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To the Teacher

If you are reading this, you have prob-
ably agreed to teach or lead a group of adults
in Bible study. You may have taught the Bible
for years, even decades, or you may be brand-
new. Whatever your experience level, this book
is designed to help you do your job with confi-
dence. Here’s what you will find:

Introductions to each unit of lessons. These
are intended to help you understand the trajec-
tory of the group of lessons in the unit and help
connect the lessons to one another.

Introductions to spiritual practices. For each
unit of lessons, at least one spiritual practice nat-
urally emerges, disciplines such as prayer, wor-
ship, confession, and service. Engaging with
these practices is one way Bible study becomes
more than an intellectual exercise. They are a
natural outgrowth of the deeper understanding
of and relationship with God that comes through
our study of Scripture.

These articles introduce spiritual practices
to you and offer suggestions for ways you can
encourage your class to personally incorporate
them. Additionally, teaching suggestions within
the Bible lessons offer more ideas for guiding
your class to embrace these practices.

Enrichment resources. Directly supporting
several lessons are related items you may find
helpful as you study and prepare to teach, items
such as charts, brief articles, character profiles,
key Wesleyan terms and concepts, even devo-
tional thoughts. Sometimes these resources are
referenced in the teaching suggestions, offering
you a way to incorporate them into your lesson.
At other times, they provide additional back-
ground for your personal understanding of the
biblical texts you will teach.

Weekly Bible lessons. You will notice three
distinct subheadings in the weekly Bible lessons:
Connect, Inspect, and Reflect. Think of these
as the intentional steps through which you will
move as you study and prepare and then through
which you will guide your class as you teach.

» First, connect to the biblical text by way
of the illustration, story, example, or situation
the writer provides.

P Next, inspect the biblical text by fol-
lowing the explanations and interpretations the
writer offers.

» Finally, reflect on the biblical text, using
the suggestions for leading your class. The sug-
gestions in the “reflect” section are the ways
you can guide your class to “inspect” the biblical
text. Think about the members of your class and
their willingness to dialogue, answer questions,
and otherwise respond. Modify the suggestions
to fit your class and your personal teaching
style. Notice the points at which the writer ref-
erences parts of the lesson in the student book,
and call those to the attention of the class.

Blessings on you as you prepare and lead
others to grow in their faith through transforma-
tional Bible study.

Jan Turrentine
AdultBibleStudies @umpublishing.org
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Unit 1: Introduction

God, the Creator

The biblical texts for this quarter’s lessons
were chosen and sequenced to help us better
understand who God is, what it means that we
are all created in God’s image, and how a genu-
ine relationship with and understanding of God
leads us to worship God alone.

The five lessons that form Unit 1 lead us
to better understand what sets God apart from
all others. Who and what is God? How is God
unique? What makes God God?

We start at the beginning, with the biblical
accounts of Creation. These are not unfamiliar
to Adult Bible Studies readers; we spent time
with them not that long ago. But our purpose
here is much different. Our focus is not on what
God did and when. Instead, our purpose in going
back to these texts—back to the beginning—is
to discover what they tell us about God. God,
we learn through the Creation accounts, has
always had a plan. Everything God did in the
beginning was intentional and purposeful. God
had a plan then and has a plan now.

God is deliberately creative and active. God
merely spoke, and creation came into being.
But God is not some distant figure with a boom-
ing voice that only commands things into exis-
tence. God is close and personal, taking care to
form humans with divine hands. In fact, God
knows when something is missing, when we need
something, and when things are not right or good.

God realized that it was not good for the first
human to be alone, so God created a companion
for the creature. God saw, noticed, cared, and
acted on behalf of the first humans; and God
does the same on our behalf, too.

2 Adult Bible Studies Teacher

While we can come to know a lot about our
God through the Creation accounts, the lesson
from Exodus 19 reminds us that God is not lim-
ited to what we can know or imagine. Mystery
is part of who God is; and so is faithfulness, or
trustworthiness. God keeps promises, and the
Israelites learned this anew when God met them
at Mount Sinai and made covenant with them.
There, they also realized the intensity of divine
holiness when they encountered God through
thunder, lightning, a loud horn blast, and a thick
cloud.

