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INTRO
Life of David: Deliverance.

A TALE OF TWO KINGS

The people came and demanded of Samuel, “Now appoint for us a king to 
judge us like all the nations.” And Samuel warned them that their idea of a 
king would take their sons and daughters, would make war and plow fields, 
would demand the best produce and make slaves, would tax them and put 
them to his work; on that day they would cry out because of him. 

But the people said, “No! But we want a king like that!” What they heard in 
Samuel’s warning sounded sweet. He painted a picture of production and 
growth, safety, advancement, progress! We have fallen behind the other 
nations, we are being trampled on, the unenlightened rely on prophets and 
seers and it just won’t cut it anymore! Make for us a king!

And then God, Yahweh by name, saw that their first choice for a king had 
failed. Yahweh declared that this time, “I have provided for myself a king.” 
And from that moment on we have been searching for a king “after God’s own 
heart.” What sort of king does God choose for Himself? What sort of man 
can qualify to be Yahweh’s anointed? 

We are coming to the close of our walk through the life of one of the more 
enigmatic characters in the biblical drama. David was God’s choice, Yahweh’s 
man. And for a few shining moments of his story he looks like the one 
everyone  had been hoping for. 
 

Everyone who was in distress, and everyone who was in debt, and everyone 
who was bitter in soul, gathered to him. And he became commander over 
them. (1 Samuel 22:2)

Yahweh called him a “man after my own heart” and declared him “shepherd” 
over all Israel.
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But there were plenty of dark moments too. Moments when David saw the 
tempting fruit of adultery and took for himself. Instead of trusting, he ran. 
Instead of rescuing, he killed.

But through it all, David’s life points us to God’s heart and gives us a picture of 
the true king that God has sent for us. As we look now to the final Deliverance 
of David, let’s pause and think about how this ancient king has pointed us to 
our true King, Jesus, all along. Because today we are given a choice between 
these two types of kings: Jesus, the full picture of divine love, grace and truth, 
descended from David, and the other “king” who will make us feel  “just like 
everyone else.”

Which king will you choose?

BIG QUESTIONS TO DRAW YOU CLOSER:

  4 As you look back over David’s story, what have you learned about  
 God’s heart? 

  4 How has David’s life pointed you to Jesus?  

  4 What barriers still exist in your own life that are keeping you from  
 making Jesus your true and only King?  

  4 Are there other rulers, other voices that you listen to more than Jesus? How  
 is God inviting you to trust Him more as we dive in to this next chapter?
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How to Use This Study

BEFORE EACH GROUP MEETING

  4 Pray for the members of your group.

  4 Read the session’s Weekly Reading Section. If you happen to miss  
 the weekend sermon, this section gives you some context for the  
 direction we will take. You can watch, listen to or download the  

 sermon online at mhbible.org/sermons.

  4 Take time with the Scripture for the study and use the prompt  
 questions in the study guide to make some notes to share when  

 you meet with the group.

  4 Go deep and engage with the homework at the end of each study.

DURING EACH GROUP MEETING

  4 Spend time building relationships through gathering time and  

 group time.

  4 Spend time in Scripture. Our study time will employ the tools  
 taught in the MHBC Foundations class. The technique is called  
 O.I.A. or Observation, Interpretation, and Application. (You can  
 find more on this in the Appendix). The study will provide a few  
 questions in no particular order which can facilitate your  
 observations and interpretations. As you read these passages,  
 take time to consider them in their context and connect them  
 together. If the Bible and Bible study are new to you, you are in  
 the right place.

  4 Spend time praying for one another. Specifically, praying out loud for  
 one another provides a powerful connection both with God and one  
 another in your group time. Group prayer can be superficial and a  
 little empty when we focus more on what we will say rather than  
 seeking God. As we all step into doing this together, let’s commit  
 together to step in with open hearts that are less worried about  
 what we’ll say and more interested in connecting with God.
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SERMON REFLECTIONS

Built into every week’s study is a reflection time on the sermons. This study 
is sermon-based, but we don’t want groups to only recap what the pastor 
preached. That would remove us from direct study of God’s Word and the 
Spirit’s movement in our groups to bring a treasure not mentioned by the 
pastor in the sermon.

As you study Scripture in the group, work at keeping the message out of  
your study time until the end. There is a section which allows time for sermon 
discussion. During this portion, the group study and weekend message can  
be reflected on, integrated and magnified to bring an even greater impact  

on our growth.

HOMEWORK

While this is not “mandatory” it will be a powerful addition to your group  
time and the time we spend in Scripture during weekend services. Please 
consider using this book as a journal for your reading time. You could also 
consider getting a separate journal. It will be a perfect place to capture 
thoughts and observations.

OUR HOPE FOR YOU

We hope this group will provide you with the opportunity to deepen your  
vital relationship with God and group life. Whether this happens or not will  
be partly determined by factors you can’t control. Perhaps personal chemistry 
among the group members is the largest of these factors. However, there is a 
lot you can control. We would like you to do a few things:

 1.  SHOW UP. Commit to being at group meetings. You can’t hope for  
 community with other people if you aren’t around enough for them to  
 get to know you.

 2.  JOIN IN. Take part in discussions. Listen to what others have to say.  
 Be a part of the community you are trying to form.
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 3.  BE REAL. Let the people in this group get to know you and your  
 story. You don’t have to reveal all your deepest secrets, and probably  
 shouldn’t until there is a level of trust built through time and consistency  
 and shared experience in Bible study. However, be open to the possibility  
 that you may eventually form the kind of relationships in which you  
 can share that genuinely.

 4.  KEEP GOD’S WORD CENTRAL. As relationships grow, the focus can  
 shift from God’s Word to simply being together. That could be the  
 case for everyone including the leader. Be a helpful encourager to  
 the group to keep a focus on God’s Word.

 5.  PRAY. Be praying for your group. Jesus calls us to pray for our  
 enemies, so how much more should we pray for our friends and  
 fellow group members both during group time and especially  
 outside of it?

OUR MODEL FOR GROUP MEETING

A typical gathering could consist of 30 minutes of sharing, 45 minutes of 
study and discipleship time and the final 30 minutes sharing and praying for 
prayer requests. Be flexible and use the group time the way that works best 
for your circle. Group meetings have some combination of five different 
elements which reflect our MHBC core values.

GROUP MEMBERS

Our software system called Planning Center (PCO) provides a landing page 
for your group and a place to communicate, share materials with one another 
and plan meetings and events on a shared calendar.

