
  
A five-week course that digs deeper into our Vision. 

One definition of a vision is: “the dream you hope to 
establish” – our Diocesan dream is that we become: 

A family, rooted in Christ, 
committed to transforming lives by

Gathering as God’s people,
Growing more like Jesus,

Going out in the power of the Spirit.

GrowinG more
like Jesus
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ein Gweddi

our PrAYer

Dad,
Dygwn ger dy fron ein teulu yn Esgobaeth Abertawe ac Aberhonddu.
Agorwn ein calonnau a’n meddyliau i’th Ysbryd:

Bendithia ni wrth inni gyd-gyfarfod yn dy enw;
arwain ni wrth inni dyfu ar lun dy Fab; 
tywys ni â’th Ysbryd i fynd allan 
a gwneud disgyblion o eraill.

Dduw ein siwrneio, bydd di
ein ffordd, a’n gwirionedd, a’n bywyd;
ein dechrau a’n diwedd.

Gweddïwn trwy Iesu ein Harglwydd.
Amen.

Father, 
we hold before you our family in the Diocese of Swansea and Brecon 
and we open our hearts and minds to your Spirit:

Bless us as we gather in your name;
guide us as we grow into the likeness of your Son; 
lead us by your Spirit to go out and make disciples of others.

God of our journeying, be our way and our truth and our life;
our beginning and our end.

We pray through Jesus our Lord. 
Amen.
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inTroduCTion

How To use THis sTudY

Dear Friends,

What a pleasure to commend this Study Course as a building block of our 
Diocesan Vision! Getting to know the scriptures and other aspects of our faith 
more deeply can sometimes seem challenging. It’s easy to think that it’s only 
for experts.

Well, not so. Each one of us has to get to grips with such challenges as the 
material is basic to our understanding and living out of the faith. Many people 
tell me that, whilst they were originally a bit scared of doing this, once they’d 
started, it became really exciting and they wanted more. 

So, well done for putting a foot forward on this journey of faith and learning. I 
know that it will be a source of both blessing and growth for you and for our 
Diocesan family.

Bishop John

This course was originally written with the idea of small groups meeting in someone’s home but it will be 
easy to adapt it to other settings. You might, for instance, choose to study as a deanery or in your local church. 
If you do this you will need to ensure that the opening activities and discussions take place in small groups 
within the larger setting. Wherever you meet, take the opportunity to practice hospitality and welcome. 
Ensure that people are comfortable and at ease. 

There are many different ways of leading this course. For instance, the session leader and the host could be 
two different roles – or, sections of each session might be facilitated by different people.  Good leadership 
serves the group: it keeps things flowing and finishes the session promptly; it enables discussions and creates 
an environment where all feel free to speak or ask questions.  

You will not find a special Leader’s Manual for the course. Instead we have provided an appendix with a 
wealth of Bible notes that give background information for each passage as well as detailed footnotes. These 
are for everyone; feel free to study them – even before you meet! The Bible translation used for this study is 
the New Revised Standard Version, you may wish to bring your own Bible to the sessions.

Timings have been included as a guide, not a constraint. 

Janet Russell, Director of Mission
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1. rooTed in CHrisT
‘As for me, I am like a green olive-tree in the house of God: my trust is in the tender mercy of God for 
ever and ever.’  Psalm 52.9

Welcome and Opening Prayers     5 minutes
 
Activity: Bubbles and Boulders    15 minutes
•		 	 Who/what	gives	you	stability	in	life?		Write	your	answers	on	the	stepping	stones.
•			 	 Who/what	nourishes	your	soul?		Write	your	answers	in	the	thought	bubbles.
•			 	 Share	your	answers	with	one	other	person	in	the	group.
•					 Any	surprises?
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Bible Study: John 15.1-8 “I am the Vine“    40 minutes
‘ “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me 
you can do nothing. Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are 
gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned. If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask for whatever you wish, 
and it will be done for you. My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit and become my disciples. “ ‘ NRSV

Interpretation 
This passage forms part of the so called ‘farewell discourses’, which the evangelist places immediately after 
the narrative of the Last Supper (chapter 13).  Given this context, and given that wine is the fruit of the vine, it 
is not too fanciful to say that the unity of Jesus and his followers symbolised by the vine and its branches is a 
kind of sacramental unity.  In the Eucharist Christians experience communion with God in Christ.  They partake 
of bread that is his body and drink wine which is his blood.  In this way they become one with Jesus Christ 
and are rooted and grounded in him. 

Being part of this communion also brings responsibilities.  Christians, as branches of Jesus the vine, are to bear 
fruit and thus bring glory to God.  There is also a warning that failure to bear fruit leads to being cut off from 
the vine and destroyed.  This leads to alienation, the opposite of communion, from God. 

A secondary feature is the claim that the Christian community is the true Israel, the true heir to the promises 
made to the old Israel.  The destiny of Jesus’ followers is to be the true people of God, rooted in Jesus’ words 
(teaching) and person, and producing fruit worthy of that high calling. 

Questions for discussion
1.    What contemporary images would you choose to illustrate the symbolism of the vine as a way of 

representing	the	relationship	between	Jesus	and	us	as	his	church?
2	.	 	 What	does	it	mean	for	believers	to	‘abide’	in	Jesus	and	for	him	to	‘abide’	in	us?
3	.	 	 How	would	you	describe	the	‘fruit’	of	Christians	today?
4.	 	 What	does	the	notion	of	judgement	mean	for	you?

