Part 1 – the Story of the Bible (5 weeks)

1. From Creation to Flood
Once upon a time, there was a God. And there were no others; he was alone. He created a world of beings to serve him, and they did. They were perfect, glorious, and predictable. They obeyed every instance of his will; they praised his every deed. But he was not satisfied; he had no stories of his deeds with the angels. He wanted an image.

So this God made a creation as free as He is, even free of Him. One who could love him or reject him. He created an opposite that they might be able to choose something other than him; and he let his creation know that by choosing his opposite they will face death. And he waited to receive his story; his image; from these creatures called men. No sooner had he set this in place when man turned from him and they followed his adversary. God had taught man to walk and then mankind ran from him.

At first, God treated mankind as a newborn child. He hovered over them, instructing and determining punishment for offenses on the fly. When one of the men, named Cain, attacked and killed his own brother, God forced him to wander all his days and placed a curse upon anyone who would attempt to kill Cain. No one did. But soon, man had increased and that one murder had spawned many others. God was angry; his own creation had rebelled against him and was destroying his very artwork, his creatures that he loved. God decided that he would destroy his people and start again. But one man caught his eye; there was one man who did what was right. Perhaps he could start over with him? So God sent a great flood to envelope the land and destroy his creation. He would save this one man though and start over with him. From now on, said God to the good man, anyone who kills must be put to death. 
But God had killed, when he sent the flood to destroy his people.
2. From Power to Whispers

Time passes and the people rebelled again, and this time God did not destroy. He forced them to scatter and form groups. All of mankind had not been able to obey him, perhaps one group would? He would reveal himself to this group; he would dwell among them. He rescued them from slavery and became their God. He would let his will be plainly seen at any time; he would be strong, powerful, visible and outspoken. By now he had realized many things that had bothered him, more than just murder hurt his creation, hurt his beloved people. God began to see his people no longer as a small child but as a rebellious son. But the more he revealed to his people, the more they rebelled. The more he spoke, the more they were frightened of his voice; when he acted powerfully they resented his intrusion; when he made his intentions obvious they wanted no part of them. So he removed himself from them at their request. He spoke with one man as a man speaks to a friend, and this one man spoke to the people. His name was Moses.

Moses spoke of the rules that God had set forth; and the promise that if they obeyed the rules all would go well with them. God realized that the people would not always do right and included a requirement that when mistakes were made sacrifices must be made to remind the people of what their actions did to God and what, for the most part, God did not do to them. The people obeyed sometimes and other times did not. God desired to once again start over with the wise man, but Moses talked God out of it.

Another wise man came along, who like Moses was Gods friend. He revealed himself to this man, but not the way he revealed himself to Moses. Moses had known a God who spoke out of the fire, but God was no longer in the fire, Moses knew a God whose very speaking caused earthquakes but God was not in the earthquake, Moses knew God in a rushing wind, but God was not in the wind. Things were different now; God was in a gentle whisper.
3. From King to Father

Things were rough for many years. When the people rebelled God would punish them and would reveal himself to one man at a time, and that man would petition the people. The people demanded that God place one man as the leader to represent them, a king, a ruler, but God constantly warned them that giving anyone that much power would oppress them.
God claimed that he would be their King. Their ruler. Their governor. But the people rejected God’s idea and found themselves a leader. This leader started out well meaning but became cruel and hard, filled with hatred.

But after some time things started to go well. One man was especially after God’s heart and became king over the people. His name was David. David was a good man and loved God with all his heart, mind, and strength. This nation of God’s people was blessed greatly and became rich. Everything was well for a time. God declared that the youngest of David’s own sons would be reared not by David alone but also by God. God would no longer speak of a desire to start again. No matter what happened God would be their father and they would be his children. About that time, David began to fail often: adultery, murder, oppression, slavery. There were rumors that David was becoming like the king before him, cruel and hard. One of David’s older son’s became jealous of David’s power and formed an army to kill his own father so that he could have David’s throne. David’s army saved his life, by killing David’s older son, but instead of congratulating his army, David wept bitterly over his son, the loss of the child who had tried to kill him. Even though his child tried to slay him, he was still his son. 
You could tell that God and David understood each other.