For access, ask your leader to confirm you are a part of the group and 
that there is a correct and active e-mail in your profile. The system will 
automatically send out communications with links to your group.

06



 SCRIPTURE

 God’s truth we stand on and live by.

 It is important that your group spends time in the study of the  
 Scripture, the Spirit inspired revelation of God. It is our authoritative  
 truth and guide for life and absolutely central to our groups.

 RELATIONSHIP

 Together is better than alone.

 Groups should ensure time when we connect together casually,  
 or with some structure. At least one question in the study will be  
 geared toward getting to know one another better. Our hope is  
 some time will be spent building relationships outside the group  
 as well. Together we encourage, inspire and help one another grow  
 into who we are called to be. That doesn’t happen when we are alone  
 and isolated.

 PRAYER

 We are desperate.

 Beyond opening and closing in prayer, groups will share prayer needs  
 with one another and pray for those requests together and privately  
 during the week. Our culture depends too much on personal power,  
 and it is our bent too. Prayer is our desperate cry for God’s work in  
 and through us.

 DISCIPLESHIP

 Everyone plays.

 We want to see you and the people of our valley connect in deeper  
 and more consistent ways through our groups. The desire for our  
 groups is for service to one another, to our community and to our  
 world in the process of disciple making. We will need more and more  
 people who can articulate faith, demonstrate the character of Jesus  
 and eventually live it all out through more small group experiences  
 and through mission. Everyone has a part to play in the call to  
 discipleship and disciple making.

 GRACE

 The Gospel changes everything.

 The Gospel is God’s ultimate expression of grace and we trust  
 every meeting will be an experience of the truth and grace of  
 real community.

C
O

R
E 

V
A

LU
ES
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SESSION 1
Recovering a Kingdom
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SESSION 1
Recovering a kingdom.

BEFORE YOU MEET

Read through this week’s Scripture in a few different translations. English 
Standard Version (ESV) is printed below. See what differences you find 
looking at a few other translations - NIV (New International Version), CEB 
(Common English Bible), or NLT (New Living Translation) are all  
great versions to look at. Download the mobile application YouVersion 
or go online to Biblegateway.com to access different translations. Visit the 
Appendix for more information on Bible translations.

GETTING STARTED

What is something about your parent(s) that impacts who you are today?

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

We are coming in to this week’s passage at the end of one of the darkest 
saga’s of David’s story. After David’s great sin of adultery and murder in 
2 Samuel 11, the LORD sent the prophet Nathan to give the following 
judgment: 

Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and 
I delivered you out of the hand of Saul. And I gave you your master’s house 
and your master’s wives into your arms and gave you the house of Israel and 
of Judah. And if this were too little, I would add to you as much more. Why 
have you despised the word of the LORD, to do what is evil in his sight? You 
have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and have taken his wife 
to be your wife and have killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now 
therefore the sword shall never depart from your house, because you have 
despised me and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife.’ Thus 
says the LORD, ‘Behold, I will raise up evil against you out of your own house. 
And I will take your wives before your eyes and give them to your neighbor, 
and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun. For you did it secretly, 
but I will do this thing before all Israel and before the sun.’ 

(2 Samuel 12:7-12)
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While David is forgiven and reassured that the LORD has taken away the 
guilt of sin, the consequence of David’s sin remains. The LORD afflicts 
David’s first child and he dies. Joab calls David out to finish up the battle 
with the Ammonites lest, “I [Joab] take the city and it be called by my name.” 
So David gathered all the people together and went to Rabbah and fought 
against it and took it.” (2 Samuel 12:28-29) 

In chapter 13 we are introduced to more of David’s children. One of David’s 
sons, Amnon, burns in lust toward his half-sister, Tamar, whose brother 
is Absolom. She was “beautiful” (do you hear undertones of David’s own 
transgression against the beautiful Bathsheba?). Amnon takes her and rapes 
this virgin daughter of David, leaving her traumatized and desolate.

David was angry, but ultimately remained a passive observer of the sin of 
Amnon. Absalom, however, allowed his hatred against Amnon to fester; two 
years later he exacted his revenge, convincing David to send Amnon to a 
“celebration” hosted by Absalom which instead turned out to be a vengeful 
plot for murdering Amnon. Absalom knows he has incited David to wrath, 
and flees to a neighboring nation for three years. 

Joab arranges for David and Absalom to be somewhat reconciled; David 
allows his son to return home, but places a stipulation against Absalom 
actually coming into his presence. After two more years, Absalom finally 
persuades Joab (after setting Joab’s field on fire!) to convince David to allow 
Absalom to see him again. 

Absalom has ulterior motives however. In chapter 15, he begins to 
undermine the justice system of the king by standing at the gates and making 
a big show to all the people, saying that if he were in charge, justice would 
truly be served. “Thus Absalom did to all of Israel who came to the king for 
judgement. So Absalom stole the hearts of the men of Israel.” (2 Samuel 15:6) 
This goes on for four years. (If you’re counting, that’s 11 years after  
the Tamar incident) 
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Absalom then tricks David into allowing him to go to Hebron, saying he is 
going to “worship the LORD” there; instead he crowns himself king. This 
scene parallels two previous stories in David’s own life: in 1 Samuel 16 where 
Samuel uses another “worship moment” as cover for David’s own anointing 
ceremony, and 2 Samuel 2 where David is first crowned king at Hebron by the 
southern tribes of Judah. David is forced to flee Jerusalem when he realizes 
that Absalom has gained the support of Israel. Absalom fulfills Nathan’s 
prophecy that another will take David’s wives and lie with them in the light 
of day, by sleeping with David’s concubines on the rooftop. This was a power 
play, showing Jerusalem that now Absalom had inherited the power and 
virility of his father.

Ahithophel was once David’s trusted advisor (he also happens to be 
Bathsheba’s grandfather!), but now he has defected to Absalom’s side. David 
sends Hushai to pose as another defector and give faulty advice that will foil 
Ahithophel counsel. Absalom is tricked by Hushai, by the will of the LORD. (2 
Samuel 17:14) Absalom now musters his troops to attack David east of the 
Jordan river, according to the false counsel of Hushai.

