. Rather than the 
intense rebuke we might expect, the Lord, 
in His kindness, determined to provide for 
the people and to restore them both physi-
cally and, as a result, spiritually as well. 
This grace and its intended aftermath, of 
course, echoes in the gospel by which we 
are saved. 

The Lord’s instructions were specific. 
Moses and Aaron were to “speak to the 
rock” while the people watched. This 
was a different method from what the 
Lord prescribed in Exodus 17:6, in which 
Moses was commanded to strike the rock. 
Through the mere use of words, at the 
Lord’s command, water would flow for the 
people and their livestock to drink and live.

Note the Lord’s emphasis in verse 8: “You 
[Moses and Aaron] will bring out water.” 
Though the miracle of water pouring forth 
from a rock was completely and obviously 
the work of God, Moses and Aaron’s role 
was not diminished in the least. Through 
people, God would accomplish His purposes 
on earth and in the sight of Israel so that 
His faithfulness might be proclaimed for 
generations thereafter.

VERSES 9-11 / Moses took the staff and 
gathered the people, just as the Lord had 
commanded him. Moses’ obedience was 
characteristic of him up to this point, right 
up to the moment he was to speak to the 
rock. But then comes a jarring transition 
in the narrative, one that marks the begin-
ning of a series of catastrophic events 
for the nation of Israel and for Moses and 
Aaron in particular. 

Having gathered the rebellious, discon-
tent, and disparaging community before 
the rock, Moses spoke—but not to the rock. 
Instead, he failed to restrain himself and 
directed his words to the people who had 
assembled against him with unfounded 
accusations. In frustration, he lashed out 
at them with a graceless tone and bitter, 
self-serving words. This represented quite 
a change in Moses’s tenor and posture from 
the days of the golden calf and the broken 
tablets, when his concern was for the Lord’s 
reputation, not his own (Ex. 32–33). 

Not only did Moses refuse to speak to the 
rock first, he refused to speak to the rock 
at all. In his anger, Moses “struck the rock 
twice with his staff,” a sign of rebellion 
against God. One commentator notes, “As 
in previous circumstances of this kind, 
the rock was a symbol of God’s mercy and 
benevolence, so striking the rock was in a 
sense a striking out against God. Moses had 
damaged severely the intimate personal 
relationship he had with God.” 5 

Moses was in clear disobedience against 
God, and Aaron was implicated alongside 
him. They demonstrated an obvious lack 
of trust in God’s plan for the restoration of 
His people, and in so doing, they became 
“rebels” themselves. The pair’s unfaithful-
ness resulted from a failure to trust God. 
Yet despite the leaders’ failure, God demon-
strated His faithfulness to the whole group 
as water flowed forth from the defaced 
rock. The good news for us is that God’s 
sovereign plans are not ultimately put in 
jeopardy by the faithlessness of His people. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



134 Unit 6  /  Session 2  /  An Unfaithful Prophet

NOTES

Unfaithfulness brings the judgment of 
a holy God (Num. 20:12-13).

12 But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust me 

to demonstrate my holiness in the sight of the Israelites, you will not 

bring this assembly into the land I have given them.” 13 These are the 

Waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the Lord, and he 

demonstrated his holiness to them. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 20:12-13 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 12 commentary to explain the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Moses and Aaron suffered a severe consequence because they did not 
honor God’s holiness. 

DISCUSS: Why does God’s severe discipline of Moses and Aaron not sit 
well with many of us? (it seems unfair, given the faithfulness these men had 
shown over the years; their sin doesn’t seem to compare to the complaining 
of the people who would go on to inherit the promised land; we don’t have a 
proper perspective on sin because we don’t grasp fully the holiness of God)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 13 commentary to emphasize the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

God demonstrates His holiness in His judgment and in His grace, seen 
especially in the person and work of His Son, Jesus Christ.

TRANSITION: Moses and Aaron fell in the same way the Israelites did, by 
failing to trust God and thus incurring His judgment. From birth, we find 
ourselves in the same predicament, dead in our trespasses and sin. But as 
He did in the Old Testament narratives, God has graciously offered us a way 
out through Christ, who bore God’s judgment on our behalf. God judged the 
unfaithfulness of His people, including their leaders. Jesus, the Son of God who 
was completely faithful to the Father, was judged in our place so that all who 
place their faith in Him will be saved. 

PACK ITEM 13: HATE SIN: Hand out copies of this bookmark to help remind 
your group that sin, no matter how small in our eyes, should not be taken 
lightly but should be taken to the Lord for forgiveness and sanctification. 

POINT 3

God’s Holiness

A term associated 
with God’s unique 
transcendence and 
distinct purity, holiness 
refers to God’s 
separation or His being 
set apart from all other 
things. In the Mosaic 
Law, only that which 
had been properly 
consecrated was 
permitted to come into 
God’s holy presence. 
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Commentary 

VERSE 12 / Moses and Aaron overtly 
disobeyed God, and they suffered a severe 
consequence for it. The Lord responded to 
their sin by declaring they would not lead 
the next generation of Israelites into the 
promised land. The pair’s decades-long 
journey toward this promise of God would 
end short of their goal and their hopes. 

Take notice of how the Lord framed Moses 
and Aaron’s disobedience: “You did not 
trust me to demonstrate my holiness 
in the sight of the Israelites.” God’s holi-
ness in the eyes of God’s people was at 
stake. Moses and Aaron had decided God’s 
holiness was theirs to defend despite the 
Lord’s explicit decision to show grace to 
the Israelites in the midst of their rebel-
lion. In their zeal for God, Moses and Aaron 
disobeyed God. This is a stark reminder to 
us that even what we perceive as righteous 
anger may not actually be obedience to the 
Lord’s commands. 

Moses and Aaron were not punished imme-
diately, but their discipline was stored up 
in the sense that they would perish before 
seeing the fulfillment of God’s promises: 

• Aaron would die in the wilderness on 
Mount Hor shortly after this event, but 
after his son had ceremonially received 
the role of high priest (Num. 20:22-29). 

• Moses would die on the edge of the prom-
ised land. After giving his final instruc-
tions to the people of Israel, which we 
know as the Book of Deuteronomy, the 
Lord allowed Moses to see the land from 
Mount Nebo, but he died without ever 
entering the land, just as God had said 
(Deut. 34:1-8). 

Truly, unfaithfulness brings the judgment 
of a holy God. Yet even considering the 
severity of Moses and Aaron’s punishment, 
it is important to recognize that God’s 
promises were not off the table completely. 
His judgment here was limited to Moses 
and Aaron as an extension of the punish-
ment for the rest of the faithless older 
generation of Israel. But His promise to the 

nation itself, particularly for the younger 
generation, still stood—they would enter 
and claim the promised land.  

God’s judgment is severe, as is warranted 
on account of His holiness, but He is also 
gracious and faithful to keep His promises 
despite the wavering faith of His people. 
The Lord’s dealings with Israel give count-
less reasons for us to continue putting our 
faith in God, knowing that (a) He will not 
withhold anything good from us, and (b) He 
will be faithful to keep His promises. 

VERSE 13 / The final verse of the passage 
indicates a kind of memorial now applied 
to the place where Israel refused to trust 
God, its leaders incurred His judgment, 
and God still provided for His people. The 
spring flowing from the rock was referred 
to as “the Waters of Meribah,” echoing the 
designation given to the miraculous flow 
of water in Exodus 17:7 when the previous 
generation of Israelites quarreled with God 
in a similar fashion. 

Despite the distractions, God still “demon-
strated his holiness” to the people there, 
and He did so in two ways: 

• First, the Lord showed His holiness 
through the miraculous flow of water for 
the people. God’s holiness would have 
been on display for the Israelites in His 
grace had Moses merely spoken to the 
rock for the water to flow. Instead, he 
chastised the people unbidden by God, 
who can well defend Himself and disci-
pline His people as needed.

• Second, the Lord showed His holiness 
through His judgment upon the leaders 
for their unfaithfulness and disobedi-
ence. No sinner is immune to the conse-
quences of sin against the holy God.

God’s demonstration of His holiness here 
foreshadows two important elements of the 
gospel: Sin must and will be punished by 
the holy God, and yet, God still offers grace 
to discontent sinners. He accomplishes 
both of these holy expectations through the 
person and work of His Son, Jesus Christ. 
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NOTES

Because we have experienced the good provision of God in Jesus, we strive to 
trust Him no matter our circumstances, knowing that He works all things for 
His glory and our good .