After this, God began to speak about his people no longer as his child but as a lover. He is emotionally involved with his people; he struggles like a jilted lover with whether to reject or forgive. He no longer can see his wayward children simply making wrong choices: choices that will damage themselves, but he sees them as make choices which damage him. He is the wronged party; he is rejected; he is hurt. And he is highly emotional: he claims the destruction of the wicked is coming. He names the nations by name; he proclaims every grief they will suffer. He will strip his people of her clothing and make her lovers stare at her shame; he will force her into slavery; he will send her lovers in to stone her; he will send in nations to devour her; he will devour her himself; he will not be their God.

But in the very same breath, He will do none of it; he will be their God; he proclaims that he has already given his people double the punishment they deserved; he claims he will redeem his people; he will gather his lover to himself; he will make His paths straight. Sometimes he speaks of himself as a wronged but faithful husband, sometimes as a beaten and ravished wife, but all the while as one who is ready at any moment to forgive.

4. From Blessings to Apostasy


And God blessed David’s second son with wealth, power, and wisdom beyond that of any man before or after him. Great people from far off lands came to hear his wisdom. David’s second son said many things, but they can be summarized into one question: Why not obey God since God blesses those who obey him? It was good logic, but is this what his people had done, when they obeyed? Did his people love him or did they just wish to have his blessing and avoid his punishment? What did God think of this advice?

God searched for a man who would obey when he is punished for doing right. The adversary came to Him and asserted that there is none; God says there is and said his name was Job. God removed all blessing from Job, inflicted him with a hideous disease, allowed his children to die, and forced the man to listen to his friends say it was Job’s fault, and even his wife tell him to curse God. The man remains righteous and demands that God explain himself. God speaks to the man and demands that he tell him how to master creation, saying, in effect, “Until you run the natural world do not tell Me how to run the moral world.” The man is silenced but so is God. Neither answers the others question. And God makes no claims that there are other men who would continue to follow him without his blessings.

Then God grows silent. He will say no words for 1300 years. He will be prayed to, spoken of, and dreamt about, but he will say nothing. Perhaps He is at an impasse: if he removes the suffering of the righteous and punishes the wicked many people will rebel and a few will follow, but those that follow will do so because of his blessing or because of him? However if he punishes the righteous, he shames himself. He is silent.

A second time Gods people become enslaved, but his people do not seek him, do not ask him to miraculously save them. They ignore him and somehow manage to get themselves free, mostly by the brains and boldness of one of their women. At the end of the book, a man who helped free the people said that perhaps God worked things together in the background. But that’s all he can offer: “Perhaps.” God neither confirms nor denies it. God remains silent and the people rewrite their history, in a book called the Chronicles, with much of God’s deeds removed.
5. From Cursed to Vindication

A thousand years pass and still God is silent. And once again the people became slaves, this time to a brutal people called the Romans. Their entire nation was enslaved.  Again, the people cry out for God to rescue them, but God is silent still. In a single day, 2,500 of God’s people were tortured and killed as the entertainment at the emperor’s birthday party.  Over 2 million died in a catastrophe worse than the Holocaust. The people of God were known for their mighty forests in their land, but on a single day every tree was cut down to make crosses to crucify hundreds of thousands, with a cross every 30 feet from Jerusalem to Rome. One Roman ruler would accept no glory for having beaten the Jews for there was “no merit in vanquishing people forsaken by their own God.”

And it seemed like God had.
When God had rescued them before he came with mighty signs and power, trumpet blaring, fire and earthquakes, signs and wonders, but God does not do that this time. This time he came more like the time he came as a whisper; God came down and is born to a family who was radically poor, to a mother who loves him but until the end of his life thinks he is a lunatic, to a father who will die before he is old enough to be a man. God had decided to suffer with his people. He endured claims of illegitimacy, rejection by his family, denial by the very people who followed his words closest, and claims of Godlessness. He will proclaim the advent of a new style of God, a God whose goodness knew no bounds, provided for the slightest things and the humblest people, and was gracious at the same time mighty, a God who loved not those who expected blessing from him but those who expected curses, a God who asks not that we just love him, but that we love each other. And he will be killed, not by sinners, but by the very people who claimed to worship him.