CONTEXTUAL NOTES FOR THIS PASSAGE 

“His head caught fast in the oak” Absalom’s life comes to an ironic end. Earlier 
in the story we are told: Now in all Israel there was no one so much to be 
praised for his handsome appearance as Absalom. From the sole of his foot 
to the crown of his head there was no blemish in him.  And when he cut the 
hair of his head (for at the end of every year he used to cut it; when it was 
heavy on him, he cut it), he weighed the hair of his head, two hundred shekels 
(almost 5 pounds) by the king’s weight. (2 Samuel 14:25-26)  It appears as 
though his luxurious hair becomes the cause for his demise.

Calling out a King: It might be illuminating to review the various ways people 
have tried to persuade and call out David for various decisions he has made. 
2 Samuel 12:1-15 is Nathan’s parable and ensuing rebuke of the Bathsheba/
Uriah incident. 2 Samuel 12:28 has Joab calling David out of staying at home 
and finishing the battle with the Ammonites. 2 Samuel 14:1-24 has Joab 
(again) sending a woman with another parable to persuade the king to grant 
some leniency to David. Finally in today’s text, 2 Samuel 19:1-8 has another 
scene where Joab calls out, and this time rebukes David. 
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If you would like to research more of the context yourself, pick up any good 
Bible dictionary. InterVarsity Press’s “New Bible Dictionary” is a great one. Bible 
dictionaries help give really good background to many of the names, places, and 
concepts in the Bible without also giving a lot of the interpretation you might find 
in commentaries. In the Appendix, we have also attached a list of commentaries 
and resources consulted in making this curriculum. Check that out if you’d like to 
go deeper. 

The Bible was originally written to be heard, even more than read. Let’s read 
the following passages out loud to begin our study.
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2 SAMUEL 18:1-19:8

In verses 1-4, David musters his army with three of his commanders taking a  
different battalion. He says that he will lead the army himself, but his men refuse.  
“You are worth 10,000 of us,” they say, and convince David that it is better for him  
to remain behind. 

5And the king ordered Joab and Abishai and Ittai, “Deal gently for my sake with the 

young man Absalom.” And all the people heard when the king gave orders to all the 

commanders about Absalom. 6So the army went out into the field against Israel, and 

the battle was fought in the forest of Ephraim. 7And the men of Israel were defeated 

there by the servants of David, and the loss there was great on that day, twenty 

thousand men. 8The battle spread over the face of all the country, and the forest 

devoured more people that day than the sword. 9And Absalom happened to meet the 

servants of David. Absalom was riding on his mule, and the mule went under the thick 

branches of a great oak, and his head caught fast in the oak, and he was suspended 

between heaven and earth, while the mule that was under him went on. 10And a 

certain man saw it and told Joab, “Behold, I saw Absalom hanging in an oak.” 11Joab 

said to the man who told him, “What, you saw him! Why then did you not strike him 

there to the ground? I would have been glad to give you ten pieces of silver and a belt.” 

12But the man said to Joab, “Even if I felt in my hand the weight of a thousand pieces of 

silver, I would not reach out my hand against the king’s son, for in our hearing the king 

commanded you and Abishai and Ittai, ‘For my sake protect the young man Absalom.’ 

13On the other hand, if I had dealt treacherously against his life (and there is nothing 

hidden from the king), then you yourself would have stood aloof.” 14Joab said, “I will 
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not waste time like this with you.” And he took three javelins in his hand and thrust 

them into the heart of Absalom while he was still alive in the oak. 15And ten young 

men, Joab’s armor-bearers, surrounded Absalom and struck him and killed him.

In verses 16-32, Joab ends the battle and sends a Cushite to bear the news that 
David has won, and Absalom has also died (connecting us back to Joab’s message 
about Uriah in 2 Samuel 11:21?). Ahimaaz, an Israelite runs behind the Cushite and 
arrives first to break the news of the battle but leaves out any mention of David’s son. 
The Cushite follows with the more grievous news. David will not show any joy for the 
battle, instead only expresses his grief that his son has died.

33And the king was deeply moved and went up to the chamber over the gate and 

wept. And as he went, he said, “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I 

had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!” 

1It was told Joab, “Behold, the king is weeping and mourning for Absalom.” 2So the 

victory that day was turned into mourning for all the people, for the people heard 

that day, “The king is grieving for his son.” 3And the people stole into the city that 

day as people steal in who are ashamed when they flee in battle. 4The king covered 

his face, and the king cried with a loud voice, “O my son Absalom, O Absalom, my 

son, my son!” 5Then Joab came into the house to the king and said, “You have today 

covered with shame the faces of all your servants, who have this day saved your life 

and the lives of your sons and your daughters and the lives of your wives and your 

concubines, 6because you love those who hate you and hate those who love you.
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For you have made it clear today that commanders and servants are nothing to you, 

for today I know that if Absalom were alive and all of us were dead today, then you 

would be pleased. 7Now therefore arise, go out and speak kindly to your servants, for 

I swear by the LORD, if you do not go, not a man will stay with you this night, and this 

will be worse for you than all the evil that has come upon you from your youth until 

now.” 8Then the king arose and took his seat in the gate. And the people were all told, 

“Behold, the king is sitting in the gate.” And all the people came before the king.
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Obser vation.

Allow a few minutes for everyone, on their own, to underline or circle any 
key observations in the texts. Some questions that are always good to focus 
on: Are there any key words or repeating themes? Are there any important literary 
devices being used (allusions to future events, cause-and-effect, irony, reversal, etc.) 
If you were able to look at different Bible versions (ESV was provided), did you see 
any differences in translation that were interesting? 

Check out the Appendix for more detail about the  

Observation, Interpretation, Application (OIA) process.

 
Some other (optional) questions that might help uncover what’s going on 
here:

  4 Take time to look over the background which covers chapters 13-17.  
 What overarching themes and plotlines should we be aware of?

  4 What does Joab do and say throughout this story?

  4 What are some points of tension? (“Tension” might be opposing goals or  
 clashing interests; anything that could cause conflict; anything left  
 unresolved; a truth that we the readers are allowed to know that the  
 characters do not yet know etc.)
 
Spend about 5 minutes sharing key observations and things that intrigued 
you as a group. (If your group is large, consider moving into smaller groups 
of 3-5 during this step so everyone can have a chance to share. There’s no 
agenda to “get it right” during this time. Idea: To help us stay focused on 
“observation” without drifting into interpretation, consider beginning your 
sharing with, “I see repetition in…” “I see contrast…” etc. )

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of observation.
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Interpretation.

Use your observations to let your curiosity out. What questions do you have 
that would help to unpack the significance and meaning in the text?
 
One easy way to make a great interpretation question is to state your 
observation and say, “What’s the significance?” … “I see all this repetition,  
why is that significant?” or “What significance does this particular tension bring?”
 