Closing Prayers  5 minutes

Take Away
What	one	thing	will	you	take	with	you	from	today’s	learning?
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2. TrAnsforminG lives
‘For thou shalt save the people that are in adversity: and shalt bring down the high looks of the proud.
Thou also shalt light my candle: the Lord my God shall make my darkness to be light.’ Psalm 18. 27,28 

Welcome and Opening Prayers     5 minutes

Activity: Meditation, ‘The Teachers’    15 minutes
Listen to the meditation and then, in pairs or as a group, discuss the question:
•		 	 What	is	more	valuable,	our	competence	or	our	vulnerability?
See Appendix for text.
Reproduced by permission from ‘He Was In The World’ by John L. Bell, 
©1995, Wild Goose Resource Group, Iona Community 

Bible Study: Luke 19.1-10 Zacchaeus  40 minutes
‘He entered Jericho and was passing through it. A man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector 
and was rich. He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short 
in stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. When 
Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your 
house today.” So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7All who saw it began to grumble and said, 
“He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “Look, half of my 
possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as 
much.” Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. For the 
Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” ‘ NRSV

Interpretation 
The story of Zacchaeus is a marvellous example of one of the most distinctive features of the ministry of 
the earthly Jesus, namely offering the hope of salvation to those who for one reason or another had been 
excluded from the company of the elect (God’s people, the children of Abraham). This message was directed 
not only to those who were economically on the margins of society (the poor), but also to those (like 
Zacchaeus) whose pursuit of wealth had led them into sin and thus alienation from God.

Jesus takes the initiative. In offering to share a meal with him Jesus is proclaiming that God’s forgiveness is 
available to Zacchaeus. However, Zacchaeus must respond. This he does with spectacular results. There is a 
sharp contrast between the positive and immediate response of Zacchaeus here and the inability of the rich 
young ruler to make a similar response described in the previous chapter (Luke18: 18-25).

The rich young ruler had made the first move in approaching Jesus, but was in the end unable to accept the 
challenge. By contrast, Jesus makes the initial move in challenging Zacchaeus, whose life is unexpectedly and 
dramatically transformed. Jesus takes a risk and as a consequence wins over one who had been regarded as 
hopelessly lost by his compatriots.
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Questions for discussion
1.			 In	the	story	of	Zacchaeus,	what	risks	are	taken,	and	by	whom?
2.			 Who	are	the	marginalised	today?	How	does	the	Church	reach	out	to	them?	How	might	it	be	improved?
3.			 What	do	you	understand	by	the	word	‘salvation’?
4.			 Why	is	it	still	hard	for	the	rich	to	inherit	the	kingdom	of	God?
5.			 Jesus	accepted	Zacchaeus.	How	might	such	acceptance	be	modelled	today?

Closing Prayers  5 minutes

Take Away
A prayer exercise
•		 	 Invite	Jesus	to	share	a	meal	with	you	(or	even	just	a	coffee	break).
•		 	 Reflect	on	the	experience	(alone	or,	perhaps,	with	another	member	of	the	study	group)
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3. GATHerinG
As God’s PeoPle
O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness: let the whole earth stand in awe of him. Psalm 96.9

Welcome and Opening Prayers     5 minutes

Activity: The Balancing Act (See Appendix for background information)  15 minutes
It is Sunday. Imagine you are in church and the service is perfect. Focus on two aspects of the experience:  first 
the things that help you to feel welcomed, comfortable, at home; and second the things that feed your spiritual 
needs. Choose two words to describe each aspect and write them on the notes you have been given. The 
Leader of the session will gather all the words together in one place and invite you to read them.  This place 
represents	our	main	Sunday	service.		How	do	you	feel	about	other	people’s	ideas?	Can	the	service	satisfy	all	our	
expectations?	Do	we	need	to	do	anything	differently?

Bible Study: Galatians 3.26-29 - Children of God  40 minutes
‘...for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptised into Christ have 
clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 
and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to the promise.’ NRSV

Interpretation 
If we accept that as part of the natural order all humans have been created by God, then it follows that all human 
beings, irrespective of social and natural distinctions, are fundamentally one.  This essential unity of humanity is 
to be reflected in the Christian community, where by virtue of baptism, all Christians are one ‘in Christ’.  

For Paul anything that threatened such unity was to be opposed vigorously.  In his context (and that of primitive 
Christianity generally) one of the biggest threats came from the Jew-Gentile divide.  Much of his energy was 
devoted to persuading his fellow Jews, including Jewish Christians, that they had to accept Gentiles as one with 
them in the body of Christ.  He speaks less frequently about social and gender divisions, but the reference to 
slaves and women here demonstrates that his attitude to these was the same. 

Questions for discussion
1.	 	 Does	the	Church	of	today	truly	reflect	the	essential	unity	of	all	human	beings?
2.	 	 What	are	the	main	obstacles	to	accepting	other	people	as	one	with	us	in	the	body	of	Christ?
3.	 	 Does	the	Church	lead	or	follow	society	in	changing	attitudes	based	on	prejudice?
4.	 	 What	are	the	forms	of	slavery	in	our	society	today?
5.	 	 What	action	might	this	Bible	Study	lead	us	to	make	as	a	local	church?

