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            About Scripture Union

         

         Thank you for buying Encounter with God.

         We hope you’ll find it a real blessing as you delve regularly into God’s Word.

         Scripture Union – beyond Bible reading guides

         By purchasing this Bible reading guide, you are helping to support Scripture Union’s mission to reach the next generation with the good news of Jesus. All profit made from the sales of this resource are used to introduce children and young people to Jesus in a whole range of exciting ways. Thank you for the part you’re already playing in that.

         Get further involved

         If you’d like to find out more about Scripture Union, or you’d like to get further involved, go to www.su.org.uk/beyondbibleguides

About Scripture Union

         Scripture Union is a Christian charity, inviting children and young people to explore the difference Jesus can make to the challenges and adventures of life.

         Through a wide range of activities and initiatives, we provide opportunities for young people to explore the Bible, respond to Jesus and grow in faith. Having been established in England over 150 years ago, Scripture Union is now a global movement active in over 120 countries.

         We believe every child should have the chance to discover Jesus. And, with an estimated 95% of children in England and Wales not part of a church, we’re working harder than ever to take the good news of Jesus beyond the church in exciting and culturally relevant ways.
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            EDITORIAL

            Ready for Upheaval?

         

         On the first Sunday of this year, we read Psalm 119:1. ‘Blessed are those ... who walk according to the law of the Lord.’ This ‘walk’ means treasuring God’s Word in our hearts, so that we may not sin against him (see v 11).

         
            [image: ]

         

         In this issue, a challenge is put before us: we need to be ready for upheaval. What does that evoke for you? A change of job or home, a marriage, a birth or death in the family? Maybe a political change affecting your community? Or perhaps you live in a country where there is war or civil unrest, and upheaval is the normal experience of every new day for you.

         Upheaval is difficult because old, familiar practices no longer work. Everything is different, and nothing can be taken for granted. Insecurity swallows us up: we no longer know the way and there is no map or guidebook. But life is full of upheavals, and Scripture echoes our experience in containing many stories of people affected by change and challenge. We will read, in this quarter, in Exodus, of the people of Israel grumbling against their leaders for taking them out of familiar Egypt, even though Egypt had been oppressive and was not their Promised Land. In Zechariah, we hear the prophet challenging his hearers to a new, godly way of life, leaving behind their old, comfortable ways.

         And, for Christians, there is always a new stage of the journey. Jesus calls us to metanoia, to ‘change’, and this will mean upheaval. We cannot continue to tread old paths. When confronted by Jesus we experience upheaval and we must choose: will we stay on the old road or take the new way, maybe without a map but securely behind our Guide?

         These notes will help us, day by day. We can read the wisdom of our faithful writers from around the world, travel with them into the Bible, and let the Word of God be a light to our path. This may mean upheaval, but it will never be abandonment. Our God is faithful: let us, in turn, commit this year to him.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Manager

         ON THE COVER: ‘The Bible has made God’s presence more real’ (Pages 65 to 68)

         Image credit: iStock / Khaosai Wongnatthakan
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            The Writers
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            PAUL OAKLEY has taught theology in Nigeria, in Sheffield with Church Army and the diocese’s School of Ministry, and recently with St Barnabas Theological Centre. He has also been in leadership in local churches, including as a vicar in three different parishes. His interests include cricket, football and eating curries.
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            TANYA FERDINANDUSZ is both a freelance writer and freelance editor, and has been writing Bible-reading notes, articles and devotionals for over 25 years. She is a Bible study leader and the author of Marriage Matters, a book for Christian couples.
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            RAY PORTER is a retired member of OMF International. Until 2013, he was Director of World Mission Studies at Oak Hill Theological College. He is an Anglican minister and lives in St Neots, Cambridgeshire.
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            JOHN GRAYSTON is now retired after 37 years on the Scripture Union staff, serving in a variety of roles. He is a member of the teaching team in his own church and preaches regularly in several other churches. In his spare time, he cultivates his allotment and enjoys hillwalking. He has two adult children and eight grandchildren.
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            ALISON LO is retiring in her home city, Hong Kong, after being abroad for more than two decades. She has been an Old Testament faculty lecturer at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, London School of Theology, Singapore Baptist Theological Seminary and Bethel Seminary, Minnesota.
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            IAN PAUL is both an academic and an ordained minister in the Church of England. He has particular interest in Revelation and John, how we read and make sense of Scripture, and publishes regularly on his blog, www.psephizo.com. He is married to Maggie and they have three grown-up children. When not writing or speaking, he loves spending time in the garden and walking his dog, Barney.
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            ANDREW HERON worked as a government translator before training for Christian ministry. He subsequently worked in missionary service in France for almost 25 years, then latterly in pastoral ministry in Northern Ireland.
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            SALLY NELSON lectures in pastoral studies at Trinity College, University of Glasgow. She is a Baptist minister and has been the commissioning editor of Encounter with God since 2015.
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            ISAAC O’BRIEN is a Content Editor at Scripture Union and the content manager of Encounter with God. He is passionate about the Bible, theology and Jesus, and loves leading worship in church.