Head: 

Unfaithfulness results from a failure to trust God and often leads to 
patterns of sin and rebellion . Thankfully, we serve a God who is faithful 
to forgive our sins . We see God’s love for us in this way most fully in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ . First John 1:9 reads: “If we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness .” 

In what areas of life are you struggling to trust God? Confess these to 
God in prayer now.

Heart: 

Sin is serious business . It is difficult to consider the consequences of sin 
because they often seem delayed so that we do not suffer immediately 
for them . Yet in the very moment of our sin, we do suffer for it . Those 
who are apart from Christ bear the guilt alone and experience once again 
the fractured nature of their separation from God . Even those in Christ 
sense a separation from God on account of their sin, though the reality is 
God never forsakes His children as He disciplines them in love for their 
holiness . Any rebellion or unfaithfulness is an affront to a holy God . Yet in 
Christ, God’s wrath has been directed away from us and onto another so 
we may be forgiven and restored . 

How will you obey the Lord today because of His holiness displayed in 
Christ on the cross?

Hands: 

Moses and Aaron felt as if they needed take matters into their own hands . 
A failure to trust God in this way always goes awry . Yet fully trusting God 
does not mean that we never act . Rather, we are to act in accordance with 
what the Lord instructs us to do . Despite the leaders’ rebellion and through 
a series of unexpected and unfortunate events, the Lord provided for His 
people . As the water still flowed from the rock, living water flows and is 
available to us today through God’s gifts of His Son and the Holy Spirit . 
So whatever you do today, do everything for the glory of the One who has 
saved you . 

What are some ways you will love, serve, and lead others so they can 
know Jesus by faith?

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ When we walk with the 
Lord In the light of His 
Word, What a glory He 
sheds on our way! Let 
us do His good will; 
He abides with us still, 
And with all who will 
trust and obey. Trust 
and obey, For there’s 
no other way To be 
happy in Jesus, But to 
trust and obey.” 6 

– John H. Sammis 
(1846-1919)
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EXTRA

Point 1: Unfaithfulness leads to a pattern of sin 
(Num. 20:1-5).

Commentary

“Two statements regarding the lack of water supply provide an inclusio (vv. 2,5) for the people’s 
complaint, which was directed against Moses and Aaron. A full complement of three issues were 
raised by the people, providing a comprehensive view of their rebellious and confused nature. 
Contradiction exuded from their words when they claimed that they would have preferred 
death over life. They blamed Moses and Aaron for their predicament. After all, how could their 
God have led them into this forbidden desert to die an untimely death? They were God’s chosen 
people, the congregation of the Lord … and so it must have been Moses’ fault that they faced this 
crisis of survival in a place with no grain, fruit, or water. The fruit listed were those very fruits 
that the scouts had brought back from the land forty years before (13:23). They still suffered 
from the same syndrome of unbelief. How easily they had forgotten the numerous times when 
God had miraculously provided them food, water, and shelter in the desert!” 7 

Illustration

How long does it take to form a habit? According to the popularized adage, only 21 days. 
Others have argued 66 days, and still others somewhere in between. Though there may not be 
definitive proof, the estimates most people feel comfortable making indicate that it does not 
take very long, in the grand scheme of things. Habits can be formed relatively quickly, and bad 
ones are hard to shake. The Israelites experienced the ill effects of sin habits throughout their 
wilderness journey. Time and again, they were given reason to trust God for His protection 
and provision, yet they failed to do so. In Numbers 20:1-5, the Israelites’ complaining echoed a 
previous episode of grumbling found in Exodus 17. They were again without water and imagined 
their previous life in bondage in Egypt was better than their current condition, journeying 
toward the promised land by the gracious hand of God. They were even so bold as to describe 
the location to which the Lord had brought them as evil. Clearly they were caught up in their 
disobedience, and their priorities were wildly out of line. Unfaithfulness leads to patterns of 
sin that are impossible to reverse apart from the work of a holy God. Recognizing God’s hand—
trusting His promises and embracing His protection and provision—was paramount for the 
Israelites in their plight, and it is as necessary for us today. Habitual sin is a snare and a trap, 
always overpromising and under-delivering. God, however, is trustworthy, constantly and 
faithfully delivering on His promises. 
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EXTRA
Point 2: Unfaithfulness results from a failure to 
trust God (Num. 20:6-11).

Commentary

“Very often narratives in the Pentateuch appear pedantic and repetitious as they record the 
precise fulfilment of divine commands (cf. verses 25-26 with 27-28). But here there is a marked 
divergence between what was commanded and what was done. Moses was instructed to take 
the rod, assemble the congregation and speak to the rock (v. 8), but in the event he took the rod, gathered 
the assembly, spoke to them instead of to the rock, and then struck the rock (vv. 9-11). Though this 
brought forth water, it was not produced in the divinely intended way, and counted as rebelling 
against God’s command (v. 24) and unbelief. Whereas Christian theologians, following Paul’s 
supposed distinction, often contrast faith with obedience, this dichotomy is unknown to the 
Old Testament. Faith is the correct response to God’s word, whether it is a word of promise or 
a word of command. Psalm 119:66 can say ‘I believe in thy commandments.’ The opposite of faith 
is rebellion or disobedience (e.g., Deut. 9:23; 2 Kings 17:14). Thus, Moses’ failure to carry out 
the Lord’s instructions precisely was as much an act of unbelief as the people’s failure to trust 
God’s promises instead of the spies’ pessimistic reports (Num. 14:11). Both were punished by 
exclusion from the land of promise. Because Aaron helped Moses (vv. 8,10), he received the 
same sentence (v. 12).” 8 

Illustration

Are you around toddlers often? Two- and three-year-olds’ lack of inhibition is remarkable and, 
in many ways, inspiring. Imagine a little boy, sitting in his highchair, hands sticky with syrupy 
goodness. He reaches for his “sippy” cup and brings the spout to his lips to take a drink that 
does not come. “MOM! THIRSTY!!” The hero swoops onto the scene, and within minutes, the 
milk is replenished, the boy is happy, and mom returns to what she was doing before. What is 
curious about this familiar scene is the toddler’s confidence. The thought that mom or dad may 
not meet such a need never crosses a child’s mind. They’re hungry; they ask. They’re thirsty; 
they ask. They want more dessert; they ask. But of course, reasonableness has its place. As 
a general rule, needy people ought to be shameless before the one who is both able and has 
promised to provide. In Numbers 20:6-11, Moses and Aaron respond to the Israelites’ groaning 
in a way that honors and pleases God—they go before the Lord at the tent of meeting. They are 
in need of help, so they go confidently before the Lord and receive it. The narrative turns at the 
point when Moses disregards God’s directions and takes matters into his own hands. You see, 
not only should God’s people confidently go to Him with their needs, they should also trust that 
what He provides is sufficient to meet their needs. Moses and Aaron would learn the hard way, 
but the entire episode in instructive for believers today. 
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Point 3: Unfaithfulness brings the judgment of a holy 
God (Num. 20:12-13). 

Commentary

“God’s mercy and grace were evidenced when the waters gushed forth from the rocky crag, 
in spite of Moses’ actions. He fulfilled his promise to provide ample water for the people, and 
Moses was used as an agent in the miracle. Geographers and biblical interpreters have written 
for years of the extensive aquifers that exist beneath the surface rock strata of the Sinai 
peninsula. The several oases such as at Serabit al-Khadem, Ain Hawarah, Ain Khadra, and Ain 
el-Qudeirat (Kadesh Barnea) are examples of such abundant water supplies. So, at the moment 
of Moses’ sin in striking the rock, God caused the water to erupt from an underground water 
source, more than amply supplying the needs of the Israelite population. The Lord continued 
to demonstrate, as he continues to do today, his essential benevolent nature, fulfilling his 
promise to supply the needs of his people. Even the failure of his leaders would not thwart his 
will to bless his people. The rebellious, however, would fail to fully experience the abundance of 
his blessing.” 9 

Illustration

Have you ever had to remove a stain from a clean, light-colored piece of clothing or fresh 
white linens? Often it seems the stain never truly goes away, though it’s diminished enough 
to satisfy you in the moment. Other times, no amount of bleach pens or Internet hacks will 
do the trick—the stain remains and permanently so. Taking a step back, one can see why the 
stain is such a problem. It is bad; its color is dark and unpleasant to the eyes. It is jarring when 
one first sees it. But the other reason the stain is a problem is because the material affected 
by it was once so clean. The fabric or surface was once pure and undiluted, without mar or 
blemish. The severity of the stain is seen clearly against the cleanliness of that which it sits 
upon. In Numbers 20:12-13, the severity of Moses and Aaron’s sin is seen clearly in light of the 
holiness of God. Disregard for the Lord’s clear instructions is direct defiance and sin against 
God. In sentencing the two leaders to death before they are to reach the promised land, the 
Lord is not arbitrarily dishing out undeserved punishment. In this case, the punishment truly 
fits the crime. As severe as one might think the punishment is, the judgment speaks louder 
still concerning just how holy God is. Yet as we see, God is just and faithful. Despite the leaders’ 
sin and the rebellion of the Israelites, God graciously provides, modeling for us His ultimate 
provision for us in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
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Unit 6  /  Session 3  /  An Ungrateful People

UNIT 6  /  SESSION 3 

AN UNGRATEFUL 
PEOPLE

Session Outline

1. The Lord’s people sin, despite His gracious provision (Num. 21:1-5). 
2. The Lord’s people are disciplined, drawing them toward repentance (Num. 21:6-7a). 
3. The Lord’s prophet intercedes, prompting the means of healing (Num. 21:7b-9). 