Closing Prayers  5 minutes

Take Away
•		 	 When	did	you	last	worship	with	Christians	of	a	different	tradition	to	your	own?
•		 	 How	might	you	broaden	your	experience	of	‘Gathering	as	God’s	People’?
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‘Show me thy ways, O Lord: and teach me thy paths.’ Psalm 25.4

Welcome and Opening Prayers    5 minutes
    
Activity: Family Likeness      15 minutes

Dinner Dance (the Office ‘Do’) by Janet Lockyer
I am staring
across empty tables
at the dancers
the couples
my colleagues.

In the half hour before the meal
I played wife-spotting.
I would have thought 
I could tell the good ladies
from the stories I’d heard at work
but they all looked much nicer.
Only one wife,
Wynn’ s wife I spotted;
they looked alike.

•		 Do	you	know	husbands	and	wives	who	have	grown	to	resemble	one	another?
•		 Are	you	ever	recognised	because	of	your	family	characteristics	or	values?
•		 How	does	this	happen?
•		 What	quality	of	Jesus	would	you	most	like	people	to	see	in	you?

Bible Study: Philippians 2.1-11 - Hymn to Christ   40 minutes
‘If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion 
and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one 
mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of 
you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.

4. GrowinG
more like Jesus
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And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross.
Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.’ NRSV

Interpretation 
For Paul belief is meaningless if it does not lead to action.  Conversely, if you want to know what a person 
really believes, all you have to do is observe how they live their lives.  This does not, however, mean that 
belief is irrelevant.  Here we see how belief underpins Paul’s advice about how Christians should conduct 
themselves.  Christians are to model themselves on Jesus.

Humans have consistently failed to reflect the image of God in which they have been created.  God in Jesus 
Christ assumed human form and lived a life of selfless obedience, obedience that in the end called for the 
ultimate self-sacrifice in the form of a particularly horrific death.  As a consequence the man Jesus proved 
himself to be worthy of the divine status that was rightfully his.  Paul’s point is also that those who are ‘in 
Christ’ will, like him, be received into communion with God, in whose image they are.  The challenge is to so 
order our lives as to be worthy of this high calling.

Questions for discussion
1.			 Can	we	tell	what	a	person	believes	by	the	way	they	behave?
2.			 If	we	are	to	imitate	Christ,	what	might	humility	mean	in	our	lives?
3.			 How	would	you	explain	that	Jesus	is	both	fully	human	and	divine?
4.			 To	whom	(or	to	what)	might	we	listen	to	help	us	understand	what	God	might	want	of	us?
5.			 What	is	it	about	us	as	human	beings	that	might	reflect	the	character	or	nature	of	God?

Closing Prayers  5 minutes

Take Away
Next week you will be asked to give a short presentation (1 minute) to the group about a gadget or 
household item that you think is absolutely great. Decide on your item and, if possible, bring it with you to the 
next session. 
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5. GoinG ouT in THe
Power of THe sPiriT
‘That thy way may be known upon earth: thy saving health among all nations.’ Psalm 67.2

Welcome and Opening Prayers     5 minutes
    
Activity: ’I can’t live without...’     15 minutes
‘Horchow’s daughter, Sally, told me a story of how she once took her father to a new Japanese restaurant where a 
friend of hers was a chef. Horchow liked the food and so when he went home he turned on his computer, pulled up 
the names of acquaintances who lived nearby, and faxed them notes telling them of a wonderful new restaurant he 
had discovered and that they should try it. This is, in a nutshell, what word of mouth is.’
Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point, Abacus © 2002 Malcolm Gladwell, P.55 

Gladwell describes Horchow as the kind of person who cannot sit on good news – in fact they have to 
broadcast it. Not all of us are ‘broadcasters’ but most of us like to share information that will be useful to 
someone else. For example, many people hate cleaning the oven; a friend of mine discovered a certain brand 
of oven cleaner that did the job so well that, many years later, she is still recommending it to her friends. 

A challenge for each group member
Give a one-minute presentation recommending to the rest of the group the one household item or work 
gadget that you find indispensible. Bring your item along – or a picture if it is too big.

Bible Study: Matthew 28.16-20 - The Great Commission  40 minutes
‘Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, 
they worshipped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, 
I am with you always, to the end of the age.”’ NRSV

Interpretation 
As Jesus faced his death, the twelve (eleven now) had proved themselves unreliable, disloyal and totally 
lacking in any kind of courage.  And yet these same eleven are the ones Jesus chooses to commission to take 
the good news to all nations in the world.  He can do this because he knows that they will have available to 
them the same divine power that enabled him to undertake his earthly ministry and to undergo his sacrificial 
death.

The primary task of the Christian is to make disciples, to go to the nations, including our own, with the good 
news of God’s saving work in Jesus Christ.  Like the eleven, we are inadequate and frequently ill-suited to 
undertake such a commission, but like them we are able to do so in the power of God’s Holy Spirit. 
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Questions for discussion
1.	 	 	 How	do	you	think	you	would	react	in	the	face	of	danger	in	the	cause	of	defending	the	Christian	faith?
2.	 	 	 In	what	practical	ways	can	we	begin	to	obey	the	charge	to	make	disciples	‘of	all	nations’?
3.	 	 	 Have	you	ever	been	aware	of	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit?		If	so,	in	what	ways?
4.	 	 	 In	what	ways	is	Jesus	is	‘with’	the	Church	today?		Does	the	Church	ever	shut	him	out?