This God, they discovered, is the source of
everything. This God does not have just some
wisdom; wisdom is an essential part of who
God is. This reality leads us to Proverbs 8,
where we discover that God and wisdom are so
closely related that wisdom had a part with God
in Creation.

God spoke through Creation, through pow-
erful acts of deliverance, and through proph-
ets and other leaders, helping the people know
who God is. But God’s ultimate messenger,
the Hebrews text tells us, 1s Jesus. God’s wis-
dom and power are at work in Jesus, someone
greater than prophets and angels, someone in
whom God has placed all authority in heaven
and on earth.

A fuller understanding of the divine nature
helps us better understand ourselves. Scripture
tells us that we are created in the divine image,
but we are human. We have a human condition
called sin. That, and God’s remedy for it, are
the focus of the lessons in Unit 2.
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September 1 | Lesson 1

In the Beginning, God

Focal Passage
Genesis 1:1-5, 27-29; 2:1-4

Background Text
Genesis 1:1-2:4

Key Verse
“This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created” (Genesis 2:4).

Purpose

To show that the Creation story helps us understand our place in the world

and God’s intention for us

Connect

I know a woman who seldom reads or
watches any news—national, world, or
local news. She explains that there’s so much
bad news and so little she can do about it, that
thinking about it leaves her feeling depressed.
So for her own well-being, she generally avoids
the news.

[understand. I do follow the news, but [ usu-
ally don’t check it right before going to sleep.
I don’t want the world’s troubles in bed with
me!

As of this writing, the website of CBS News
includes a small side column of headlines titled
“The Spark: Stories That Inspire.” The stories in
that column are good news accounts, typically
about people helping others or people find-
ing hope amid difficulties. It’s good that such

stories are out there; but most of the page, of
course, is about the current batch of troubling
news—political or otherwise—or about the
chaos in the world and people who harm others.

Our Scripture reading for today acknowl-
edges chaos, but it also tells of God’s intention
in creating the world and reminds us of the
divine purpose for us. It’s not a side-column
story; it’s the big news, and it’s all good.

Inspect

Speaking of big news, Genesis 1:1 is a short
verse, only ten words in the Common English
Bible (CEB), but it answers three of the ques-
tions a good journalistic lead should: “Who?”
“When?” “What?”

“Who?” of course, 1s God, which in this
verse 1s a translation of the Hebrew word

September 1, 2019 3
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Elohim. That word appears more than 2,550 times
in the Old Testament; English translations of
the Bible invariably render it simply as “God.”
(There are many other designations for God in
the Bible as well. See “Other Old Testament
Names for God” at the end of this lesson.)

Elohim is not a personal name. In fact, it is
an impersonal description. If we were looking
for an English equivalent other than “God,”
we’d have to settle for something like “the
Supreme Being to whom all power belongs.”

At the time Genesis was written, almost
nobody doubted that there were powers greater
than themselves. In fact, most believed in mul-
tiple gods: gods of the weather and gods of
agriculture, gods of childbearing and gods of
fire, gods of health and gods of love, and so
on. In that context, without so much as a side-
long glance at the multiple gods, the author of
Genesis declared that the Supreme Being (sin-
gular!) created the heavens and the earth.

To say Elohim is not to say anything per-
sonal about God, but it is to say the founda-
tional thing about the meaning of this life: that
this world exists, and our lives in it, because
God wants it to.

“When?” 1s “When God began to . . .” or, as
several other translations word it, “In the begin-
ning ...” (NRSV, NIV, KJV). That probably did
not mean the absolute beginning of everything
but rather the point when Elohim began to put
creation in order. Verse 2, which we will discuss
further on, indicates that, before the ordering of
creation, there was something already there that
was “without shape or form . . . the deep sea.”

4 Adult Bible Studies Teacher

Thus, the beginning referenced in verse 1 was
the start of the ordered creation.

“What?” 1s “to create the heavens and the
earth.” The Hebrew word for “to create” is
bard’, which, throughout the Old Testament,
is used exclusively for the activity of God. The
word appears often in the opening chapters of
Genesis, but it also occurs in Deuteronomy
4:32; Psalm 89:47; Isaiah 40:26; Jeremiah
31:22; Ezekiel 21:30; Amos 4:13; and Malachi
2:10.