Let’s share some of our questions out loud (no answers yet!). Try and group 
the questions together and come up with the top 5 or 6 that you think will 
best unpack what the author was trying to communicate. Below are some 
additional questions you can consider, but we recommend making your 
default be focusing on your own questions.

Some optional questions you might consider for your interpretation:

  4 What were Absalom’s motivations for this conspiracy and battle?

  4 What motivates Joab’s actions in killing Absalom and in his later  
 confrontation with David? 

  4 What is significant about how David responds?   

  4 What is revealed about God’s character?

Now let’s spend time looking for answers to the top questions your groups 
landed on. It is easy to stray into opinions or things we’ve heard before so 
help keep each other in interpretation-mode by asking, “Where do we see that 
in the text?”

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of interpretation.
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SUMMARIZE

Before we move to application, let’s spend some time trying to offer a title 
sentence for the stories we looked at. Try and come up with a title that 
captures the core message of our text. In other words: what do you think the 
writer hoped the original audience would get from this text?
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Application.

A good application starts with God. The Bible is first and foremost a story 
about God, who He is, and what He is up to. Flowing from that, application 
allows the biblical text to speak into our concrete lives. It calls us into action 
and allows the Holy Spirit to connect the dots from the story to our real lives, 
relationships, and decisions. Write and answer your own application question 
in a way that calls you to respond to the text in your own life this week.
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FEELING STUCK?

You might consider the following application:
 
David’s passivity almost destroyed everything, but God is faithful!

This whole mess began when David refused to do anything about his son 
Amnon’s sin against Absalom’s sister, Tamar. (see 2 Samuel 13:20-22 and 
background section above)  It ends with David taking another passive role 
in not leading his people rightly because of his deep grief over Absalom. 
Because of David, victory was turned to defeat, joy was turned into mourning, 
and the troops hung their head in shame as they entered the city. 

Joab rebukes David and warns him that if he does not take an active role in 
leading his men, all Israel will desert him by morning!

Is there  any area in your life where you are being passive and not leading 
in the way God has called you to lead? Take an inventory this week of the 
roles you have - husband, wife, mother, father, co-worker, boss, friend. What 
does it look like to fully walk in God’s calling for that role? Are there specific 
conversations you need to have or decisions you need to make that will help 
you stop living a passive life? 

Secondly, it was Joab who came at just the right time with some much  
needed accountability and challenge. Who do you have that can stand as  
that accountability in your fight with passivity? To whom are you called  
to be that accountability?

The grace in all this is that God never abandoned David, even in all the messy 
convoluted decisions of the past several chapters. God is faithful! He is 
certainly calling us out of passivity, but He will also never abandon any who 
seek Him and call upon the LORD for their strength!
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SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

This week reflect on Psalm 3, which is titled: “A Psalm of David, when he fled 
from his son Absalom” How does David’s prayer while on the run relate with 
any trial you’ve found yourself in?  Allow David’s prayer to shape your prayers 
this week.

Prayer Requests.

Write down any prayer requests from your group, including any concrete 
actions people shared that they want to take in response to this week’s 
discussion so that you can continue to support one another through prayer.
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SESSION 2
Great Power, Great Responsibility
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SESSION 2
Great power, great responsibility.

BEFORE YOU MEET

Read through this week’s Scripture in a few different translations. English 
Standard Version (ESV) is printed below. See what differences you find 
looking at a few other translations - NIV (New International Version), CEB 
(Common English Bible), or NLT (New Living Translation) are all  
great versions to look at.

GETTING STARTED

What sort of activities make you feel the most useful?

BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

The foreigner. The orphan. The widow. 
Throughout the Bible, God is consistently on the side of the marginalized and 
the oppressed. This comes out in a repetition of three particular groups: the 
foreigner (“sojourner” or “alien”), the orphan (“fatherless”), and the widow. 

As God was bringing the Israelites out of slavery and into the promised land 
He proclaimed:

17For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, the 
mighty, and the awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe. 
18He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the 
sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19Love the sojourner, therefore, 
for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. (Deuteronomy 10:17-19)

The people as a whole are commanded to make this a priority:

19“‘Cursed be anyone who perverts the justice due to the sojourner, 
the fatherless, and the widow.’ And all the people shall say, ‘Amen.’” 
(Deuteronomy 27:19)
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The wicked are often described as people who subvert justice for these 
groups:

3O Lord, how long shall the wicked, how long shall the wicked exult? 
4They pour out their arrogant words; all the evildoers boast. 5They crush 
your people, O Lord, and afflict your heritage. 6They kill the widow and 
the sojourner, and murder the fatherless; 7and they say, “The Lord does 
not see; the God of Jacob does not perceive.” (Psalm 94:3-7)

The Kings of Israel are commanded to execute “justice” and “righteousness,” 
and even prophets hundreds of years later will look back to King David as 
they urge their own leaders to look out for the marginalized: 

Thus says the Lord: “Go down to the house of the king of Judah and 
speak there this word, 2and say, ‘Hear the word of the Lord, O king of 
Judah, who sits on the throne of David, you, and your servants, and 
your people who enter these gates. 3Thus says the Lord: Do justice and 
righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor him who has 
been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the resident alien, the 
fatherless, and the widow, nor shed innocent blood in this place. 4For if 
you will indeed obey this word, then there shall enter the gates of this 
house kings who sit on the throne of David, riding in chariots and on 
horses, they and their servants and their people. (Jeremiah 22:1-4)

CONTEXTUAL NOTES FOR THIS PASSAGE 

Joshua 9 recounts the story of how the inhabitants of Gibeon, who were a 
part of the Hivite nation (Joshua 9:1,7) and also connected to the Amorites 
(2 Samuel 21:2), tricked Joshua into making a treaty with their tribe. Joshua 
makes a covenant with the Gibeonites, “but did not ask counsel from the 
LORD.” (Joshua 9:14) However, God honors that covenant, once made. The 
Gibeonites become the servants of Israel and provide chopped wood and 
water for the altar of sacrifice. (Joshua 9:27)
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The passage today makes reference to a time when Saul was king and he 
apparently reneged on Israel’s oath of loyalty with the Gibeonites, attempting 
to destroy them.  Gibeon and Gibeah, Saul’s own hometown, were only about 
three miles apart. There is no mention of this incident in the earlier stories of 
Saul’s life so this chapter is our only clue into what happened.