Closing Prayers  5 minutes

Take Away
In	what	area	of	your	life	would	you	particularly	welcome	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit?
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  Session 1
  Rooted in Christ

Bible Notes for
John 15.1-8 - I am the Vine

Background
In the gospels Jesus makes frequent use of stories and images to 

illustrate his teaching.  The first three (synoptic) gospels contain 

a large number of parables, stories taken from the everyday life 

of rural Galilee, but there are few, if any, parables in the fourth 

gospel.  Another difference is that in the first three gospels 

the focus of Jesus’ teaching is the kingdom of God (theology), 

while in the fourth gospel the focus is on the person of Jesus 

himself (christology).  This passage and the story of the sheep 

and the shepherd in chapter 10 are places which seem to reflect 

underlying parables, though what we have is the interpretation 

rather than the parable itself. 

The interpretation is presented in the form of an ‘I am’ saying. 

In all there are seven ‘I am’ sayings in John – here we have the 

last of them.  The number seven is probably significant in that it 

symbolises completeness or perfection. The formula ‘I am’ may 

echo the name given to God in Israel (YHWH = LORD in English 

versions). If so, the formula contains an implicit claim to divinity 

on Jesus’ part.  The ‘I am’ is then followed by an image taken 

from ordinary everyday life (bread, light, shepherd, for example), 

which illustrates some aspect of Jesus’ person or work. Here 

the vine imagery encompasses Jesus’ followers as well as Jesus 

himself.

In the Hebrew Scriptures the vine is sometimes used as a symbol 

for Israel – e.g. Jeremiah 2: 21, Ezekiel 19: 10-14, Psalm 80: 8-16. 

If this is the origin of Jesus’ saying, then the message could be 

that Jesus and his followers constitute the new or the true Israel. 

This would be consistent with one of the major themes of this 

gospel, that the Christian community is the true heir of the old 

Israel.  This could reflect a situation where at the time of writing 

Christians were having to justify themselves over against the 

synagogue and where Jewish Christians were being expelled 

from the synagogue because of their blasphemous claim that 

Jesus (a man) was the Son of God.

Explanatory Notes (Commentary)
•	 	  v.5 ‘vine …. branches’ :  this is the only ‘I am’ saying that 

includes others than Jesus himself.  Here the image 

symbolises the unity of Jesus and his followers, since they 

remain ‘in him’ and he remains ‘in them’.

•	 	 	‘Bear fruit’ : in the context of the gospel this is probably a 

reference to mission. Jesus’ followers are to bring others into 

the same fellowship of the true Israel.

•	 	 	‘apart from me’ : the Greek could be translated ‘without me’. 

Either way it makes the point that Jesus’ followers are totally 

dependent on Jesus and the divine power that comes to 

them through him.

•	 	  v.6 ‘does not abide in me’ : as so often in this gospel, the same 

point is repeated but in the form of a negative. Here it is 

almost a threat. 

•	 	 	‘withers …. burned’ :  as with the vine, unproductive branches 

are good for nothing except firewood.  There may be an echo 

here of the belief that following final judgement those who 

are condemned suffer eternal punishment, symbolised by 

fire.

•	 	  v.7  ‘my words’ : all that survives of the earthly Jesus are his 

words.  In this gospel there is great emphasis on the power 

and importance of the teaching of Jesus (the Word).  This is 

especially true of the ‘farewell discourses’, of which this is part 

that highlight love and unity as the main message of Jesus to 

his disciples just before his death.

•	 	 		‘ask … it will be done for you’ : those who are in Jesus know 

what is appropriate to ask in prayer.  Such prayer asks only for 

what is consistent with the will of God.

•	 	  v.8  ‘the ‘Father’ :  the most common image for God in this 

gospel.

•	 	 	‘glorified’ :  in his death Jesus ‘glorifies’ God.  Here actions that 

reflect the glory of God extend to the work of the disciples, 

who in bearing fruit (doing God’s work) bring glory to God.  

Such works also show that they are true followers of Jesus.

  Session 2
  Transforming Lives

Activity: (Meditation)
Leaders: This meditation deals with the necessary interaction 

between those who seem to be deprived or disabled and those 

who think they are alright. The words should be read by one 

voice. It may be helpful to have appropriate music played under 

the reading. Another option is a short musical interlude where a 

pause in the narrative is indicated.

I met him on the train, 

and before long I felt I knew him, 

I felt I could trust him.

He was in education: ‘Learning for Life’ he called it.

APPendix
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I said I was interested in education too, 

so he invited me to come with him 

to where he taught and learned.

It was off the main road, near the fire station.

It didn’t look like a school ...

You walked in the door of a second-hand shop 

and, going through the back, 

you came to a big room with a lot of people in it.

We stood and looked around.

(Pause)

In the corner was an old man with a white stick.

Beside him sat a girl reading him the newspaper.

‘Nice to see young folk helping the blind,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ he replied, ‘he’s actually teaching her how to see.’