The word translated “to create” appears in
several other verses, but it always alludes to the
fundamental newness and uniqueness of what
only God brings into being. “The heavens and
the earth” means the ordered universe with
everything having its proper place and function.

Genesis 1:2 tells about that something that
was there before God began the creation of the
heavens and the earth. Whatever it was, it was
not ordered but was, in fact, chaotic, the sense
of which the CEB renders as “without shape
or form.” and the King James Version (KJV)
gives as “without form, and void.” Both phrases
translate a Hebrew term that denotes chaos, not
simply as an absence of order, but as an active
force that challenges the rule of God, under-
mines life, and works against well-being in the
world.

This chaos is also described in this verse as
“dark over the deep sea”; but here the narra-
tor adds, “God’s wind swept over the waters,”
indicating that chaos had not overcome God.
God’s power over chaos is also evident in that
darkness, and waters become part of God’s
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ordered creation; but they are responsive to
God’s direction.

The lesson in the student book, citing Bible
scholar Walther Brueggemann, suggests that
verses 1 and 2 present two different understand-
ings of Creation, with verse 1 implying that
there was nothing present before God started
creating the world and that God made it ex
nihilo, a Latin term meaning “out of nothing.”

In contrast, verse 2 assumes the watery chaos
was already there, over which God took con-
trol and created the world from it. Importantly,
Brueggemann says we don’t have to make a
choice between the two, and the student book
writer sums it up this way: “We can affirm that,
yes, God is the creator of the world. Yes, God
is able to create something from nothing. Yes,
God is able to bring shape and form to any and
all chaos that exists within creation, including
the chaos that finds its way into our own lives.”

Verses 3-5 supply two more pieces of infor-
mation a good journalistic lead usually pro-
vides: “Why?” and “How?”

The “How?” of Creation is through God’s
speech. Elohim literally spoke the world into
existence, and that implies the “Why?”: That
God spoke shows that Creation was a deliber-
ate act and was what the Almighty wanted. That
Creation occurred at the divine word demon-
strates God’s sovereignty. Because God created
the world, it belongs to God.

The only usual journalistic lead question
not addressed in verses 1-3 is “Where?” But
the answer to that question is understood to be
“right here, the world where we live.”

Moving from the lead information to the
specifics, verses 3-5 detail God’s work on the
first day of Creation, the separation of light
from darkness, creating day and night. For the
[sraelites, light was often a symbol of life and
salvation (for example, Psalm 27:1) and a sign
of God’s presence (as in Psalm 104:2). In their
thought, each new morning was a renewal of
God’s compassion for them (Lamentations
3:22-23).

Verses 6-26 are background reading for
today’s lesson. They describe God’s activity on
the next five days of Creation.

Verses 27-29 deal expressly with the cre-
ation of humankind “in God’s own image,”
which makes humans unique in God’s creation.
While the meaning of that phrase is not spelled
out in Genesis, it implies that the pattern on
which human beings are made is different from
that of the rest of creation.

Most Bible interpreters conclude that being
made in God’s image means that the divine
worth of each person is a given. Bible scholar
Terence E. Fretheim says that the divine image
in humankind “functions to mirror God to
the world, to be God as God would be to the
nonhuman, to be an extension of God’s own
dominion.'

Dominion is the subject of verses 28-29,
worded in the CEB as “Take charge of . . .”
While that does place humankind in a position
of authority over the animal, plant, geographic,
and environmental realms, it doesn’t say how
that authority should be exercised. We realize
today that we can use creation in ways that help
it or hurt it, and we understand that dominion
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does not mean unlimited exploitation but rather
responsible stewardship of God’s creation.

Verses 30-31 are more background reading
for today’s lesson, but don’t miss the import-
ant summary statement in verse 31: “God saw
everything he had made: it was supremely
good.”

Genesis 2:1-4. Except for summary state-
ments in verses 1 and 4, this section is about
the seventh day. With Creation completed, God
rested this day. But that means that the sabbath
belongs to created order. Although Creation is
“completed,” that doesn’t mean God won’t do
any more creating. Nonetheless, the seventh
day puts an end bracket on the general Creation.