             

         

      
   


   
      
         4
            SU ARTICLE

            LIKE BOTTLED JOY!

         

         Unlimited, founded and led by Helen Vinter, is one of several Scripture Union holidays offering children and young people with additional needs the opportunity to develop strong faith. Helen explains what led her to launch it, what makes it special and how it helps young people’s faith to flourish.

         
            [image: ]Helen Vinter

            

         

         Scripture Union is part of who I am, really! My parents founded SU’s Harriers holiday. I’d go each summer, and it was crucial to my faith development. Later I helped to lead it, and when I got married my husband John came along to help too. Even after we had children, I was able to continue as a leader, as John stayed home on childcare duties.

         In due course, our eldest daughter went on Harriers too. Our two younger children couldn’t, as they had additional needs, but thankfully SU had holidays for them as well. They grew up on SU’s Wide Open holiday, as I had grown up on Harriers.

         There was nowhere else for them to go

         One summer, as I was dropping them off for the holiday, I realised that my older son would soon turn 18 and be too old to go on Wide Open in future. As I looked around, I realised that several other children were in the same situation. But they’d nowhere near grown out of needing these holidays – especially as their local churches back home weren’t able to cater for their needs.

         There was nowhere else for young people with additional needs to go – nowhere where they’d get the same sense of community, be able to hear the good news without it being dumbed down, and understand what it means to live for God. There are Christian holidays where they can go with carers, but these young people often want some independence (and if carers are their parents, they appreciate some respite too!). Some of the big Christian festivals have ‘streams’ catering for additional needs, but I felt these young people needed a holiday that was specifically designed around them. So, in 2019, I set up Unlimited for those aged 19 to 25. Places have been known to sell out within a day! And in 2026, we launched Boundless for those aged 26 to 30.5

         Unlimited: Interactive, visual – and lots of fun!

         Unlimited is based at the Horstead Centre near Norwich. We have around 15 young people with a range of additional needs, including autism, Down’s syndrome, cerebral palsy and general learning difficulties. Some of the young people are very sociable and able to look after themselves, while others need a bit more support. Most can’t read or write, and some are non-verbal. So, we have 15 volunteers to offer help as required.

         Morning worship is split into blocks to make it more manageable. We start with a song, followed by an activity to introduce the day’s theme and then an interactive, visual retelling of a related Bible story. For example, one time, we played a very unfair game of Pass the Parcel where the leader got the parcel every time! That led to a retelling of the story of Zacchaeus, who wasn’t very fair to other people either.

         After prayers, there’s a final fun Messy Science activity to highlight the main message of the day – for Zacchaeus, we mixed household ingredients together, turning them into foam, to illustrate how God can change us dramatically too.

         In the afternoon, assisted by Horstead Centre’s own instructors, we split into two groups for sport and active games. One day, we’ll use the climbing wall and zip wire, another day, we’ll go out on the river in canoes and on paddle-boards, and another day we’ll do crate stacking. All are quite challenging for our youngsters, but they love it and have so much fun!

         God is moving in these young people’s lives

         In Matthew 18:6, Jesus says of children, ‘If anyone causes one of these little ones – those who believe in me – to stumble, it would be better for them to have a large millstone hung round their neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.’

         I feel this includes those with additional needs, because they are vulnerable too, with childlike faith. They are very much a part of God’s kingdom, and they can and do talk to their friends about faith. So, I’m delighted that Scripture Union honours that and offers holidays that give them the support they need and the opportunity to grow in their faith.6

         God is really moving in these young people’s lives, most obviously in their worship, which is incredibly heartfelt, honest and moving.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Some find confidence: during paddle‑boarding, one girl was caught between being eager to take part and being anxious too. With much encouragement, she was able to get up and kneel on her paddle-board with the rest of the group. Eventually, when we had found our balance, the instructor invited us to stand up – and she was the first on her feet, beaming from ear to ear!

         Some find belonging: when one young man first came on Unlimited, he couldn’t cope with all the commotion and people in the main meeting hall, and had to sit outside the window, listening from afar. The following year, he sat just inside the hall near the door, so he could escape if he felt overwhelmed. Nowadays, he’s right in the thick of things!

         They take what they learn back into daily life

         Parents tell us about the changes they see in the young people’s expressions and understanding of faith once they’re back home.7

         One dad said that his son had started praying regularly, using a pebble we had given him that was inscribed with the words ‘God loves you’. And a mum told me how she cried when her daughter voluntarily said sorry for the first time for doing something wrong.