Across the floor, in the direction of the toilets, 

came a wheelchair.

A paraplegic boy of 18 sat in it 

and a boy the same age pushed it.

‘It’s great when friends help each other,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘the boy in the chair 

is teaching the other how to walk.’

An old woman lay in a bed at the bottom of the room.

She was covered with open sores.

A woman, much her junior, was dressing her wounds.

‘Is she a nurse?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he replied, the old woman is a nurse.

She’s teaching the other how to care.

Seated round a table were a group of young couples.

A doctor in a white coat was talking to them about childbirth.

He spoke slowly and used sign language with his hands.

‘I think it’s only fair that deaf people should know about these 

things,’ I said.

‘But they do know about these things,’ my friend replied.

They are teaching the doctor how to listen.’

And then I saw a frail woman, breathing slowly. 

These were her last breaths.

And around her were her friends, smoothing her brow, 

holding her hands.

‘It’s not good to die alone,’ I said.

‘That’s right,’ he replied, ‘but she’s not dying alone.

She is teaching the others how to live.’

Confused and not knowing what to say, 

I suggested we sat down.

(Pause)

After a while, I felt I could speak.

‘Seeing all this,’ I said, ‘I want to pray.

I want to thank God that I have all my faculties.

I now realise how much I can do to help.’

Before I could say more, 

he looked me straight in the face and said, 

‘I don’t want to upset your devotional life, 

but I hope you will also pray 

to know your own need. 

And I hope you will never be afraid 

to be touched by the needy.’

Reproduced by permission from ‘He Was In The World’ by John L. 

Bell, ©1995, Wild Goose Resource Group, Iona Community 

Bible Notes for
Luke 19.1-10 - Zacchaeus

Background
At the time of Jesus Palestine was part of the Roman Empire; 

it was an occupied country under Roman rule. The northern 

part (Galilee) was ruled by a client king (Herod) on Rome’s 

behalf, while the southern part (Judaea) was under the direct 

military control of a Roman prefect (Pontius Pilate when Jesus 

was crucified).  The Jews bitterly resented Roman (foreign) 

rule of God’s holy land, which was seen not only as politically 

unacceptable, but as a religious offence (a sin against God). One 

of the most obvious signs of Roman rule was, of course, taxation.

The Jews had to pay both direct and indirect taxes to Rome. 

Rome farmed out (outsourced in modern parlance) the 

collection of indirect taxes (taxes on the sale and movement 

of goods) to individuals or firms, who made their money 

by imposing (often extortionate) surcharges on top of the 

taxes levied. In the story Zacchaeus is described as a ‘chief tax 

collector’, i.e. he was head of a consortium of tax collectors, and 

naturally very wealthy. He would have been detested by his 

fellow Jews, not only because of his wealth, but because he was 

collaborating with a hated foreign power, and consequently 

unclean (a sinner).

Among the Jews, as generally in the Middle East, table fellowship 

or sharing a meal with someone had enormous significance. 

For the Jews it symbolised their common membership of 

the people of God. It was a mark of their acceptance by God 

and therefore of one another and a symbol of their destiny of 

salvation (communion with God). Sinners, guilty of offending 

God, could not be accepted into table fellowship for fear of 

being contamination by their sin.

Luke’s gospel (like its companion volume Acts) is known as the 

‘gospel of the outcast’ on account of the author’s evident interest 

in the underdog, i.e. those who were marginalised in Jewish 

society and denied full membership of the people of God. These 

included those excluded by virtue of gender (women), race 

(Gentiles,	i.e.	non-Jews)	or	social	standing/occupation	in	that	

their work involved dealing with people or things unclean. This 

last group included the tax collectors, whose work meant that 

they had direct dealings with Gentiles.
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Explanatory Notes (Commentary)
•	 	 	v.1 ‘Jericho’: A prosperous city, some 15 miles east of 

Jerusalem and at the southern end of the Jordan valley, near 

the Dead Sea. Collecting taxes there would have been a 

particularly lucrative activity. Many priests and other well-to-

do Jerusalemites had villas in Jericho, where the climate was 

more congenial.

•	 	  v.2 ‘Zacchaeus’: Greek form of Zakkai (righteous one). He is 

the only ‘chief tax collector’ to feature in the NT.

•	 	 	vv.3-4 The notion of an important wealthy man resorting 

to climbing a tree for a better view because he was short of 

stature is somewhat comical. The sycamore here is a mulberry 

fig tree (not our sycamore), but would be plenty big enough 

to afford Zacchaeus a good view of proceeding.

•	 	 	vv.5ff ‘Stay at your house’: Zacchaeus was regarded as a 

sinner, so Jesus offering to enter his (no doubt very grand) 

house and to share a meal with him would have caused 

enormous offence to pious Jews.

•	 	 	v.7 ‘Sinner’: tax collectors are frequently bracketed with 

sinners, i.e. those who do not keep God’s Law (the Torah) 

by reason of their dealings with unclean Gentiles (also 

categorised as ‘sinners’).

•	 	 	v.8 ‘Lord’: a title of respect (= Sir) and maybe an echo of the 

name of God.