Background Passage: Numbers 21

What Will My Group Learn?

God is right to judge sin, yet He is gracious to provide a way of salvation. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

When the Israelites were mortally wounded because of their sin, God called on them to look 
upon the bronze serpent lifted high on the pole to be healed. We too are mortally wounded 
because of sin. God has likewise called on us to look with faith upon Jesus Christ lifted high on 
the cross so that we might be saved from the punishment of our sin.

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have been spared from punishment of sin through the intercession of Jesus, we 
plead with others to look upon the cross and receive salvation through Christ Jesus. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: The Israelites had been confronted afresh with God’s holiness 
through His grace in providing them with water and His punishment 
of their leaders. Aaron soon died in the wilderness on Mount Hor as 
a result of his disobedience at the rock, but not before the priesthood 
had passed on to his son, Eleazar, so the people’s relationship with 
the Lord might be preserved. Aaron’s death was yet another tangible 
testimony of God’s commitment to and expectation of holiness, and the 
people mourned him there for thirty days. And then the Lord provided 
them with their first victory over an enemy nation. Yet Israel remained 
undeterred, and they would soon sin again.

DISCUSS: What are some ways you have expressed your gratitude 
to others? (wait for a group member to respond first; only share your 
response as a conclusion to the discussion)

DISCUSS: What are some memorable ways you have received 
gratitude from others? (wait for a group member to respond first; only 
share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: Our desire to show gratitude is a fickle thing. When 
something goes our way or someone caters to our needs, we can 
be profuse with our thankfulness. But what if someone who loved us 
addressed a deep need we didn’t know we had and the effort were 
painful? Such circumstances often breed distrust in us rather than 
gratitude. The Israelites once again found themselves at the Lord’s 
mercy for resources. But their problem was not merely that their needs 
were not being met—they had heart-level issues that needed to be 
cured, and their loving God labored hard for their healing. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

The Lord’s people sin, despite His gracious 
provision (Num. 21:1-5). 

1 When the Canaanite king of Arad, who lived in the Negev, heard that 

Israel was coming on the Atharim road, he fought against Israel and 

captured some prisoners. 2 Then Israel made a vow to the Lord, “If you will 

hand this people over to us, we will completely destroy their cities.” 3 The 

Lord listened to Israel’s request and handed the Canaanites over to them, 

and Israel completely destroyed them and their cities. So they named the 

place Hormah. 4 Then they set out from Mount Hor by way of the Red Sea to 

bypass the land of Edom, but the people became impatient because of the 

journey. 5 The people spoke against God and Moses: “Why have you led us 

up from Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread or water, and we 

detest this wretched food!” 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 21:1-5 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 1-3 commentary to emphasize the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Lord graciously provided a military victory for His people, in 
addition to the bread and water He had provided throughout their 
wilderness journey. 

DISCUSS: How does reflecting on God’s gracious provision help us not to 
sin against Him and others? (we become overwhelmed with gratitude and 
complaining becomes the last thing on our minds; we do not consider ourselves 
better than others because we know God has provided for us; we do not have 
to sin in our fret or worry because we can trust God’s continued provision)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 4-5 commentary to contrast God’s faithful provision 
with the Israelites’ sinful, selfish outlook on their journey as you explain the 
following doctrinal point (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #39: Sin as Selfishness: When we sin, we are 
acting out of a selfish attitude and mind-set that assumes our action 
will lead us to more happiness than if we were to obey God. Because 
sin is manifested in our tendency to be “curved inward” toward self, it is 
the opposite of love. Love looks outwardly to place others before oneself, 
operating from the mind-set that others are more important (Phil. 2:3). 
Where sin selfishly seeks personal gratification and happiness, love works 
for the joy of others in the hope of making others happy in God. 

TRANSITION: The Israelites’ problem was not merely that their needs were not 
being met. They had heart-level issues that needed to be cured, and the Lord 
was committed to their healing.

POINT 1

The Negev

“Negev” means “dry” 
and denotes an arid 
region of Israel south 
of the Judean foothills 
and was considered 
to be the gateway to 
the rest of Canaan, 
the promised land, so 
the term also came to 
mean “south.” 1 
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Commentary 

VERSES 1-3 / The Israelites were led by 
God from Kadesh to Mount Hor, where they 
made a pit stop that involved thirty days 
of mourning because Aaron died for his 
part in the leaders’ disobedience at Meribah 
(Num. 20:22-29). Their path followed the 
Atharim road, which took them near the 
Negev, a region ruled by the Canaanites  
on the southern edge of the promised land. 

Upon hearing the Israelites were coming 
his way, the Canaanite king of Arad fought 
against Israel and captured some prisoners. 
This was the Israelites’ first taste of battle 
since their rout after the Lord sentenced 
them to wander the wilderness for forty 
years (14:39-45). These circumstances were 
ripe for yet another instance of rebellion, 
but here the Israelites chose obedience. 

Instead of sinking into despair and accus-
ing the Lord and His appointed leaders, 
the people turned to the Lord and made 
“a vow.” Their vow revealed a full-fledged 
trust that God was able to hand their 
enemies over to them. Moreover, they felt 
emboldened by God’s presence and power, 
so much so that they committed to destroy-
ing the cities of their enemies if and when 
God obliged. The confidence the people 
demonstrated in God is a surprising but 
welcome development in their walk of faith. 

Honored by their faith, the Lord honored 
Israel’s request and handed the Canaan-
ites over to them, and Israel completely 
destroyed them and their cities, just as 
they had vowed. So they named the place 
“Hormah,” which means “destruction.”

The destruction of the Canaanites seems 
excessive, but the event was justified: First, 
the Canaanites had attacked God’s chosen 
people and taken prisoners. Second, 
the Canaanites had reached a limit with 
their sin that God would no longer toler-
ate (see Gen. 15:16). Third, the complete 
destruction of the pagan peoples in the 
land would help the Israelites maintain 
fidelity to the Lord and keep the righteous 
requirements of God’s law (see Deut. 7:1-6).  

VERSES 4-5 / The mountaintop experience 
of proper devotion and victory did not last 
long, for in the very next verse, the Israel-
ites have returned to their faithless ways. 

The people set out from Mount Hor by way 
of the Red Sea, which would take them 
around the land of Edom because the king 
of Edom had denied them safe passage 
(Num. 20:14-21). This detour caused the 
Israelites once again to become “impa-
tient.” Even though their new route “by 
way of the Red Sea” connected them to the 
scene of the most miraculous move of God 
the Israelites knew, they still murmured 
against God and Moses. Sound familiar? 

This was not the first time the Israelites had 
grumbled about their situation, expressing 
clear distrust in God and the leader He had 
appointed. More pointedly, this was not the 
first time they had complained about their 
water and food situation either: 

• In Exodus 15 and 17, they feared the 
absence of water for them to drink, but 
the Lord miraculously provided. 

• In Exodus 16, they worried about a lack 
of food in the wilderness, but the Lord 
provided manna—bread from heaven—
for them every day of their wandering. 

• In Numbers 11, they complained about a 
lack of variety in their food, saying they 
had grown tired of manna. 

• Here in Numbers 21, they found no water 
or bread. But they had recently received 
water from a rock (Num. 20) and they 
knowingly rejected as “wretched food” 
the bread from heaven the Lord had 
provided for them. 

The old sinful, selfish refrains were not 
far from the people’s thoughts as they 
traversed the desert land, and this despite 
God’s demonstration of faithfulness and 
provision at Kadesh (water from the rock) 
and Hormah (military victory). The Isra-
elites had a problem, but it wasn’t about 
their needs not being met. They had heart-
level issues that needed to be cured, and 
the Lord was committed to their healing.  
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NOTES

The Lord’s people are disciplined, drawing 
them toward repentance (Num. 21:6-7a). 