And his death left nothing in question. It was obvious to the whole world that for this man, Jesus, to die a death in this manner, was not in the right. Would God allow himself to die like a criminal? Who would think of such a thing? This heretical teacher was thus condemned, this false prophet disowned, this seducer of the people unmasked, this blasphemer rejected. The God, who claimed to care, did not rescue him; but turned his face away so that God himself would face a wordless, helpless, miracle-less, and even God-less death. He subjected himself to every humiliation and he died not accepting death in quiet patience, but screaming to God.

But on the third day he rose again. And everything was different. His resurrection proved that God approved of his proclamation, his behavior, even his fate. And in this fate God became like one of us. In all of this, God understands. He remembered his words after destroying his people and subjected himself to his own punishment. And on the third day he rose again, so that we would know that we are removed from the curse. We could not force him to bear it, so he chose to force himself to bear it. He showed by losing everything, he has won everything for everybody. All are forgiven. All are reconciled. Anyone who wishes to love God can come to him: he who has forgiven all by taking all punishment himself.
Part 2 – The life, teachings, and way of Jesus (only started)
6. How Jesus will lead them out of oppression, The Healing of the Centurion

Jesus begins his ministry with a speech in which he claims to fulfill the prophets and lead the people out of oppression he says he gives that claim proof by healing the sick. We should again remember the political expectations inherent in Israel at this time, and with this remembered it should strike us as a very strange proclamation: like a man saying he was qualified to lead Tibet out of oppression because he works in a hospital. The beauty and brilliance of that statement is then immediately clarified, as the very next act in his ministry is to heal a Centurion’s servant – to the militaristic Jew this must have seemed like blasphemy: Jesus was claiming he would fulfill their national promises on behalf of their enemies!

And so Jesus defines this path out of oppression in this new kingdom; he, alone, is qualified to lead the Jewish people out of oppression, precisely because of who he heals. He will lead them out of oppression by winning over their enemies, healing them both physically and, much more significantly, healing the rifts between the two groups. He will release the oppressed by disarming the oppressor. 

So he shows that His new kingdom is one not built by coercion by but inclusion—one that expands not by bombs but by the willingness to sacrifice – the willingness to suffer rather than to cause harm. His kingdom is a nation that can never understand valuing one type of life over another; it cannot fathom killing others to save lives. It does good to those who would destroy it; its response to threats is more and more aid, healing, and sacrifice – never bombs or attacks.

7. How Jesus fulfils the law
It is obvious he is invoking a new law, through his radical term “higher righteousness” which bears much resemblance to the 10 commandments but precisely cannot be understood as a law or legal document. 

Jesus’ higher righteousness deals with the very things that cannot be the objects of legal regulation. The legal aspects have been discarded, in a demand for more. Indeed, it reaches to the absolute, the infinite, the whole. Can God be satisfied with a limited, conditional, formal obedience—relating only to what is specifically commanded or forbidden? God wants more: he lays claim to not just external acts of obedience which can be observed and controlled, but also internal responses which cannot. He demands man’s heart. He wants not only good fruits but the whole tree. And this is how he has taken the 10 commandments, discarded and yet preserved, and elevated them to a new level of commitment – a higher righteousness.

1.  “We must certainly not only have no other gods before him, but we must love him with our whole heart, mind, and soul, and love our neighbor and even our enemy [and competitors] as ourselves.

2. We must not only use God’s name pointlessly, but we must not even swear that God will do something. 

3. We must not only make the Sabbath holy by resting from our own work, but we must be active in doing good for others on that day.

4. We must not only honor father and mother so that we may have a long life on earth – but for the sake of the true life – show them respect, even by leaving them.

5. We must not only kill, but we must refrain even from angry thoughts and words.

6. We must not only commit adultery, but we must avoid even adulterous intentions.

7. We must not only steal, but we must renounce the right to reparations for the wrongs we have suffered.

8. We must not only not bear false witness, but we must be so absolutely truthful that “Yes” simply means “Yes” and “No” means “No.”

9. We must not only covet our neighbor’s goods, but we must respond with love when our goods have been taken from us.
10. We must not only covet our neighbor’s wife, but we must even refrain from seeking a “legal” divorce.”