•	 	 	‘Half my possessions to the poor’: this is an act of charity (a 

religious duty) either reflecting Zacchaeus’ repentance or an 

attempt at self-justification to his fellow-Jews. He goes way 

beyond the normal requirement of charity (ten per cent) in 

offering half of his possessions.

•	 	 	‘Four times the amount’: this represents the extreme 

requirement for recompense in the case of theft laid down in 

Exodus 2: 1.

•	 	  v.9 ‘Son of Abraham’: a full and accepted member of God’s 

people.

•	 	 	v.10 ‘Son of man’: A common self-designation of Jesus. In 

colloquial Aramaic it can mean simply ‘I’, but on the lips of 

Jesus it may also refer to the supernatural agent of God found 

in the book of Daniel (see Daniel 7: 13).

•	 	 	The	story	of	Zacchaeus	is	a	good	illustration	of	how	Jesus	

sees his ministry and mission as seeking and saving the lost. 

Compare the parable of the Lost Sheep (Luke 15: 3-7).

  Session 3
  Gathering as God’s people

Activity: The Balancing Act
This activity is about the varied hopes and expectations we 

bring into our Sunday services. We look for a warm, welcoming 

experience as well as an environment that feeds us spiritually – a 

place to have communion with God. In reality there are bound 

to be conflicting expectations. 

This activity asks people to identify aspects of worship that they 

consider important for themselves by using two categories 

a)about welcome and belonging and b) about sensing the 

presence of God - and to gather them together into one place. 

The one place represents the main Sunday service. 

You will need to provide Post-it notes and pens. You might use 

two different coloured notes to represent the two categories.

The ‘one central place’ could be a volunteer on whom the Post-

its are placed – or a volunteer could attempt to hold a series of 

objects or symbols onto which the Post-its have been placed.

Bible Notes for
Galatians 3.26-29 - Children of God

Background
On his own admission earlier in this letter Paul (or Saul) of Tarsus, 

though born in the Gentile world, was brought up and educated 

to be a rabbi belonging to the Pharisee sect.  In fact, he had 

become a zealous and enthusiastic defender of his ancestral 

faith.  This is why he was so keen to stamp out the embryonic 

Christian movement, which for Paul prior to his conversion 

threatened the very foundation of Judaism.  The irony is that it is 

this same Paul who, through a dramatic conversion experience, 

became totally convinced that he was called by God to take the 

Christian message to the Gentiles (non-Jews). 

Paul is here writing not to a community in one of the cities of 

the eastern Mediterranean, but to Christians in a whole province 

of what is today Turkey.  The community had been founded 

by Paul himself, but a short while later had been disturbed by 

others preaching a version of the gospel that required them to 

conform to the Jewish Law, and in particular the food laws and 

the requirement for males to be circumcised.  This development 

greatly incensed Paul, who is clearly very angry when he writes 

this letter, insisting that Gentile Christians are not bound by the 

Jewish Law, but are to live in the freedom of the Spirit.

This controversy takes us to the heart of Paul’s preaching and 

forces him to defend the legitimacy, indeed the necessity, of 
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proclaiming the gospel to non-Jews without requiring them to 

convert to Judaism and to take on the yoke of the Law.  Paul’s 

thesis is that Jews and Gentiles are one in Christ as children of 

God, and indeed children of Abraham in the spirit.  

Race (and religion) was not the only characteristic that divided 

society in Paul’s day. Slavery was part of the social and economic 

structure of the Roman Empire, which depended on slaves for its 

efficient operation.  Paul evidently sees membership of the body 

of Christ as something that abolishes the distinction between 

bond and free, though it took many centuries for Christians to 

abolish slavery in practice.

Another distinction (and one that cannot be abolished!) is the 

natural one between male and female.  Women both in Judaism 

and in the Roman Empire were regarded as second-class 

citizens, indeed often as non-persons (vessels).  The primitive 

Christian community was virtually unique in offering women 

equal status with men, though again it took many hundreds of 

years before there was any serious attempt to reflect this basic 

equality in practice.

Explanatory Notes (Commentary)
•	 	 	v. 26   Though the Greek says literally ‘sons’, it is fair to 

interpret this as ‘children’ in our context.  The main point is 

that all human beings are potentially children of God by faith 

in Christ Jesus.  

•	 	 	‘Faith’ : this means much more than intellectual assent to 

a series of propositions.  It is rather a life lived in a manner 

worthy of one who has accepted Jesus as Saviour.

•	 	 	v. 27  ‘baptised’ :  this and other references in the letters of 

Paul, written less than 30 years after the crucifixion of Jesus, 

provide clear evidence that baptism was the standard form of 

initiation into membership of the Christian community from 

the very earliest times.  In contrast to the Jewish practice of 

circumcision, baptism in water was more acceptable to adult 

male Gentiles and women.

•	 	 	‘clothed’ : those being baptised in the early Church wore a 

special robe, but this is unlikely to be the reference here.  

Paul compares becoming a Christian with putting on a new 

garment – the new garment in this case being Christ himself.

•	 	 	v. 28  ‘Jew …. Greek’ : the basic division of humanity from a 

Jewish perspective was Jew and Gentile.  Gentiles are here 

called Greeks because Greek was the common language of 

the eastern Mediterranean at that time.

•	 	 	‘slave …. free’  :  slavery was common in the ancient world.  