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT AND BURIAL IN THE OLD TESTAMENT: 
Burial in the Old Testament is highly valued. To be buried in the tomb of 
one’s ancestors was very important. When someone dies and is buried in 
an honorable way they are said to be “sleeping with their fathers” (see 1 
Kings 2:10); stories like Joseph in Genesis 50:25 shows how important it 
was to the Israelites to have their final resting place be in the land of their 
ancestors, even if they died in a far-away land. To not be buried and have your 
bones exposed was seen as a great disgrace and could be evidence of divine 
judgement (Psalm 53:5; Jeremiah 8:1-3). (see also IVP “Dictionary of Biblical 
Imagery” Bone.)

A particular verse which might connect with this passage is Deuteronomy 
21:22-23 22:

 “And if a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he is put 
to death, and you hang him on a tree, 23his body shall not remain all night 
on the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is 
cursed by God. You shall not defile your land that the Lord your God is 
giving you for an inheritance.”

“Seven” could be connected to the Old Testament justice of “an eye for an 
eye” (Exodus 21:23-25), which would mean that Saul killed seven Gibeonites 
so his family would receive an exact punishment. It could also be more 
symbolic. “Seven” is a number of completeness in the Bible, and could point to 
a punishment “in kind” upon Saul’s family.

Atonement is a word that doesn’t show up at all in the David narrative until 
now. It’s most often used in the context of the priestly, sacrificial system 
and relates to “covering”, “ransoming,” and/or “wiping away” sin and ritual 
uncleanness.

The Bible was originally written to be heard, even more than read. Let’s read 
the following out loud to begin our study.
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2 SAMUEL 21

1Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years, year after 

year. And David sought the face of the LORD. And the LORD said, “There is 

bloodguilt on Saul and on his house, because he put the Gibeonites to death.” 

2So the king called the Gibeonites and spoke to them. Now the Gibeonites 

were not of the people of Israel but of the remnant of the Amorites. Although 

the people of Israel had sworn to spare them, Saul had sought to strike them 

down in his zeal for the people of Israel and Judah. 3And David said to the 

Gibeonites, “What shall I do for you? And how shall I make atonement, that 

you may bless the heritage of the LORD?” 4The Gibeonites said to him, “It is 

not a matter of silver or gold between us and Saul or his house; neither is it 

for us to put any man to death in Israel.” And he said, “What do you say that 

I shall do for you?” 5They said to the king, “The man who consumed us and 

planned to destroy us, so that we should have no place in all the territory of 

Israel, 6let seven of his sons be given to us, so that we may hang them before 

the LORD at Gibeah of Saul, the chosen of the LORD.” And the king said, “I 

will give them.” 7But the king spared Mephibosheth, the son of Saul’s son 

Jonathan, because of the oath of the LORD that was between them, between 

David and Jonathan the son of Saul. 8The king took the two sons of Rizpah 
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the daughter of Aiah, whom she bore to Saul, Armoni and Mephibosheth; 

and the five sons of Merab the daughter of Saul, whom she bore to Adriel 

the son of Barzillai the Meholathite; 9and he gave them into the hands of 

the Gibeonites, and they hanged them on the mountain before the LORD, 

and the seven of them perished together. They were put to death in the 

first days of harvest, at the beginning of barley harvest. 10Then Rizpah the 

daughter of Aiah took sackcloth and spread it for herself on the rock, from 

the beginning of harvest until rain fell upon them from the heavens. And she 

did not allow the birds of the air to come upon them by day, or the beasts of 

the field by night. 11When David was told what Rizpah the daughter of Aiah, 

the concubine of Saul, had done, 12David went and took the bones of Saul and 

the bones of his son Jonathan from the men of Jabesh-gilead, who had stolen 

them from the public square of Beth-shan, where the Philistines had hanged 

them, on the day the Philistines killed Saul on Gilboa. 13And he brought up 

from there the bones of Saul and the bones of his son Jonathan; and they 

gathered the bones of those who were hanged. 14And they buried the bones 

of Saul and his son Jonathan in the land of Benjamin in Zela, in the tomb of 

Kish his father. And they did all that the king commanded. And after that God 

responded to the plea for the land. 
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Obser vation.

Allow a few minutes for everyone, on their own, to underline or circle any 
key observations in the texts. Some questions that are always good to focus 
on: Are there any key words or repeating themes? Are there any important 
literary devices being used (allusions to future events, cause-and-effect, 
irony, reversal, etc.) If you were able to look at different Bible versions  
(ESV was provided), did you see any differences in translation that  
were interesting?
 
Some other (optional) questions that might help uncover what’s going  
on here:

  4 Who are all the individuals/ groups with whom David takes action?  
 What do you notice about how the interactions take place?

  4 What role does the famine play throughout?

  4 What is God’s role from beginning to end?
 
Spend about 5 minutes sharing key observations and things that intrigued 
you as a group. (If your group is large, consider moving into smaller groups 
of 3-5 during this step so everyone can have a chance to share. There’s no 
agenda to “get it right” during this time. Idea: To help us stay focused on 
“observation” without drifting into interpretation, consider beginning your 
sharing with, “I see repetition in…” “I see contrast…” etc. )

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of observation.
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Interpretation.

Use your observations to let your curiosity out. What questions do you have 
that would help to unpack the significance and meaning in the text?
 
One easy way to make a great interpretation question is to state your 
observation and say “what’s the significance?” … “I see all this repetition, why is 
that significant?” or “What significance does this particular tension bring?”
 
Let’s share some of our questions out loud (no answers yet!). Try and group 
the questions together and come up with the top 5 or 6 that you think will 
best unpack what the author was trying to communicate. Below are some 
additional questions you can consider, but we recommend making your 
default be focusing on your own questions.

Some optional questions you might consider for your interpretation:

  4 What motivates David’s actions in this story?

  4 This famine highlights a group of resident aliens (Gibeonites), an orphan  
 (Mephibosheth), and a widow (Rizpah), as well as the rest of Saul’s sons.  
 What is significant about what happens with each of these?

  4 What is revealed about God’s character?

Now let’s spend time looking for answers to the top questions your groups 
landed on. It is easy to stray into opinions or things we’ve heard before so 
help keep each other in interpretation-mode by asking, “Where do we see that 
in the text?”

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of interpretation.
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SUMMARIZE

Before we move to application, let’s spend some time trying to offer a title 
sentence for the stories we looked at. Try and come up with a title that 
captures the core message of our text. In other words: what do you think the 
writer hoped the original audience would get from this text?
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Application.