6 Then the Lord sent poisonous snakes among the people, and they bit 

them so that many Israelites died. 7a The people then came to Moses and 

said, “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you. 

READ: Read aloud Numbers 21:6-7a from this guide or your Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 6 commentary to explain the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Lord responded to this instance of His people’s rebellion 
immediately and harshly. The punishment of snakes also reminded 
the people of their oppression in Egypt.

DISCUSS: Read the VOICES FROM THE CHURCH quote in the sidebar, and 
then ask this question: How should this punishment of Israel cause us to 
think about our own sins? (we should recognize that there are no “small” sins 
in the light of God’s holiness; the Lord is just in all the ways He addresses our 
sins, whether immediately and harshly or patiently; every sin we commit is a 
great act of rebellion against God)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 7A commentary to highlight the following idea (the 
bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The Lord’s discipline always has a purpose of leading His people to 
repentance and restoration. This is God’s mercy and grace.

DISCUSS: What should our repentance of sin entail? (confession of our sin; 
turning to the Lord in faith and hope for forgiveness of our sin; a desire not to 
sin again; a desire to make right what we have ruined by our sin; humility of 
heart that recognizes God’s holiness and our utter sinfulness)

TRANSITION: Restoration of our relationship with God can only come after 
repentance of our sins. Then comes the healing that we all desire, which God 
provides through the means that He deems best. The means that the Lord 
provided for the Israelites points forward to the ultimate means of healing for 
all sinners—Jesus Christ.

POINT 2

VOICES from  
THE CHURCH
“ Because we often 
focus on our sins to 
the exclusion of the 
One we have sinned 
against (Ps. 113:4-6), we 
fail to remember that 
all of our sins—even 
the ‘small’ ones that 
don’t seem to harm 
anyone—are acts of 
rebellion against our 
Creator. We fail to 
understand that what 
is deemed culturally 
appropriate changes 
from generation 
to generation, 
but God’s Word 
remains unchanged.” 2 

–Shaq Hardy
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Commentary 

VERSE 6 / As with the earlier occasion of 
the same, when Israel grumbled about both 
their situation and the variety of their food, 
the Lord’s anger was kindled against His 
people. Previously, He had punished those 
who complained and craved meat with a 
plague that killed them (see Num. 11). This 
time, the Lord sent “poisonous snakes” 
among the people that bit them, and many 
Israelites died from the venom. The Hebrew 
word used to describe the snakes means 
“burning” or “fiery,” hence, they were 
poisonous. The descriptor was likely used 
to describe the inflammation and subse-
quent burning sensation felt after one 
experienced a snake’s bite. There are no 
clear indicators to determine the species 
of snake, though many have reflected on 
the possibilities in light of the geographical 
setting of the event.

Iain Duguid elaborates on the significance 
of God’s using snakes here as judgment: 

To understand what is going on here, it 
is important to recognize that neither 
the judgment nor the remedy was 
a random phenomenon … [The judg-
ment] was a sign that was full of mean-
ing for the Israelites, who had only a 
few years earlier emerged from Egypt 
and were therefore well-versed in Egyp-
tian symbolism. These serpents were a 
potent representation of the power of 
Egypt, to which they were apparently 
so eager to return. Snakes were well-
known symbols of power and sover-
eignty in ancient Egypt, as the familiar 
image of a cobra on Pharaoh’s crown 
reminds us. Having once been freed 
from Pharaoh, did they really want to 
be subject to the power of the serpent 
all over again? 3 

The sequence of events here is notewor-
thy. There were no pleas from Moses, no 
long leash given to the people. The Isra-
elites complained, and God responded. 
This episode is a clear example of the 
Lord’s severe punishment of His people’s 
sin. That many Israelites died as a result 

of the snakebites highlighted God’s holi-
ness and the significance of the people’s 
rebellion. Yet God’s discipline was a means 
to a further end—He intended to draw the 
people to repentance.

VERSE 7A / The people were moved by 
God’s severe response both spiritually and, 
as their pleas would indicate, physically 
because of the dire situation they found 
themselves in. So they approached Moses 
and confessed their sin of speaking against 
the Lord and Moses. 

At last, the Israelites acknowledged their 
sin, unlike the previous accounts of their 
disobedience. Here their response was 
marked by contrition. Note too that their 
sin was categorized—they had sinned by 
speaking against the Lord and Moses. What 
flows from the mouth is an indicator of what 
is situated in one’s heart (see Matt. 12:34). 
The Israelites’ grumbling was not a surface-
level condition. Therefore, repentance was 
the only cure.

This passage teaches us something impor-
tant about God’s discipline: The Lord does 
not discipline for discipline’s sake. God 
is right to judge sin on account of His 
holiness, but He is not pleased simply to 
unleash punishment, contrary to some ill-
motivated caricatures of Him. Rather, by 
His response to sin, be it termed discipline 
or punishment, God intends to restore a 
right relationship between Himself and His 
image-bearers. Often, corrective action is 
the best way to reach this intended end. 

Over and again, the Israelites had cursed 
God, thumbing their noses at His constant 
provision and faithfulness to improve 
their circumstances and remove them 
from dangerous situations. Yet God, in 
His mercy, disciplined them to draw their 
attention to the severity of their sin and the 
offer of His grace and forgiveness for their 
actions. God is right to judge sin, yet He is 
gracious to provide a way of salvation. 
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NOTES

The Lord’s prophet intercedes, prompting 
the means of healing (Num. 21:7b-9). 

7b Intercede with the Lord so that he will take the snakes away from us.” And 

Moses interceded for the people. 8 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a snake 

image and mount it on a pole. When anyone who is bitten looks at it, he will 

recover.” 9 So Moses made a bronze snake and mounted it on a pole. Whenever 

someone was bitten, and he looked at the bronze snake, he recovered. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud Numbers 21:7b-9 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 7B commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The Israelites acknowledged God’s ability to save them as they 
pleaded with Moses to pray for them, which Moses graciously did. 

DISCUSS: Why might we doubt God’s ability to save us? (we wonder if God 
even cares; we fail to remember who God is—gracious, compassionate, slow to 
anger, and abounding in love and forgiveness; our sin seems too overwhelming 
for God to forgive; we ignore the grace God has already shown us in sending 
Jesus to die for our sin)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 8-9 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

By God’s command, the Israelites could exchange their sin and death 
for healing and life by looking upon the bronze serpent. Similarly, we 
are to look upon Jesus for our salvation.

TRANSITION: When the Israelites were mortally wounded because of their sin, 
God called on them to look upon the bronze serpent lifted high on the pole 
to be healed. We too are mortally wounded because of sin. God has likewise 
called on us to look with faith upon Jesus Christ lifted high on the cross so that 
we might be saved from the punishment for our sin.

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSE 7B / The Israelites knew the way 
out of their misery: They confessed their 
sin against both God and Moses and then 
pleaded with Moses to “intercede” on their 
behalf before God. 

Their request was not one of mere desper-
ation for rescue from physical danger, 
though it was that to some degree. More 
significantly, their request was an acknowl-
edgment of God’s ability to save them. Over 
and again, they had expressed distrust 
in God’s plans and capability. Now they 
honored God in their asking, and they 
expressed confidence in Moses to repre-
sent them. So Moses graciously went before 
the Lord and interceded for the people 
who had so often accused and threatened 
him, and he asked the Lord to “take the 
snakes away.”

VERSES 8-9 / The Lord responded favor-
ably to Moses’s request on behalf of the 
Israelites, but His response seems strange 
at first because He did not do what they 
asked of Him. Instead of taking the snakes 
away, as they had requested, the Lord told 
Moses to make an image of a snake, place 
it on a pole, and then lift it up for all to see, 
and whoever looked at the image would be 
healed from their snake bite.

The Lord’s instructions here divert from 
traditional sacrifice motifs in the Old Testa-
ment, yet the rule and consequence remain 
the same: God was offering to the Israelites 
forgiveness for their sin and a way out of 
their suffering. Typically, the exchange of 
sin from the sinner to the animal sacrifice 
required the laying on of hands. Here, this 
step was represented by having the Isra-
elites look up at the snake image, thereby 
acknowledging God’s grace and power in 
coming to their aid. 