This whole account in Genesis 1:1-2:4 must
have been a revolutionary concept to those who
first heard it. Those who believed in other gods
had creation stories, too; but in theirs, the world
came into being only after a huge struggle on
the part of the gods involved.

For example, Marduk, the god of Babylon,
succeeded in bringing the world into being only
after a mighty battle with the goddess Tiamat,
the primal sea. After Marduk finally defeated
her, he split her carcass in two to form the earth
and the sky out of her body. These other gods
didn’t control the environment but had to labor
against it.

Against that kind of an idea, the author of
Genesis 1 points out that Elohim spoke and the
elements immediately obeyed. In this account,
instead of having to do battle with sea monsters,
the creatures of the sea are simply God’s cre-
ation. Elohim gives them life and blesses them.
That’s a God with true godly power.

6 Adult Bible Studies Teacher

Reflect
Chaos

If you have the Adult Bible Studies DVD,
make arrangements to show the segment related
to this lesson. Before class begins, write
the Purpose Statement on the board or on a
poster, and display it prominently. When class
begins, simply point to the statement, and men-
tion that it states the target toward which the
lesson is aimed.

Start the discussion by asking: Have you ever
been in circumstances where you couldn’t
or didn’t read or watch any news—national,
world, or local news—for a period of time? (If
no one responds, you could suggest that per-
haps such was the case when they were travel-
ing on a wilderness trip or were so immersed
in a task that there was no time to think about
news. You might also mention that with smart-
phones, it’s easy to check the news. But before
the era of smartphones, trips away often made
it inconvenient to stay up-to-date on the news.)

Next ask: How did not following the news
make you feel? (While some might say “Cut
off” or “Out of touch,” others might say that
they were relieved or felt peaceful. If no one
does, ask if any felt those things.)

Now tell members about the woman men-
tioned in “Connect,” who does not follow the
news. Talk about how she thinks that affects her
well-being.

Share with the class the description of chaos
from the “Genesis 1:2” commentary: Chaos is
“not simply . . . an absence of order, but . . .
an active force that challenges the rule of God,
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undermines life, and works against well-being
in the world.”

Ask: How does the news illustrate chaos?
Where do you find chaos intruding into your
life?

Tell the class that the Creation story shows
that:

* God’s intention for the world was that it
be “very good” (1:31).

* God is more powerful than chaos and
can bring order to it (1:2).

*  QOur place in the creation is to cooperate
with God’s intentions.

Bringing Shape and Form

Explain that Genesis 1:1-3 is like the lead
in a news story. Read to the class the follow-
ing definition of a lead: “The lead, or opening
paragraph, is the most important part of a news
story. With so many sources of information—
newspapers, magazines, TV, radio and the
Internet—audiences simply are not willing to
read beyond the first paragraph (and even sen-
tence) of a story unless it grabs their interest.
A good lead does just that. It gives readers the
most important information in a clear, concise
and interesting manner.

Explain:

* good leads usually answer most of the fol-
lowing questions about the news being
reported: “Who?” “What?” “Where?”
“When?” “Why?” and “How?”

e in news writing, the failure to mention
the most important, interesting, or atten-
tion-grabbing elements of a story in

the first paragraph is sometimes called
“burying the lead.”

Tell class members that Genesis 1:1-3 does
not bury the lead. Ask them to use their Bibles
to identify in the first three verses the points
at which the “Who?” “What?” “Where?”
“When?” “Why?” and How?” questions are
answered. (“Inspect” in this lesson gives the
answers, but briefly they are:

o Who? God (Elohim) (1:1)

* What? “to create the heavens and the
earth” (1:1)

*  Where? Right here, in the world where
we live (implied but not specifically
stated)

*  When? “In the beginning” (1:1, NRSV)

*  Why? the creation was what God wanted
(implied by the act of God’s speaking
the world into existence)

* How? through God’s speaking (first
nstance in 1:3)