A good application allows the biblical text to speak into our concrete lives. 
It calls us into action and allows the Holy Spirit to connect the dots from the 
story to our real lives, relationships, and decisions. Write and answer your 
own application question in a way that calls you to respond to the text in your 
own life this week.
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FEELING STUCK?

You might consider the following application:
 
David just finished dealing with two major threats to his throne (Absalom 
in chapters 13-18, and Shimei in chapter 20) and is now being restored as a 
righteous judge and defender of justice. Three people groups who typically 
have no voice in many societies - the orphan, the foreigner, and the widow - 
are all highlighted here. God apparently had to send a famine to get anyone 
to notice! The Gibeonites are granted justice in a legal system stacked 
against them. Mephibosheth is saved as a last survivor of his father’s house, 
and Rizpah’s tenacity causes David to honor and bring final rest to her dead 
husband and sons. “And after that…” God brought an end to the famine. 

Think about some tangible ways that you can be a voice to those with little 
or no voice in your world. How can you, as a group or as individuals, seek out 
and bring help to “the foreigner, the orphan, the widow” this week? Are there 
families that you know of that might benefit from help from your small group 
this week? Are there organizations in our community that you could seek out 
and serve with? 

It is clear in the biblical story that we care about marginalized and oppressed 
peoples because God cares about them. As we look for ways to serve and 
engage in justice efforts let’s make sure we’re approaching it in a way that 
highlights and helps us reflect more deeply on God’s heart and character. 
How do you get to know Jesus more as you come alongside people like the 
Gibeonites, like Mephibosheth, and like Rizpah?
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SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

Pray through Psalm 94 this week. Allow the cry in this psalm to convict and 
speak to your own circumstance. Then use this prayer to intercede for others; 
think about a person or group you know is facing injustice and use the words 
of Psalm 94 to pray for their circumstances.

Prayer Requests.

Write down any prayer requests from your group, including any concrete 
actions people shared that they want to take in response to this week’s 
discussion so that you can continue to support one another through prayer.
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SESSION 3
What a Love, What a Cost!
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SESSION 3
What a Love, what a cost!

BEFORE YOU MEET

Read through this week’s Scripture in a few different translations. English 
Standard Version (ESV) is printed below. See what differences you find looking 
at a few other translations - NIV (New International Version), CEB (Common 
English Bible), or NLT (New Living Translation) are all great versions to look at.

GETTING STARTED

Allow some time for the group to share how they have engaged with the 
applications and/or spiritual practices from previous weeks. How have you seen 
God work? What has been the most challenging to apply? This is the last week 
of our David series. What is a main thing you’ve learned and how have you 
experienced God over these past several weeks?

BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

Censuses in the Ancient Near East (See “Census,” The Lexham Bible Dictionary)
The people of the ancient Near East generally conducted censuses for two 
different reasons:

     1. Taxation.
     2. Conscription for labor and military service.

Ancient censuses also accounted for population, livestock, and food resources.

God commanded Moses to take a census of the people before entering the 
promised land with the following warning: 

11The Lord said to Moses, 12“When you take the census of the people 
of Israel, then each shall give a ransom for his life to the Lord when you 
number them, that there be no plague among them when you number 
them.” (Exodus 30:11-13)
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The exact meaning behind what’s going on here is still questioned by many today. 
Sometimes we study a text and are left with even more questions! That might mean that 
it will require even more study into the context and background (after all, we are at least 
2,000 years removed from these cultures and times). It might also mean that we’re asking 
questions that the author was not trying to answer. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t ask 
those questions, but if the author was content not answering certain questions then 
perhaps we can be content with the same, and instead focus on what is clear about God in 
the story.

A careful reading of the text might help; the suggested observation questions below are 
more exact than in previous weeks, which you can use if they seem helpful to make a very 
close reading of the text. In the broadest sense, we can at least say that God’s anger leads 
to the census, which was somehow connected to sin, which leads to God’s judgement and 
the eventual resolution.

CONTEXTUAL NOTES FOR THIS PASSAGE

Threshing floors “were large areas of dirt or stone that were usually out in the open so that 
the breezes could be used to blow away the chaff. They would generally be used by the whole 
community.  Since the threshing floor was a large, flat, open area, it was a natural gathering spot 
for the townspeople. Since it was so intimately connected with the harvest, it was a natural site 
for religious ceremonies and festivals. These combine to make it likely that Araunah’s threshing 
floor already had some sacred traditions attached to it from earlier periods.The threshing sledge 
was a platform made of boards with pieces of iron stuck through holes. This would be hitched 
behind the threshing animals and loaded up with rocks. When dragged over the wheat it would 
aid in the threshing process. For this text they, along with the yokes, become a convenient source 
of wood for the sacrifice.” (IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament)

Burnt offering: Leviticus 1 give some background on “burnt offerings.” The entire animal, 
without blemish, was burned completely on the altar to make “atonement” and reconcile 
the worshiper with God. 

Peace offering: “A covenant meal which served to affirm the relationship between the 
worshipper, God, and the community of believers.” (Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible)  The 
name comes from the Hebrew word “shalom” or “peace” (see all of Leviticus 3). We see 
David offering both burnt and peace offerings in 2 Samuel 6:17

The Bible was originally written to be heard, even more than read. Let’s read the following 
out loud to begin our study.
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2 SAMUEL 24

1Again the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he incited David 

against them, saying, “Go, number Israel and Judah.” 2So the king said to Joab, the 

commander of the army, who was with him, “Go through all the tribes of Israel, 

from Dan to Beersheba, and number the people, that I may know the number of 

the people.” 3But Joab said to the king, “May the LORD your God add to the people 

a hundred times as many as they are, while the eyes of my lord the king still see it, 

but why does my lord the king delight in this thing?” 4But the king’s word prevailed 

against Joab and the commanders of the army. So Joab and the commanders of the 

army went out from the presence of the king to number the people of Israel. 5They 

crossed the Jordan and began from Aroer, and from the city that is in the middle of 

the valley, toward Gad and on to Jazer. 6Then they came to Gilead, and to Kadesh 

in the land of the Hittites; and they came to Dan, and from Dan they went around 

to Sidon, 7and came to the fortress of Tyre and to all the cities of the Hivites and 

Canaanites; and they went out to the Negeb of Judah at Beersheba. 8So when they 

had gone through all the land, they came to Jerusalem at the end of nine months and 

twenty days. 9And Joab gave the sum of the numbering of the people to the king: in 

Israel there were 800,000 valiant men who drew the sword, and the men of Judah 

were 500,000. 10But David’s heart struck him after he had numbered the people. 