         Because few churches are able to meet these young people’s needs, Unlimited becomes their faith community. In fact, that’s led to us offering two online events during the year as well, to help them stay connected until we meet again in person.

         As with all Scripture Union holidays, there is something really special about being in that Christian community for a few days. The young people are so full of love, enthusiasm, a willingness to get stuck in. One of our volunteers summed it up very well when she said, ‘If joy could be bottled, this would be it!’

         We’re looking for more volunteers!

         Our holidays and missions wouldn’t happen without our many committed volunteers! If you, or someone you know, might like to volunteer on Unlimited, Boundless or any other SU holiday, find out more at: scriptureunion.org.uk/volunteer or email countmein@scriptureunion.org.uk. No experience is necessary, although training or experience in additional needs is helpful for those particular holidays.

         What’s volunteering at Unlimited like? Scan the code, watch the video!
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         A version of this story first appeared in Connecting You, SU’s free quarterly supporter magazine, in Spring 2026. If you’d like to receive copies of Connecting You and learn more of how God is moving in the hearts and lives of children and young people today, you can sign up online at su.org.uk/connectingyou
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            Using this Guide

         

         Encounter with God is designed for thinking Christians who want to interpret and apply the Bible in a way that is relevant to the problems and issues of today’s world. It is based on the NIV translation of the Bible, but can easily be used with any other version.

         Each set of readings begins with an Introduction to the section you are about to study. The Prepare section at the start of each note should help you consciously to come into God’s presence before you read the passage. The main Explore section aims to bring out the riches hidden in the text. The Growing in Faith section at the end suggests ways of applying the message to daily living.

         The Bible in a Year readings at the foot of the page are for those who want this additional option.

         Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version (Anglicised edition) Copyright © 1979, 1984, 2011 Biblica (formerly International Bible Society). Used by permission of Hodder & Stoughton Publishers, an Hachette UK Company. All rights reserved.

         Scripture taken from The Message copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 Eugene H. Peterson. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.

         Scripture quotations marked NLT are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189 USA. All rights reserved.
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            INTRODUCTION

            Luke 14:1 – 19:27

            REVERSAL? UPHEAVAL?

         

         In Luke 14–19 we find a prominent and recurring theme, one that was introduced very early in this Gospel. In 1:51–53, Mary sings that God has ‘scattered those who are proud … brought down rulers from their thrones … sent the rich away empty’. In contrast, God has ‘lifted up the humble … filled the hungry with good things’. This is revolution indeed, achieved not through human power struggles or violence but by the upside-down kingdom of God breaking into human society. This has been described as ‘divine reversal’, though perhaps ‘divine upheaval’ would be better, in view of how radical the changes are and how cataclysmic to those originally in positions of power.

         Here are some examples of ‘divine reversal’, spoken by Jesus in these chapters. He threatens with humiliation dinner guests who grab the best seats – and find that the humble are invited to honoured positions. After death, a rich man finds himself in Hades, whereas a poor beggar is elevated to a position of high honour. We hear a scandalous story of a sinner being justified rather than a person of impeccable religious uprightness. Jesus not only speaks of these ‘upheavals’; he enacts them, welcoming children, a destitute beggar and a hated tax collector.

         Luke places these events and Jesus’ teaching in the context of the journey to Jerusalem, which began in 9:51 and completes at the end of chapter 19. This journey motif appears at various points in the narrative, and discipleship is portrayed as accompanying Jesus, metaphorically carrying one’s own cross as he would later literally carry his. The Christian life could be seen as travelling with the Master, being frequently startled and challenged by the radical reversals demanded of us: reversals not only of the world’s values, but even those of our religious traditions. We need to be ready for upheaval.

         Paul Oakley

         FOR FURTHER READING

         Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Liturgical Press, 1991 Nicholas Perrin, Luke, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, IVP, 2022 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone, SPCK, 2001
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            FRIDAY 1 JANUARY

            Luke 14:1–14

            An Uncomfortable Meal

         

         Lord, open my eyes to see your kingdom. Soften my heart to absorb its radical message.

         ‘If Jesus eats a meal with a Pharisee on the Sabbath, there surely will be conflict!’1 The incident in verses 1–6 warns from the outset that Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem will be fraught with opposition and controversy. His challenges to the religious and social culture of the time form the threatening ‘upheaval’ discussed in the Introduction to these notes.

         Jesus’ parable in verses 7–11 reminds me of an incident recounted in the memoirs of former politician Rory Stewart. He was the sole representative of the British Government at the inauguration of the president of another country and was initially shown to a front-row seat. However, he was soon asked to move to a seat several rows back and to surrender his VIP place to a junior member of the Chinese delegation. Stewart writes: ‘I got a clear sense of Britain’s relative position.’2 A sharp lesson in humility! Verse 11 makes it clear that Jesus is not giving guidance on wedding etiquette but is making a powerful point about the ‘great reversal’ brought by the coming of the kingdom of God. We may not all covet the VIP seats, but are there ways in which we see ourselves superior to others and need a lesson in humility?