Moses obeyed the Lord and “made a 
bronze snake and mounted it on a pole.” 
A number of archaeological digs have 
been conducted in the Sinai region and 
have yielded evidence of bronze molds of 
serpents and other similar artifacts. 4 

With the bronze snake image mounted on 
a pole, whenever someone was bitten, he 
or she could look at the bronze snake and 
recover—in other words, that person would 
live. This wasn’t the solution the Israelites 
had asked for, but it was the good solution 
the Lord provided for the spiritual growth 
of His people.

None of this would have been possible 
had the Lord’s prophet not interceded and 
acted, prompting the means of healing. 
Moses stepped in on behalf of the people 
to (a) petition God for their deliverance and 
(b) carry out the actions needed to set their 
deliverance in motion. 

The transaction here is straightforward: 
The people’s sin incurred God’s wrath 
and punishment, yet through His repre-
sentative, God graciously offered them a 
way back into right-standing before Him. 
Once bitten, the Israelites were to look at 
the bronze snake for healing. The bronze 
statue here served as the vehicle of God’s 
healing, and acknowledgment of God’s 
means for their deliverance—looking at the 
bronze snake—was all that was required for 
that healing. 

Throughout Israel’s sojourn narrative, we 
find the frequent pattern of Israel’s sin 
and disobedience followed by the Lord’s 
rebuke and punishment. In this particu-
lar instance, however, we are given a clear 
reminder of what awaits the people as a 
result of their contrition and repentance. 
The Lord offered healing and deliverance—
a picture of redemption and salvation that 
echoes throughout the whole of Scripture. 

In redemptive history, there would come 
yet another vehicle for the deliverance of 
sinners in need of rescue: “Just as Moses 
lifted up the snake in the wilderness, so 
the Son of Man must be lifted up, so that 
everyone who believes in him may have 
eternal life” (John 3:14-15). As the Israel-
ites looked to the bronze serpent for heal-
ing from the snake bites, we are to look to 
Jesus for salvation from sin. 
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NOTES

Because we have been spared from punishment of sin through the intercession 
of Jesus, we plead with others to look upon the cross and receive salvation 
through Christ Jesus .

Head: 

The Israelites finally turned a corner as they pleaded with Moses to pray 
to God and ask Him to rescue them from the poisonous serpents . Yes, they 
wanted away from the physical danger, but they were also expressing their 
full belief that God was able to do something about their predicament . Our 
situation—being dead in our trespassed and sins (Ephs . 2:1-3)—also finds 
its remedy in God, namely, in Jesus, who laid down His life so that we 
might live eternally .

How will you intercede and pray for others this week? Begin right now.

Heart: 

There is something truly compelling about the scene in which the Israelites 
look up to the bronze serpent for healing . Later, in John 3, Jesus compares 
His death on the cross to this Old Testament episode . Looking up to Jesus 
does more than merely lift our gaze; it lifts our hearts as well, knowing 
that our sin has been fully and finally dealt with and that we are fully 
known, loved, and forgiven by our holy and gracious God .

What heart-level issues in your life keep you downcast and distant from 
God? Repent and look afresh to Jesus for your salvation and healing. 

Hands: 

The Lord does not discipline for discipline’s sake; He desires to lead His 
people into repentance and to restore a right relationship between them 
and Himself . Restored relationships, both vertical and horizontal, are 
significant in the life of a Christian . The Israelites responded to the Lord’s 
discipline and confessed their sin against both God and Moses that they 
might find peace and healing . Believers also should seek restoration in 
their relationships with God and others . 

Who are people you have sinned against, and how will you seek 
restoration of those relationships for the glory of Christ? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ This is wonderful 
news to believe that 
salvation lies outside 
ourselves. I am justified 
and acceptable 
to God, although 
there are in me sin, 
unrighteousness, and 
horror of death. Yet 
I must look elsewhere 
and see no sin. This is 
wonderful, not to see 
what I see, not to feel 
what I feel.” 5 

– Martin Luther 
(1483-1546)
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EXTRA

Point 1: The Lord’s people sin, despite His gracious 
provision (Num. 21:1-5).

Commentary

“Once more, as the Israelites journeyed along the Way of the Red Sea, going out of their way to 
circumnavigate the northwest corner of the territory of the Edomites, the people grew impatient 
and ungrateful for that which the Lord had provided them. As at Kibroth Hataavah (11:4-10), they 
openly expressed their soul-felt dissatisfaction to God and Moses about the monotonous diet 
of manna they had been eating and the lack of water during this lengthy journey through the 
deserts … They described their food supply as ‘miserable’ (haqqĕlōqēl, ‘worthless, contemptible’), 
thereby deploring and degrading that which God had so graciously given to them for some forty 
years. When a person’s heart is intent on rebellion and beset by discontent, even the best of 
gifts from the Lord can lose their savor; nothing will fully satisfy until the heart is made right. 
The structure of this pericope parallels the simplicity of the first rebellious incident in 11:1-3 and 
outlines as follows: (1) historical setting (v. 4a); (2) sin of the people (vv. 4b-5); (3) judgment from 
the Lord (v. 6); (4) response of the people (v. 7a); (5) intercession of Moses (v. 7b); (6) response of 
the Lord in deliverance (vv. 8-9). Unlike other rebellion accounts, no toponymic designation is 
made for identifying the site of the incident. This rebellion account structure closely parallels 
the accounts of the Israelite judgeships throughout Judges 3–16.” 6 

Teaching Option

In Numbers 21:1-5, the Israelites win a timely victory over intense opposition as the Lord 
delivers the Canaanites into their hands. With this successful conquest behind them, the people 
continue on their journey. Yet within the span of one verse, they falter yet again, forgetting 
God’s faithfulness to provide for and protect them. In their accusing and complaining, the 
Israelites sin against God despite His gracious provision. It is important that we constantly 
reflect on God’s faithfulness in our lives so that we do not forget who He is and that He is 
capable when our circumstances change. Ask group members to use the Notes section of their 
DDG to reflect on the last year of their life and write down 5-7 ways or circumstances in which 
God has been faithful to them. If group members are comfortable, have them share a few of 
their examples. 
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EXTRA
Point 2: The Lord’s people are disciplined, drawing 
them toward repentance (Num. 21:6-7a).

Commentary

“Also, unlike previous rebellion accounts, the Israelites respond with repentant hearts, 
confessing their sinfulness in speaking seditiously against God and Moses. Though driven in 
part by the desperate circumstances of facing death by snake bite, they seem to have realized 
genuinely the seriousness of their indiscretion. Having experienced several times through their 
history in the wilderness that the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man like Moses avails 
much, they appeal to their divinely appointed leader to intercede with God on their behalf. 
Unlike the way he reacted with unrighteous anger at Keribah Kadesh (20:10-11), Moses responded 
to their penitent pleas with an equally humble heart and prayed … on behalf of the people.” 7 

Commentary

“With all the extra travel, the Israelites become impatient … Complaining that their appetite … 
loathes … manna (21:5), they insult God as at Kibroth Hattaavah (11:6). This time instead of quail 
(cf. 11:31-33), he sends snakes that are fiery … apparently in the sense that their venom feels 
like fire, by which he has punished people on several occasions. The invasion of reprehensible 
reptiles is like the plagues on Egypt, by which the Lord demonstrated his sovereignty over 
nature (Ex. 7–10). If the Israelites prefer to live in Egypt, they will die like Egyptians. Jesus 
said, ‘Which of you, if his son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will 
give him a snake?’ (Matt. 7:9-10). But the Lord has already given his people ‘bread from heaven’ 
(Ex. 16:4; Neh. 9:15; John 6:31-32), which they now regard as contemptible (Num. 21:5). Perhaps 
some snakes will help them appreciate his bread!” 8 

Illustration

Depending on your vantage point, fences are good or terrible things. To a parent, fences are a 
great way of keeping children safe and secure. But what about from the child’s perspective? 
To a child, the fence may seem like an imposition. There is so much happening on the other 
side—the activity, the people, the fun. The fence is just in the way, a barrier to freedom and 
joy. Frequently, the child needs to be reminded that what is on the other side is actually not 
as fun as it seems and that he or she should not miss out on all that is available inside the 
fence—a spacious yard with toys and games. God’s discipline functions a lot like a fence. In 
Numbers 21:6-7, God disciplines the Israelites in an unusual way, sending poisonous snakes in 
their midst. Yet He does so for a reason. While the Israelites may be tempted to think God is 
punishing them and withholding what is best for them (namely, Egypt), He is actually punishing 
them to point out how they are overlooking His presence, power, and provision. He is drawing 
their confidence away from their own plans for prospering and is fixating their minds and 
hearts on His ability to provide and protect. God’s discipline is not a barrier to freedom and joy; 
it is an invitation to experience maximal freedom and joy found in God’s presence. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



151

Point 3: The Lord’s prophet intercedes, prompting the 
means of healing (Num. 21:7b-9). 