And David said to the LORD, “I have sinned greatly in what I have done. But now, O 

LORD, please take away the iniquity of your servant, for I have done very foolishly.” 
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11And when David arose in the morning, the word of the LORD came to the prophet 

Gad, David’s seer, saying, 12“Go and say to David, ‘Thus says the LORD, Three things I 

offer you. Choose one of them, that I may do it to you.’ ” 13So Gad came to David and 

told him, and said to him, “Shall three years of famine come to you in your land? Or 

will you flee three months before your foes while they pursue you? Or shall there 

be three days’ pestilence in your land? Now consider, and decide what answer I shall 

return to him who sent me.” 14Then David said to Gad, “I am in great distress. Let 

us fall into the hand of the LORD, for his mercy is great; but let me not fall into the 

hand of man.” 15So the LORD sent a pestilence on Israel from the morning until the 

appointed time. And there died of the people from Dan to Beersheba 70,000 men. 

16And when the angel stretched out his hand toward Jerusalem to destroy it, the 

LORD relented from the calamity and said to the angel who was working destruction 

among the people, “It is enough; now stay your hand.” And the angel of the LORD 

was by the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 17Then David spoke to the LORD 

when he saw the angel who was striking the people, and said, “Behold, I have sinned, 

and I have done wickedly. But these sheep, what have they done? Please let your 

hand be against me and against my father’s house.” 18And Gad came that day to 

David and said to him, “Go up, raise an altar to the LORD on the threshing floor of 

Araunah the Jebusite.” 19So David went up at Gad’s word, as the LORD commanded. 

20And when Araunah looked down, he saw the king and his servants coming on 

toward him. And Araunah went out and paid homage to the king with his face to the 
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ground. 21And Araunah said, “Why has my lord the king come to his servant?” David 

said, “To buy the threshing floor from you, in order to build an altar to the LORD, that 

the plague may be averted from the people.” 22Then Araunah said to David, “Let my 

lord the king take and offer up what seems good to him. Here are the oxen for the 

burnt offering and the threshing sledges and the yokes of the oxen for the wood. 

23All this, O king, Araunah gives to the king.” And Araunah said to the king, “May the 

LORD your God accept you.” 24But the king said to Araunah, “No, but I will buy it 

from you for a price. I will not offer burnt offerings to the LORD my God that cost 

me nothing.” So David bought the threshing floor and the oxen for fifty shekels of 

silver. 25And David built there an altar to the LORD and offered burnt offerings and 

peace offerings. So the LORD responded to the plea for the land, and the plague was 

averted from Israel.
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Obser vation.

Allow a few minutes for everyone, on their own, to underline or circle any 
key observations in the texts. Some questions that are always good to focus 
on: Are there any key words or repeating themes? Are there any important 
literary devices being used (allusions to future events, cause-and-effect, 
irony, reversal, etc.) If you were able to look at different Bible versions  
(ESV was provided), did you see any differences in translation that  
were interesting?
 
Some other (optional) questions that might help uncover what’s going  
on here:

  4 Who was the object of the LORD’s anger? 

  4 What role does David play in v. 1-2? 

  4 What reason does Joab give for the census being wrong?

  4 Who is actually counted?

  4 What does David’s reaction in v. 10 say about how he viewed the census?

  4 What exactly is David implying in v. 14?

  4 How does David understand God’s character here? Is there any evidence  
 that David is correct in his assessment of God?

  4 What else do you notice happening between God, David, and the angel?
 
Spend about 5 minutes sharing key observations and things that intrigued 
you as a group. (If your group is large, consider moving into smaller groups 
of 3-5 during this step so everyone can have a chance to share. There’s no 
agenda to “get it right” during this time. Idea: To help us stay focused on 
“observation” without drifting into interpretation, consider beginning your 
sharing with, “I see repetition in…” “I see contrast…” etc. )

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of observation.
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Interpretation.

Use your observations to let your curiosity out. What questions do you have 
that would help to unpack the significance and meaning in the text?
 
One super easy way to make a great interpretation question is to state your 
observation and say, “What’s the significance?” … “I see all this repetition, why is 
that significant?” or “What significance does this particular tension bring?”
 
Let’s share some of our questions out loud (no answers yet!). Try and group 
the questions together and come up with the top 5 or 6 that you think will 
best unpack what the author was trying to communicate. Below are some 
additional questions you can consider, but we recommend making your 
default be focusing on your own questions.

Some optional questions you might consider for your interpretation:

  4 Why does David call for a census? 

  4 Does anything disturb you about this story? Why?

  4 What is revealed about David’s character?

  4 What is revealed about God’s heart?

  4 What is the significance to how David approaches sacrifice?

  4 Does anything about this story point us to Jesus?

Now let’s spend time looking for answers to the top questions your groups 
landed on. It is easy to stray into opinions or things we’ve heard before so 
help keep each other in interpretation-mode by asking, “Where do we see that 
in the text?”

Use the space on the next page to write down thoughts, notes or ideas that 
come up during this time of interpretation.

48



SUMMARIZE

Before we move to application, let’s spend some time trying to offer a title 
sentence for the stories we looked at. Try and come up with a title that 
captures the core message of our text. In other words: what do you think the 
writer hoped the original audience would get from this text?
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Application.

A good application allows the biblical text to speak into our concrete lives. 
It calls us into action and allows the Holy Spirit to connect the dots from the 
story to our real lives, relationships, and decisions. Write and answer your 
own application question in a way that calls you to respond to the text in your 
own life this week.
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FEELING STUCK?

You might consider the following application:

A few weeks ago, Pastor Jeff preached on 2 Samuel 7 and helped us see an important 
connection between God’s “nearness” and His complete “otherness.” God reminds 
David that He is incredibly expansive, uncontainable, and untamable. But at the same 
time, God promises David that He will allow David’s son to essentially, “put God in a 
box.” God will be present and perfectly approachable for all who seek Him, and at the 
same time is bigger and than anything we can imagine! 

This final scene has a lot of those two elements. In some ways we might be left with 
even more questions: Why was God angry? How was this census an act of judgment? 
Did God incite David to commit a sin? What kind of God would allow 70,000 people to 
die by a plague? Did they deserve it? Does that make it right?