Slaves were often highly educated professional people.  There 

is ample evidence that the earliest Christian communities 

included slaves among their members.

•	 	 	‘male … female’ :  as well as racial and social divisions, humans 

are divided by nature into two genders, male and female.

	•		 	‘one in Christ Jesus’ :  Paul constantly emphasises the need for 

the Christian community to be united.

•	 	  v. 29  ‘belong to Christ’ :  as if Christ was the owner of his 

Christian slaves.

	•		 	‘Abraham’s seed’ : Christians saw themselves as the true 

Israel, the real descendants of Abraham.  The right of Gentile 

Christians to call themselves children of Abraham is one of 

the major themes of this letter. 

  Session 4
  Growing more like Jesus

Bible Notes for
Philippians 2: 1-11- Hymn To Christ

Background
As befits one nurtured and steeped in the Jewish faith, Paul’s 

theology can best be described as ‘moral theology’.  Belief and 

conduct are inextricably linked.  Belief leads to practice, and 

practice in turn reflects belief.  So in this passage Paul’s concerns 

about a practical issue (lack of unity among Christians) leads to 

theological reflection and a restatement of the theology that 

underpins ethical behaviour.

It is widely believed that the second part of this passage (vv.6-11) 

is either based on or a quotation from an early Christian hymn.  

It is true that the content accords with Paul’s theology, but if, 

as seems likely, it is earlier than Paul we have here invaluable 

evidence of the way some of his earliest followers tried to 

reconcile their experience of Jesus and the way that he defied 

normal human categorization with their firm, deep-rooted 

belief in the one-ness and uniqueness of God.  Paul himself 

was admirably well equipped to face this theological challenge 

since he had been trained in the Torah (the Law) and was thus a 

professional theologian.

It is obvious from this letter and elsewhere that Paul has a 

particular affection for the Christian community at Philippi and 

that this affection was reciprocated.  Philippi was an important 

Roman centre on one of the main trade routes from the East.  

It had been re-founded as a Roman colony and, though in 

Macedon, it had its own civic organization and legal system 

as if it were in Italy.  Paul is in prison at the time of writing, but 

reasonably hopeful of release.

The hymn appears to have been heavily influenced by 

speculation surrounding Adam and the significance of the fall 

(disobedience) of Adam.    Jesus (the last Adam) is portrayed as 

succeeding where Adam failed and as a consequence being 

exalted to the divine status to which Adam aspired.  This also 

provides an alternative answer to the question:  What happened 
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to	Jesus	after	he	died?		The	usual	answer	is	that	Jesus	was	raised	

(by God) from the dead, but here, as in some other parts of the 

NT, Jesus is exalted at the point of death to the status of God.

Explanatory Notes (Commentary)
•	 	 	vv.1-2  These two verses suggest that the Christian 

community at Philippi (no bigger in size than an average 

parish congregation) had experienced difficulties in 

preserving the unity expected of it.  This impression is 

confirmed by the more specific reference to the failure of 

Euodia and Syntyche to agree in chapter 4 (verse 2).

•	 	 	vv.3-4 The emphasis is on the need to avoid being selfish or 

self-important; instead Christians should cultivate humility 

(selflessness, looking to the interests of others).

•	 	 	v.5 The underlying principle is that the foundation of 

Christian ethics is imitation of Christ (imitatio Christi).

•	 	 	v.6  ‘in the form of God’ : though a different Greek word is used 

this is probably an allusion to man being made ‘in the image’ 

of God (Genesis 1: 27).

•	 	 	‘equality with God as something to be exploited’ : if the reference 

is to the Creation story then this echoes Adam’s disobedience 

and his ambition to be as God.  This being so, ‘snatched’ 

(following other modern translations) is a better rendering 

than ‘exploited’.

•	 	 	v.7 ‘emptied himself’ : an act of self-abasement, though it 

has been argued that Jesus here laid aside his divinity or his 

divine power.

•	 	 ‘slave’ : the lowest form of human existence at the time.

•	 	 	‘born	in	human	likeness.		And	being	found	in	human	form’	:		

this is not saying that Jesus only appeared to be human.  He 

actually is human.

•	 	  v.8 ‘humbled himself and became obedient’ :  contrast Adam’s 

disobedience.  The last Adam reversed the sin of the first 

Adam.

•	 	 	‘death – even death on a cross’ :  scholars see the reference to 

the cross as a Pauline addition to the hymn.  The death of 

Jesus again demonstrates that he is fully human.

•	 	  v.9 ‘Therefore’ : this indicates that what follows is a direct 

consequence of what precedes the ‘therefore’.  Jesus’ 

exaltation is a direct consequence of his death on the cross.

	•		 	‘highly exalted him’ : we have an echo of one of John’s 

favourite	themes,	the	exaltation/restoration	of	Jesus	to	the	

status of Son in the presence of God the Father.

•	 	 	‘name above every name’ : the name of God (YHWH = LORD).  

It was regarded as blasphemy to confer this name on a 

human being.

•	 	 	v.10 ‘every knee should bend’ : that is, Jesus is worshipped.

•	 	 	‘in	heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	the	earth’	:	this	reflects	the	

common belief of the time in a three tier universe.  Here it 

refers to the whole of creation.