         After focusing on the guests, Jesus turns his attention to the host in verses 12–14, offering some revolutionary advice on invitations. In many cultures, if you have a meal in someone’s house, you are expected to to invite them back to share food at your home. Here, Jesus urges a completely different mindset, based not on reciprocity but on generosity and grace. Such an invitation could, of course, be offered with a superior or patronising attitude, but the previous parable’s teaching on humility rules this out for disciples of Christ.

         ‘Pride is the great cloud which blots out the sun of God’s generosity.’3 Are there aspects of your life where this is true? Consider this question before God.

         
            1 Luke Johnson, 1991, p223 2 Rory Stewart, Politics on the Edge, Vintage, 2024, p231 3 Tom Wright, 2001, p175

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 1,2; Matthew 1
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            SATURDAY 2 JANUARY

            Luke 14:15–24

            A Changed Guest List

         

         Lord, thank you for your gracious invitation to come into your presence today. Thank you for the spiritual food that you provide.

         We remain at the Pharisee’s house from yesterday’s passage. Jesus now responds to an individual’s pious interjection about those who ‘eat at the feast in the kingdom of God’ (v 15). There is no suggestion that the guest is not sincere in what he says, but Jesus’ story in verse 16 onwards reveals that, when the kingdom comes in its fullness, those present may not be the people the pious guest expected. Here is another ‘divine reversal’, an example of the humble being lifted up!

         The rudeness of the invitees is shocking, as is the flimsiness of their excuses for not attending the banquet. Jesus’ hearers probably interpreted these non-attenders as the ‘Pharisees and experts in the law’ (v 3),1 and the early church saw them broadly as the Jewish nation.2 In our context, we easily assume that the refuseniks are those who are not Christians and have rejected the gospel, but perhaps we should reflect on how we ourselves respond to God’s gracious invitation. We are invited to intimacy with the Father, to journeying with Christ in discipleship and to Spirit‑empowered witness and service. Are we kept from these privileges by the same three distractions which kept these people from the banquet – possessions, work and family? More about this in two days’ time.

         In verses 21–23, we discover that those who eventually fill the master’s house are the same categories of people that the host had been urged (v 13) to invite to future meals, the underclass of society in Jesus’ time. Tom Wright issues this challenge to us: what would it mean to celebrate God’s kingdom so that the people at the bottom of the pile, at the end of the line, find it to be good news?3

         With which character(s) do you identify most easily in this passage? How do you respond to Tom Wright’s challenge?

         
            1 See also Matt 21:43–45 2 Eg Acts 13:45,46 3 Tom Wright, 2001, p179

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 3,4; Matthew 2
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            SUNDAY 3 JANUARY

            Psalm 119:1–24

            Path of Purity

         

         ‘Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law.’1

         This psalm is an extended meditation on ‘the law of the Lord’ (v 1), in Hebrew torah, meaning ‘instruction’ rather than ‘legal code’. It is ‘an astonishingly crafted acrostic psalm’,2 its 176 verses being divided into 22 stanzas of 8 verses each. Every verse in a particular stanza begins with the same letter of the Hebrew alphabet, these letters being helpfully displayed above each stanza in the NIV.

         Seven words are used frequently throughout the psalm almost as synonyms for torah. They are: ‘statutes’, ‘precepts’, ‘decrees’, ‘commands’, ‘laws’, ‘word’ and ‘promise’, and all but the last of these appear in today’s reading. As the psalm is a meditation rather than a systematic exposition, it is probably best not to delve too deeply into the nuanced meaning of each word but simply to ask: ‘As I read these verses, what is the overall impact on me of these variations and repetitions?’

         I once heard a professor of Old Testament remark that ‘to claim to know the law of the Lord if I have it in my head but do not put it into practice is nonsensical to the Hebrew way of thinking. A traffic cop with a Hebrew mind-set would never ask a speeding motorist “Do you know what the speed limit is?” If you are not keeping to it, you clearly don’t know it!’ In other words, the aim to ‘learn your righteous laws’ (v 7) is to ‘obey your decrees’ (v 8). The point of reading and studying the Scriptures is not success in Bible quizzes, nor even theological qualifications, but to live it: transformation rather than information. However, verse 2 shows us that even this does not plumb the depths of the matter: encountering God’s law should not just lead his people to ‘keep his statutes’ but to ‘seek him with all their heart’.

         Consider how your encounters with Scripture can open the door to encounters with God. How could this develop further in your life?

         
            1 Ps 119:18 2 Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, Fortress Press, 1985, p39

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 5,6; Matthew 3
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