Next, using material from “Without Shape
and Form” in the student book, explain how
Genesis 1:1 and 1:2 may be two different
Creation summaries, sitting side by side, with
verse 1 implying creation “out of nothing” and
verse 2 suggesting creation as bringing order
to chaos. Explain that that is not the only way
of pairing these two verses. (In fact, as this
teacher book lesson suggests, the two verses
may be intended to work together, with verse 1
stating the “Who?” “When?” and “What?”
and verse 2 telling that something was already
there.)
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But then tell the class: The important point
of this is what the student book lesson says in
“Without Shape or Form”: “What can we affirm
about God as we consider this text? We can
affirm that, yes, God is the creator of the world.
Yes, God is able to create something from noth-
ing. Yes, God is able to bring shape and form
to any and all chaos that exists within creation,
including the chaos that finds its way into our
own lives.”

Ask the questions from the end of “Without
Shape or Form” in the student book: How have
you experienced God as one who creates from
nothing? How have you experienced God as the
one who creates and brings form and shape
within chaos?

Light

Remind the class that God’s creation pro-
cess began with the command, “Let there be
light,” as stated in Genesis 1:3. This was fol-
lowed by God separating light from darkness,
as verse 4 explains.

Ask a volunteer to read aloud John 1:1-3.
Ask: Who personifies the light of God accord-
ing to John 1:4? (Jesus).

What is the hope embodied in John 1:5?
(Light cannot be overcome by darkness.)

Point out the key sentence from the end
of “Let There Be Light” in the student book:
“God’s gift of light, especially the gift of the
light that is Christ, brings ‘shape’ and ‘form’ to
our lives as children of God.”

Ask: Where does darkness try to intrude
into your life? In what ways has God’s light
brought shape and form to your life?

8 Adult Bible Studies Teacher

The Divine Image

Ask class members to read “In the Divine
Image” in the student book. Ask: Do you agree
with scholar Brueggemann that the cluster-
ing of the word create three times in verse 27
is significant? Why or why not? Who is the
focus of verse 27? (Some may say humankind,
those God created, and some may say God,
the one doing the creating. You can offer that
both answers are correct, for God here implants
something of the divine image into humankind.)

Now ask: What do you make of the fact
that God speaks directly only to humankind?
What is the nature of the relationship into
which God called the first humans? What is
the nature of the relationship into which God
calls you?

Does being made in the divine image mean
that every person has great worth in God’s
eyes? If yes, what are the implications of that?
If no, what are the implications of that?

Ask the question from the end of “In the
Divine Image” in the student book: How does
the truth that you are created in the image
of God influence the way you interact with

creation?

The Seventh Day

Ask a volunteer to read aloud Genesis 2:1-3.
Then ask class members to read “God Rested”
in the student book. Ask: Does God resting on
the seventh day show that God values work

and rest? If so, why is this important?

Copyright © by Cokesbury. All rights reserved.



Summing Up and Concluding

Read aloud the final paragraphs of “Inspect,”
beginning, “This whole story in Genesis 1:1-
2:4 ... Invite class members to make any com-
ments about what you just read.

Using the information about spiritual prac-
tices, introduce the concepts of mindfulness,

listening, and silence. Explain:

» The spiritual disciplines are practices
that promote spiritual growth among
Christians, including habits of devotion
and of experiential Christianity, many
of which have been practiced by God’s
people since biblical times.

* Mindfulness, one of the practices the les-
sons in this unit encourages, is present-
moment living. It includes paying atten-
tion, doing one thing at a time, and being

aware of your surroundings in a prayer-
ful way. Paying attention requires effort
and trust.

* The practice of mindfulness encourages
us to refrain from “future tripping” and
“baggage carrying.”

Ask: How does the Creation story help you
understand your place in the world and God’s
intention for you? How might mindfulness
help you gain that understanding?

Sing together “This Is My Father’s World”
(The United Methodist Hymnal, 144). Note the
mindfulness it implies. Then pray together the
prayer at the end of the student book lesson.

'From The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume 1 (Abingdon Press, 1994);
page 345.

’From “How to Write a Lead,” Purdue Online Writing Lab (owl.english.
purdue.edu/owl/resource/735/05).
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The book provides a rich and
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comprehensive leader guide.
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