Commentary

“It should be noted that in every sacrifice (e.g., Lev. 1–4) the worshipper had to lay his hand on 
the animal’s head. In purification rituals the worshipper had to be sprinkled with the purifying 
liquid (Lev. 14; Num. 19; etc.). Without physical contact the sacrifice or cleansing ritual was 
ineffective. In the case of the copper serpent there is a similar insistence on the affected person 
appropriating the healing power of God through looking at the snake set up on the pole. The 
importance of seeing the copper snake is brought out by the command to set it on a pole (vv. 8-9) 
and the twice-repeated comment everyone who … sees it shall live. In other words, contact between 
the saving symbol and the affected person was still required, but in the special circumstances 
here described, visual contact was all that was necessary. If this is the right way to interpret 
the story of the copper snake, it is clear how our Lord could use it as an apt picture of his own 
saving ministry. Men dying in sin are saved by the dead body of a man suspended on the cross. 
Just as physical contact was impossible between those bitten by snakes and the copper snake, 
so sinners are unable to touch the life-giving body of Christ. Yet in both situations the sufferers 
must appropriate God’s healing power themselves: by looking at the copper snake or ‘believing 
in the Son of man’ (John 3:15).” 9  

Illustration

In the summer of 2018, twelve members of a junior soccer team in Thailand garnered 
international attention after being trapped in a small cave during an expedition with their 
assistant coach. Torrential downpours contributed to the catastrophe and made rescue 
operations difficult. The group was located eleven days after going missing, and plans were 
set in place for a daring rescue operation. Amid the threat of additional torrential downpours, 
rescuers conducted a painstaking three-day procedure to free the twelve boys and their 
coach. The rescue attempt was said to have enlisted more than 10,000 people across different 
governments, health organizations, search and rescue teams, and more. By July 10, all members 
of the team and their coach were extracted safely. Rescue operations are often more striking 
when the situation is more precarious. In Numbers 21, the Israelites faced one of the most 
daunting threats since their time in Egypt. Poisonous serpents, sent by God, were ravaging 
the people. In search of relief and cognizant of God’s ability to save them, the people repented 
of their sin and turned to Moses, pleading with him to go before the Lord and to ask for their 
rescue. The Lord instructed Moses to fashion the means of their deliverance, and by looking up 
at it, the people were healed and set free. The gospel echoes in the account. The people were 
grateful for the Lord’s deliverance on account of how dire their situation had been. Similarly, we 
see how great a Savior Jesus truly is when we see our sin for what it is. Understanding how dire 
our plight is apart from Christ enables us to see and treasure Him as Lord and Savior. 
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Unit 6  /  Session 4  /  A Holy People

UNIT 6  /  SESSION 4 

A HOLY PEOPLE

Session Outline

1. God’s people are to be holy, having been called by a pure God (1 Pet. 1:13-16). 
2. God’s people are to live reverently, having been redeemed by a pure sacrifice (1 Pet. 1:17-21). 
3. God’s people are to love sincerely, having been given a pure heart (1 Pet. 1:22-25).

Background Passage: 1 Peter 1

What Will My Group Learn?

As God is pure in all of His ways, He calls His people to live likewise in response to all He has 
done for them in Christ. 

How Will My Group See Christ?

Because of sin, we are estranged from our holy God and unable to enjoy relationship with Him. 
Jesus came to be the perfect sacrifice on our behalf so that He might cleanse us from our sin 
and present us to the Father holy and blameless. 

How Should My Group Respond?

Because we have been forgiven of our sin through Christ and credited with His perfect 
righteousness, we strive to live as a holy people before God and the watching world, showing 
God’s power and work in our lives. 
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NOTES

Introduction

SETTING: Throughout the Israelites’ time in the wilderness, both the year 
of rescue and the remaining forty years of punishment, God’s people 
found occasion after occasion to rebel against their sovereign Savior. 
Yet God remained holy in all His interactions with His people because 
that is who He is—God is holy. He displayed His holiness through His 
abundant patience, His faithful provision, His swift discipline, and His 
good law. In all of this time, God worked to make for Himself a holy 
people because God’s image-bearers should be holy as He is holy, a 
principle picked up in the New Testament book of First Peter. 

INSTRUCT: Prior to your group meeting, enlist four volunteers to read 
aloud the following verses: 1 Samuel 2:2; Isaiah 6:3; Isaiah 57:15; and 
Psalm 96:9. Then ask the following question of the group. 

DISCUSS: What do these verses of Scripture collectively tell us 
about the holiness of God? (God is like none other; God is unique in 
His holiness; God is perfect; God is worthy of our praise and worship; 
God is set apart and separate from His creation, but at the same time 
invested and involved in His creation)

TRANSITION: God’s holiness makes Him so unique from us, His image-
bearers, and the rest of creation. To behold the Lord who is “holy, holy, 
holy” sent people throughout the Bible to their knees in fear and trembling 
(see Isa. 6:1-8). When God revealed His presence among the Israelites 
in the wilderness, they often responded in fear, but God was always 
working among them for their holiness. Because while God is unique in His 
holiness, He calls His people to be holy as He is holy. The apostle Peter in 
the New Testament focused on this idea and applied it to the churches of 
the first century, many of whom were facing persecution. 

GROUP TIME
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NOTES

God’s people are to be holy, having been 
called by a pure God (1 Pet. 1:13-16).

13 Therefore, with your minds ready for action, be sober-minded and set 

your hope completely on the grace to be brought to you at the revelation of 

Jesus Christ. 14 As obedient children, do not be conformed to the desires 

of your former ignorance. 15 But as the one who called you is holy, you 

also are to be holy in all your conduct; 16 for it is written, Be holy, because 

I am holy.

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud 1 Peter 1:13-16 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 13 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

Peter wrote his letter to Christian believers who were struggling with 
sin and hardship, not unlike the ancient Israelites. Our shared hope is 
found in the future promises of God. 

DISCUSS: Why should Jesus’ second coming impact our lives today? (we 
know Jesus is coming again and we want to be ready for Him; Jesus’ second 
coming will bring judgment upon God’s enemies and salvation for His followers, 
so we should want to be found as followers when He returns; we should want 
to tell others about the gospel so they too can greet Jesus in faith and with joy 
when He comes)

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 14-16 commentary to connect our behavior as 
believers with the holiness of our God as you explain the following doctrinal 
point (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

ESSENTIAL DOCTRINE #12: God Is Holy: God’s holiness refers to His 
uniqueness in being separate from all He has created. The Hebrew 
word for “holy” means “separate” or “set apart.” God’s holiness also 
refers to His absolute purity. God is unstained by the evil of the world. 
His goodness is perfect, and the moral code we find in the Scriptures 
is a reflection of His holy nature. As people made in God’s image, we 
are called to holiness. 

TRANSITION: Believers are called to holy lives because the God who has 
called us is holy. But we also should live holy lives because God has redeemed 
us from our sin through the sacrifice of Jesus.

POINT 1

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Holiness is the habit of 
being of one mind with 
God, according as we 
find His mind described 
in Scripture. It is the 
habit of agreeing in 
God’s judgment—hating 
what He hates—loving 
what He loves—and 
measuring everything 
in this world by the 
standard of His Word. 
He who most entirely 
agrees with God, he is 
the most holy man.” 1 

– J. C. Ryle (1816-1900)

The Second 
Coming of Christ

Jesus fulfilled and will 
fulfill God’s promises 
concerning the 
Messiah given in the 
Old Testament in an 
unexpected, two-stage 
manner. Jesus first came 
to obtain salvation for 
sinners by His death 
and resurrection, and 
He will appear a 
second time, not to 
bear sin but to bring 
judgment to God’s 
enemies and salvation 
to those who by faith 
are waiting for Him. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



155

Commentary 

VERSE 13 / First Peter was written by the 
apostle to address a collection of churches 
in Asia Minor who were facing the threat 
of hardship and persecution. He wanted 
to encourage the believers toward faith-
fulness, and he based his encouragement 
on their identity as children of a holy God 
and God’s call on their lives to be holy. The 
ancient Israelites could have benefitted 
from this letter as well, though they had 
its message proclaimed to them throughout 
the exodus and in the law anyway.