•	 	 	v.11 ‘every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord’ : 

this and the previous verse echo Isaiah 45: 23 and again 

emphasize that Jesus now has the name (status) of LORD (= 

God).

•	 	 	‘to the glory of God the Father’ : the earliest Christians were a 

long way from formulating a doctrine of the Trinity, but they 

were aware of the need to preserve the essential unity of God 

– hence the inclusion of ‘God the Father’ alongside the Lord 

Jesus Christ’.

  Session 5
  Going out in the
  power of the Spirit

Bible Notes for
Matthew 28.16-20 -
The Great Commission

Background
Jesus’ words here are often called ‘the Great Commission’ and 

the scene is thought to be modelled on accounts in the Old 

Testament of God commissioning an individual to take on the 

role of leadership (e.g. Joshua in place of Moses – see Joshua 

1: 1-9) or to undertake a particular task (see Amos 7: 14-15). A 

feature of these stories is the sense of inadequacy felt by those 

being commissioned and their apparent unsuitability for the role 

they are called to undertake.

The authority claimed by Jesus here is similar to that given to the 

Son of man in Daniel 7: 14.  This means that Jesus is now seen as 

a heavenly supernatural figure and that he speaks to the eleven 

as if from his throne in heaven.

This interpretation is reinforced by the location in that 

mountains were believed to be nearer to God and frequently 

presented as the venue for a divine revelation – for example, to 

Moses on Mount Sinai.  Jesus is also the object of worship, hardly 

an appropriate response to an ordinary human being, but a 

natural reaction to the risen Jesus. 

From the very beginnings of the Christian community it 

seems that baptism was the initiation rite by which someone 

became a member of the body of Christ.  It was also invariably 

accompanied by teaching for the newly converted. 

The ministry of the earthly Jesus was confined to the holy land 

of Palestine and therefore for all practical purposes to a Jewish 

audience.  Matthew even emphasises this – see Matthew 10: 

5-6.  On the other hand, the gospel spread most rapidly after 

Jesus’ death and resurrection among non-Jews (Gentiles).  For 

Matthew the commissioning of the eleven by the risen Jesus is 

the link that explains this move away from an exclusive focus on 
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the nation of Israel to all nations (including Israel).

Expectation of an imminent end of the existing imperfect 

world order was widespread among the Jews in Jesus’ day.  

They believed this age would come to an end dramatically 

and that this would usher in the reign (kingdom) of God.  Here 

Jesus suggests that there will be a longish wait, but assures his 

followers that he will be with them in the meantime.

Explanatory Notes (Commentary)
•	 	 v.16   ‘Eleven’ : that is the twelve minus Judas.

•	 	 	‘Galilee’ :  contrast Luke and John 20 where Jerusalem is the 

venue for the commissioning of his disciples by the risen 

Jesus.  Galilee may be chosen as the location here because it 

was thought to be ‘of the Gentiles’ (Matthew 4: 15).

•	 	 	‘Mountain … Jesus had directed them’ : it is idle to speculate 

on the precise location.  The ‘mountain’ has rather a symbolic 

significance.  Jesus’ direction to the eleven is found in 

Matthew 26: 32. 

•	 	 	v.17 ‘worshipped’ : this echoes the worship of the infant Jesus 

by the Magi and shows that for Matthew Jesus is a proper 

object for the worship due to God alone. 

•	 	 	‘Some doubted’ : a better translation would be ‘hesitated’ 

(Jerusalem Bible).  This would be a natural reaction, given that 

these same disciples had recently abandoned Jesus in his 

hour of need.

•	 	 	v.18  ‘all authority’ :  see Daniel 7: 14 where the Son of man is 

given similar authority.  

•	 	 	‘In heaven and on earth’ : this echoes the Lord’s prayer.  It also 

exceeds the power offered to Jesus by the devil during his 

temptation (Matthew 4: 8-9).

•	 	 v.19  ‘make disciples’ : that is followers of Jesus.

•	 	 	‘All	nations’	:	the	gospel	is	to	be	taken	to	the	Gentiles	(non-

Jews) as well as God’s chosen people of Israel.

•	 	 	‘Baptising’ : there is no evidence that Jesus baptised and 

this is the only place where he commands his disciples to 

administer baptism.  Baptism was, however, an initiation rite 

in the Christian community from the very earliest times.  It is 

likely that Christians adopted and adapted the rite from the 

practice of John the Baptist.  It then replaced circumcision 

(the Jewish rite of initiation).  

•	 	 	‘In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’: 

this is a unique reference to baptism in the name of what 

later became known as the Trinity.  Baptism is elsewhere ‘in 

(into) the name of Jesus’.  The formula ‘into the name of’ was 

used at the time in connection with bank accounts, so the 

initiate became the possession of Jesus (or as here the Trinity). 

•	 	 	v.20 ‘teaching them’ : baptism (of adults) was invariably 

followed by a course of instruction.  

•	 	 	‘Obey … I have commanded you’ : this gospel lays great 

emphasis on the teaching of Jesus as the foundation of 

Christian belief and the guide of Christian conduct.  

•	 	 	‘I am with you always’ : this echoes Immanuel (God with us), 

the name given to the infant Jesus earlier in this gospel 

(Matthew 1: 23).

•	 	 	‘To the end of the age’ : that is the end of the existing time-

space world order.  
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