8. Jesus presents a new way of life

a. Generosity towards the poor (giving alms) that attempts to dethrone and topple the regime of money and selfishness.

b. A kind of prayer that is a defiant act of resistance against the pursuit of power

c. Fasting to revolt against the dominating impulses of physical gratification—so that the sex drive, quest for alcohol or drugs, and other physical appetites will not become our slave drivers.

d. And they all are practiced covertly, in secret, so they aren’t corrupted into an external show ‘as the hypocrites do’”.

10. Jesus goes to a garbage dump to speak about both the link between our choices and eternity
Setting: Gehenna (Hebrew for “Hell”) –the place where Jews (In Isaiah’s day) burned their own children to God. By the time of Jesus’ day, the place had suck a negative rep that the only ones who would live there were people who were insane, wild dogs (who fought and “gnashed teeth”). The people so hated what happened there, so long ago, that they began using it as a trash dump. Up until the end of the middle ages, trash dumps were not mixed with soil and thus were constantly on fire (or had “eternal flames”). 

Gehenna (or in English, Hell or Hades) will become the symbol of the result of a life lived in opposition to God. And a life lived in opposition may look just like hatred of God, yes, but may look like those Jews who burned their own children alive: good intentions but radically wrong assumptions about who God was and what he wanted. 
11. Jesus reaches out to a new type of person
(Setting -- Walk to porn store.) Representing the walk that Jesus and his (mostly 14 year old) disciples made to Caesarea Philippi…
Caesarea Philippi was the Roman place of worship of the god Pan, a half-man, half-goat god who ruled the underworld, a place called Hades in Greek (in English, Hell, in current Hebrew Gehenna, or in ancient Hebrew Sheol). Caesarea Philippi was built around a single structure, the large rock temple, where men and women worshiped Pan by having sex with goats (hoping to produce the half-goat, half-man body needed for Pan to come to earth)
The lowly, the sin stained, the dirty, the diseased, the poor, the moral failures, the “worthless”, yes, even, the people at Cesarea Philippi who were having sex with goats, these would be Jesus’ ripest fields;  that which would be the foundation of Jesus’ ministry. The people who respond to his message of grace and forgiveness will not be the clean, respectable types, but the drunkards, traitors, and prostitutes will become his people who he will gather like a hen gathers his chicks, like a man gathers wheat in a field of weeds, like a woman who finds a valuable coin mixed among the dirt and dust under her bed, or a man who finds a treasure buried in an unlikely field. 
9. Jesus presents a new definition of who must be loved

The Story of the good Palestinian 

And rather than demonize others Jesus constantly weaves tales like the parable of the Good Samaritan. A story which works best because Jesus’ listeners would have assumed that it was a Samaritan that was the thief, the assumed villain in the story – not the hero – not the one who we are to emulate. The story would work much in the same way for us today if we could tell a tale of two prominent American politicians rushing past a man, assumed to be dead, who was the victim of a roadside bomb, and then had a Palestinian come to his aid! (As a historical note, Samaritans is the historical name for the people of mixed blood who lived east of Jerusalem, so the cultural translation of Palestinian is more right than we first may perceive.) 

But the story doesn’t end with just breaking down presuppositions, like many of our modern tales. Jesus finishes the parable with the poignant question: [culturally translated] “which one of these is the injured man’s countryman?” (the word “neighbor,” was a hotly debated term that some Rabbinical schools of thought considered to mean “those in your direct family who lived near you” and which others considered to mean “all Israelites.” Obviously, the way that one defines the word neighbor has great implications to how one reads the great commandment: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”) Jesus, weighs in on this debate with the most unusual answer, your neighbor is a person in a nearby country, or in another part of the world, he says. Or put another way, Jews and Palestinians are in fact neighbors, who must love each other. The point of the parable is that national differences are irrelevant in the kingdom of God, and that we are to treat people who are as irreconcilable to us as Palestinians are to Jews, the very way that we would wish to be treated.

10. Jesus tells the story of the rich young ruler
Generosity is key to the kingdom. 
Based a bit on http://www.lyricstime.com/derek-webb-rich-young-ruler-lyrics.html
11. Jesus initiates a new practice – Baptism

Walk through the book “Watermark” 