In verse 13, Peter moved from a section 
praising God for our salvation to instruc-
tions for believers on holy living. Marked 
by the term “Therefore,” this transition 
grounds our holy living in the salvation God 
has accomplished for us through Christ and 
the Holy Spirit (1:3-12).

The foundational command in verse 13 is to 
“set your hope,” specifically on a coming 
“grace” that will be brought to us at a later 
time. If we are to root our hope in a future 
grace, then we must have our minds ready 
for action and be sober-minded. Commit-
ment in the Christian life requires vigilance 
in the face of perpetual threats as well as 
a levelheadedness that promotes clear 
thinking and wise judgment. Too often, the 
ancient Israelites let their minds roam from 
a focus on God and His promises, which led 
them to accuse God and abandon His ways.

Peter spoke of the grace brought to believ-
ers as coming “at the revelation of Jesus 
Christ,” which means the return, or second 
coming, of Christ. Christians are passive 
recipients of God’s grace here and now and 
forevermore. Grace is not obtained by one’s 
effort but freely given to us by God. This 
frees the believer to rest fully in the person 
and work of Jesus Christ as the sure foun-
dation for our salvation. But Peter also had 
in mind that God’s future promises affect 
our present-day actions. 

VERSES 14-16 / Peter began verse 14 
describing believers “as obedient chil-
dren,” a reminder of the believer’s status 

as a child of God in addition to an expecta-
tion for appropriate behavior. Remember-
ing the paternal relationship between God 
and His children by faith is critical for the 
believer’s confidence and hope in the midst 
of ongoing struggle with sin and hardship 
or persecution. 

While grace is freely given and we are 
passive recipients of it by faith in Christ, 
Peter was clear that believers are called to 
be active in their battle against sin. Obedi-
ence to God is two-sided: it involves actively 
not doing and doing. 

• Not Doing: Peter acknowledged that sin 
still confronts the believer post-salva-
tion, yet Christians can resist its tempta-
tion. So we must “not be conformed” to 
our past way of sinful living.

• Doing: Alternatively, we must “be holy” in 
our conduct. Peter grounded this expec-
tation upon believers’ lives in their iden-
tity as people “called” by the holy God.

Christians are to live differently from their 
former ways, the ways of the world, and be 
consecrated to God. This is a basic defini-
tion of holiness. 

Peter put forth God Himself, the One who 
had called the people, as the example of 
holiness that believers are to follow—a 
high standard, to be sure. Peter rooted his 
instruction in the Old Testament, quot-
ing a thematic statement found in the 
Book of Leviticus given to the Israelites at 
Mount Sinai: “Be holy, because I am holy” 
(see Lev. 11:44-45; 19:2).

Because Peter’s audience likely consisted 
mostly of Gentile believers, the connec-
tion to the Old Testament serves an impor-
tant purpose. This passage serves as a link 
between those who, from ages of old, have 
been known as God’s people and those 
who more recently have been grafted into 
the family. The Gentile Christians, along 
with the Jewish Christians, are exhorted 
to be holy in light of the holiness of Israel’s 
God—their God—who is the same yesterday, 
today, and tomorrow. 
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NOTES

God’s people are to live reverently, 
having been redeemed by a pure sacrifice 
(1 Pet. 1:17-21).

17 If you appeal to the Father who judges impartially according to each 

one’s work, you are to conduct yourselves in reverence during your time 

living as strangers. 18 For you know that you were redeemed from your 

empty way of life inherited from your ancestors, not with perishable 

things like silver or gold, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, like 

that of an unblemished and spotless lamb. 20 He was foreknown before 

the foundation of the world but was revealed in these last times for you. 

21 Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and gave 

him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud 1 Peter 1:17-21 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 17-19 commentary to highlight the following point 
(the bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

God’s people are to pursue holiness with a posture of reverence 
toward God. But we do so because Jesus has redeemed us from our 
sin with His own blood.

DISCUSS: How does a pursuit of holiness honor God? (our holiness reflects 
His character; a concern for holiness supports and adorns our sharing of the 
gospel with others; God is honored by our faith-filled obedience; pursuing 
holiness requires acknowledging God’s ways as higher than our own)

EXPLAIN: Use PACK ITEMS 14 AND 15: SEEING JESUS IN THE EXODUS 
(POSTER AND HANDOUT) and the VERSES 20-21 commentary to emphasize 
the following idea (the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

Jesus is central to God’s sovereign plan over creation and to our 
salvation. So we should believe in Him and desire to be like Him. 

DISCUSS: What has been your favorite foreshadowing of Christ in the 
exodus narratives? Why? (wait for a group member to respond first; only 
share your response as a conclusion to the discussion)

TRANSITION: Jesus’ sacrifice for our sin has freed us from its grip so that we 
can live reverently toward God. But this work of God in the believer’s heart also 
impacts our relationships with others, particularly within the church.

POINT 2
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Commentary 

VERSES 17-19 / Peter continued with the 
family language by addressing believers as 
those who pray to “the Father” who rejects 
favoritism and shows no partiality in His 
judgments. Even secure in their salvation 
through faith in Christ, believers must still 
recognize that God judges each person’s 
life from His perspective as the ultimate 
objective source of truth and goodness. The 
moral dimension of one’s life is not incon-
sequential in God’s sight. 

Therefore, believers should conduct them-
selves with “reverence” and respect for 
God while living as strangers here on 
earth, meaning, we should pursue holy 
lives. Mental assent or recognition of God’s 
sovereignty and holiness is one thing, but 
one’s conduct demonstrates what he or she 
truly believes. The believing child’s pursuit 
of holiness while resting in God’s grace 
honors the Father. 

Peter reminded his audience of the impor-
tance of their conduct in light of their 
temporal status on earth. Believers are 
“strangers” or “exiles”—earthly sojourn-
ers—journeying steadily toward their heav-
enly home. The temptation to bend toward 
culture for acceptance or to escape from 
persecution is palpable, yet the Christian 
life is, in most respects, antithetical to 
the ways of the world. One’s good conduct 
and endeavors toward holy living speak 
volumes to a watching world concerning 
the holiness of God. 

What grounds and motivation do believers 
have for living in this way? The truth of 
the gospel and its effect in our lives. The 
believer’s redemption is not skin-deep. 
Rather, the gospel delivers us from deep-
rooted, habitual, personal and “inherited,” 
generational sin. Through the gospel, one’s 
empty way of life in Adam, our common 
fallen forefather, gives way to a fullness of 
being in Christ our Savior. He has redeemed 
us from our slavery to sin not with crude 
forms of payment, such as silver or gold, 
but by the payment of the perfect “precious 
blood of Christ” shed on the cross. 

Peter here alluded to the idea of a great 
ransom price paid in antiquity for redemp-
tion from bondage. 2 The price was great 
enough that it was impossible to be paid 
by ordinary means. So for our redemption 
from slavery to sin, Jesus paid the price 
Himself with His own blood. 

Peter also recalled the Old Testament sacri-
fices for sin by saying that Jesus’ blood was 
like that of “an unblemished and spotless 
lamb” (see Ex. 29:1; Lev. 1–7; Num. 15:24). 
The death of Jesus was a sacrifice to purify 
and cleanse believers of their sin and its 
eternal consequences so that they would 
live holy and pure lives in God’s honor. In 
essence, Peter was telling the believers: 
“Recall your former life and the costly free-
dom you now have in Christ. What reason 
do you have not to live a holy life in the 
sight of God?” 

VERSES 20-21 / In these two verses, Peter 
doubled down on the centrality of Christ as 
the solid basis for assurance of the believ-
er’s salvation and his or her pursuit of holi-
ness. Before creation came to be, the Son 
of God eternally existed with the Father 
and the Spirit, and already the triune God 
planned for the Son to enter into the world 
for our salvation. The exodus narrative, 
indeed the entire Old Testament, helps to 
prepare people for the revelation of Jesus 
in the New Testament for this purpose. 
Recall the Passover, the manna, and the 
rock providing life-giving water for Israel.

Our connection to God, our relationship 
with the Father as obedient children, is 
made possible through this Jesus, specifi-
cally through His death and subsequent 
resurrection and glorification by the 
Father. God loved us, His image-bearers, 
so He gave His Son to die for us sinners. 
God also loved His perfect, obedient Son, 
so He raised Him from the dead that we 
would love Him too and believe in Him for 
our salvation. If our “faith and hope are in 
God,” who loves us without measure, then 
we have a strong foundation for desiring a 
holy life to please our God and Savior. 
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NOTES

God’s people are to love sincerely, having 
been given a pure heart (1 Pet. 1:22-25).

22 Since you have purified yourselves by your obedience to the truth, so 

that you show sincere brotherly love for each other, from a pure heart 

love one another constantly, 23 because you have been born again—not of 

perishable seed but of imperishable—through the living and enduring word 

of God. 24 For All flesh is like grass, and all its glory like a flower of the 

grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls, 25 but the word of the Lord 

endures forever. And this word is the gospel that was proclaimed to you. 

READ: Ask a volunteer to read aloud 1 Peter 1:22-25 from his or her Bible.

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSE 22 commentary to highlight the following point (the 
bold words fill in a blank in the DDG):

The holiness granted to us through faith in Christ and the work of the 
Holy Spirit should overflow in love for one another in the church. 

EXPLAIN: Use the VERSES 23-25 commentary to emphasize the following idea 
(the bold words fill in blanks in the DDG):

The reason we can love others like Jesus is because we have been 
changed to be like Jesus through the gospel. Believers are a holy, 
loving people blessed with the promise of eternal life. 

DISCUSS: How should we, as people changed by the gospel, show love to 
others? (our love for others should never end; we should readily forgive those 
who sin against us; our love for others should be marked by self-sacrifice of 
resources and preferences for the good of others) 

POINT 3
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Commentary 

VERSE 22 / In verse 22, Peter wrote of 
believers having “purified yourselves.” In 
this, he referred to the change of the believ-
ers’ status, different from their former 
pagan identities, as well as the change in 
the believers’ ongoing patterns of thought 
and behavior, now characteristic of their 
new lives through faith in Christ. Believers 
share in a purity by virtue of their relation-
ship with Jesus, but they also work in the 
power of the Holy Spirit to put off their sin 
so as to be pure. Both faith in Jesus and 
faith-fueled effort to eliminate sin are in 
keeping with “obedience to the truth.” 

Having established the identity from which 
believers are to act, Peter put forth a reason 
for their purity: “so that you show sincere 
brotherly love for each other…” The 
contentiousness that characterizes many 
cultures and which, at times, threatens to 
undo local congregations ought not be the 
norm among believers. Rather, churches 
should be characterized by the reciprocal 
love of a family for one another. Peter used 
the Greek term philadelphia for this, which 
likely sounds familiar: Philadelphia, the 
“City of Brotherly Love.” 

Peter now gets to his directive: Because 
you have done that so you can do this, 
now do this—“from a pure heart love one 
another constantly.” The picture of a 
tight-knit community bent on demonstrat-
ing brotherly love to one another stands 
in stark contrast to the backbiting and 
selfish posture of the culture at large. 
Gospel community is different through 
and through. 

VERSES 23-25 / Believers have a differ-
ent reason to ground their love for others 
than those outside the church: “because 
you have been born again.” Every person 
made in the image of God has the capac-
ity for love, but because of our sin, we 
love discriminately, according to our own 
whims and fancies. But on the basis of a 
new life in Christ, love is to be the believer’s 
central and reoccurring theme because it 
is our heavenly Father’s theme. 

To highlight the uniqueness of the believ-
ers’ new birth, Peter noted how it came 
about: “not of perishable seed but of 
imperishable,” that is, not by ordinary, 
human means but by everlasting, heav-
enly ones. The new birth is the work of 
God through the “word of God,” which is 
understood as “the life-giving seed planted 
in the soul.” 3  

Continuing with the agricultural analogy, 
Peter quoted Isaiah 40:6-8 in 1 Peter 1:24-25. 
Nature is full of “perishable” things: the 
grass that grows, the flower that adorns 
the grass, and the flesh and bone of all 
creatures. These wither, fall, and decay. 
Indeed, all of creation is “perishable” and 
only sustained by “the living and enduring 
word of God,” which lasts forever because 
it proceeds from the eternal God.

So while nature is perishable, the word of 
God, by contrast, is “imperishable.” And 
Peter goes further to draw a line between 
the “word” in Isaiah and the good news of 
Jesus Christ: “And this word is the gospel 
that was proclaimed to you.” Peter wanted 
to connect a general sense of God’s “word” 
explicitly to the good news of Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection. 

The gospel’s enduring quality is a signifi-
cant reality for believers in the midst of 
hardship and persecution. Though their 
bodies may perish and their earthly 
defenses give way, the message at the heart 
of their lives and their gathering together 
as the church will endure forever. And so 
too will believers, body and soul, because 
they are born again through the imperish-
able seed of the gospel of Jesus. 

Christians are people marked by eternity 
in a fading world. We looking forward to 
Christ’s return, having been saved by 
God’s eternal plan given to us in His word, 
namely, the gospel. Therefore, our gospel 
communities—our churches—should be 
marked by love for one another because of 
the infinite love given to us through Christ 
crucified and raised. 

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



160 Unit 6  /  Session 4  /  A Holy People

NOTES

Because we have been forgiven of our sin through Christ and credited with His 
perfect righteousness, we strive to live as a holy people before God and the 
watching world, showing God’s power and work in our lives .

Head: 

We can only begin to understand God’s holiness when we have a better 
understanding of our sinfulness, and vice versa . Light is brightest in the 
darkest dark; the dark is truly dark in the absence of light . The Christian 
life is one of continual re-posturing, tempering the high thoughts of 
ourselves in light of the grandeur and holiness of God and setting 
ourselves low as our hearts and minds are open to how perfect God truly 
is . But we also dwell on the grace of God given to us in the gospel so that 
we should be holy ourselves and elevated to the status of children of God .

How will you think about yourself now in light of God’s holiness? 

Heart: 

The word doxology is derived from a Greek word meaning “glory saying .” A 
doxology is essentially a brief hymn said or sung to give praise to God . The 
first chapter of 1 Peter is filled with doxological expressions, demonstrating 
the glory of God and our enjoyment of it . Acknowledging God’s holiness 
and worth honors God . Worshiping God and seeking to know God through 
His Word and His revelation in Jesus Christ is the fuel for our obedience 
and our love toward others . 

Does God’s holiness lead you to fear for yourself or worship for God, or 
both? How will you purify yourself in light of God’s holiness?

Hands: 

Striving to reflect God’s holiness not only honors God but affects how we 
treat others as well . Believers’ lives are to be marked by their reverence 
and honor for the holy God . Having been loved by God through the 
sacrificial death of Christ, we now seek to demonstrate God’s love toward 
us in our dealings with (a) brothers and sisters inside the church and 
(b) those outside the church who need to hear the good news about Jesus . 

What are some ways you will show the holy love of God to others 
this week? 

MY RESPONSE 

VOICES from  
CHURCH HISTORY
“ Christian community is 
not an ideal we have 
to realize, but rather a 
reality created by God 
in Christ in which we 
may participate. The 
more clearly we learn 
to recognize that the 
ground and strength 
and promise of all our 
community is in Jesus 
Christ alone, the more 
calmly we will learn 
to think about our 
community and pray 
and hope for it.” 4 

– Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
(1906-1945)
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EXTRA

Point 1: God’s people are to be holy, having been 
called by a pure God (1 Pet. 1:13-16).

Commentary

“Although God gives his grace to Christians here and now, the particular experience of grace 
that Peter has in mind here will be known only at the end of the journey. Christians will not 
reach the goal without living appropriately. They are summoned to vigorous activity. They are to 
have minds that are prepared for action. The Greek idiom used here … is the ancient equivalent 
of ‘Roll up your sleeves and get down to hard work!’ The language can in fact be traced back 
to Exodus 12:11 where the Israelites, about to leave Egypt, are told to eat the Passover, dressed 
and equipped to start out on the long and tough journey without delay. So too Peter’s readers 
are to set out on their journey to the ‘Promised Land’ and must be ready for action. To go out as 
Christians on pilgrimage through the world demands vigor.” 5  

Point 2: God’s people are to live reverently, having 
been redeemed by a pure sacrifice (1 Pet. 1:17-21).

Commentary

“Believers are to live in such fear while they are ‘strangers’ … on earth (cf. 1:1; 2:11) … Their 
social dislocation is rooted, however, in their eschatological inheritance and their new birth 
(cf. 1:3-5). Their heavenly destiny raises a social barrier in the here and now between them and 
unbelievers. Hence, we need not choose between the options of seeing an emphasis on their 
present status or their future destiny. Their experience of alienation in the culture can be traced 
to their shift in values. Their horizontal discomfort comes from their vertical commitment or, 
better, the end-time promise that awaits them. The parallel with Israel’s sojourn in Egypt is apt 
(cf. Ps. 105:12; Wis. 19:10; Acts 13:17).” 6  
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