On the other hand, this passage does point us to a God who desires a close and intimate 
relationship with us: David trusts that God’s mercy is far better than relying on his 
enemies’ mercy (verse 14), something that we can easily take to heart. God proves 
David was right when He shows mercy and relents before the appointed time (verse 
16). God tells David to purchase the land that will one day be the spot for the temple 
(“the box!”) that David’s son was destined to build. God provides the space for the 
sacrifice that ends the plague. God will continue to draw near to that spot on top of that 
hill for generations.

Perhaps the author was not trying to answer some of our questions, but he does want 
us to see something about the mercy of God and the cost of sacrifice. There is a lot 
about David’s actions and prayers here that ultimately point us to Jesus (for instance: 
David’s intercessory prayer in verse 17).

Take some time to reflect on what you’ve come to know about our expansive yet 
approachable God in this, and all previous sections of David’s life. 

  4 How have you seen God’s character, His heart, His love more clearly throughout  
 our time in the life of David? How has David’s journey encouraged you to  
 draw near to Jesus?

  4 Do you have any more clarity about what it means to choose Jesus as  
 king of your life (see introduction to this series)?  If so, how will that  
 impact your choices and your faith?
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  4 What has confused or even disturbed you about God throughout our  
 time in David’s story? What questions do you still have? Realizing that  
 the Bible is stranger than you once thought, and that God is bigger than  
 you could ever know is good! Questions are one of God’s ways of inviting  
 us into a lifetime of searching and wrestling with our Creator as we allow  
 our faith to deepen and grow.

What are a few tangible practices you can incorporate into your life that will 
help you a) draw nearer to God more and more, and b) adopt a posture of 
wrestling with God  through any questions that come your way as you learn 
more about Him?

SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

Pray through David’s prayer in 2 Samuel 22 this week (paralleled in Psalm 18). 
What does it reveal to you about the character of God and the purposes God 
has for Israel’s king? How does this psalm point you to Jesus?

Prayer Requests.

Write down any prayer requests from your group, including any concrete 
actions people shared that they want to take in response to this week’s 
discussion so that you can continue to support one another through prayer.
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What was your take-away from  

the life of David?

“David was a flawed man, willing to accept responsibility for his actions, who 
allowed the LORD to use that for His Kingdom.” —Ricky

“David’s life, in both his successes and failures, points us to our true king, Jesus,  
and shows us what it means to follow Him.” —Tyler

“You can screw-up a lot and still be used by God.” —Danielle

“David’s life is a reminder to ask God to go with us and not try anything in our  
own strength.”  —Darlene

“God uses imperfect people to accomplish His perfect plans.” —Barbara

“Studying David’s life gives me hope that I too can be ‘a man after God’s  
own heart.’” —Dustin

“I was surprised to see that so much of David’s life was full of mess.  Only a few 
chapters have anything like an ideal situation for David and the people of Israel.  In 
it all, it is obvious God is faithful.  For me, it affirms that even in my mess God will 
still trust me and call me to new and challenging things.” —Jeff
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APPENDIX
Helpful Tools

55



APPENDIX

About O.I.A. in more detail.
We know God reveals Himself through Scripture. It is His breath, a double-
edged sword and a light unto our path. Nothing can replace being breathed 
on by God, learning to wield this weapon and seeing the light in places long 
hidden in darkness.  

As we approach Scripture in our studies, we will apply the study method 
at the heart of our Foundations class. The method is Observation, 
Interpretation, Application and its acronym is OIA (or Inductive Bible Study).

Leading OIA can be difficult because we have been setup to miss so much 
in the Bible. Our daily reading patterns and the general nature of education 
cause habits difficult to break for a valuable approach to God’s Word.

Most of us have been trained to interpret what we read as quickly as possible. 
When you read an article in your news feed, there is little or no need to stop 
and observe the patterns, language conventions and intentionality of word 
choice and placement. The writer intends to directly and journalistically 
communicate the facts. When this standard way of writing pairs with our 
general education, we are even more inclined to jump in and interpret quickly. 

When we were in school, we were taught to read for facts which support 
conclusions. We were trained to be the masters of the texts we encountered, 
and as we collected information that supported our findings, the clever 
compiler and speedy student got the reward.  

OIA is a process is meant to slow us down and return us to the nature of 
Scripture. It is not a fact book or an article in our newsfeed. It isn’t even 
“great literature.” It is an artistically, Holy Spirit inspired book intended for 
our formation rather than our information. Every word has been placed 
intentionally by our creator God, and so, the structure, patterns and word 
choice call for careful observation before any attempt at interpretation  
is made.
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When we were in school, we were taught to read for facts which support 
conclusions. We were trained to be the masters of the texts we encountered, 
and as we collected information that supported our findings, the clever 
compiler and speedy student got the reward.  

OIA is a process is meant to slow us down and return us to the nature of 
Scripture. It is not a fact book or an article in our newsfeed. It isn’t even 
“great literature.” It is an artistically, Holy Spirit inspired book intended for 
our formation rather than our information. Every word has been placed 
intentionally by our creator God, and so, the structure, patterns and word 
choice call for careful observation before any attempt at interpretation  
is made.

OIA is intended to slow us down to carefully and thoughtfully approach the 
most artistically crafted revelation we could ever encounter. It follows three 
simple steps but the first, while simple is quite difficult to engage and abide in.

STEP 1: OBSERVATION

Scripture is words of ink on paper and at the same time The Word! It is 
compiled and written by God’s chosen people while at the same time 
intentionally and perfectly composed through the Holy Spirit. Observation is 
the methodical approach of taking time to see what is there before deciding 
what the passage means. In observation, the group will look at the passage 
and identify any patterns, peculiar or important word choices or placements, 
images or metaphors used and the like.

Encourage the group to observe what is in the passage while trying not to 
move to “this means” thinking.  Take time to notice words, order, patterns, 
images.  Make a list of those observations for yourself and the group.

If you’re a small group leader, track those observations and remind the 
group of them as you spur more and deeper conversation. You will also 
want to engage this process for yourself. Many leaders report being startled 
by discoveries made during group observation that they never caught in 

personal study.
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STEP 2: INTERPRETATION

We have a God who wants to be known and who desires to communicate 
with us. He is not trying to hide His truth for only the diligent and persistent 
to find. At the same time, His truth is vast and overwhelmingly complex 
for small minds. The tension between His clear communication and innate 
complexity means there is work to be done to come to clarity around  
proper interpretation.

In John 14: 6, Jesus says, “I am the way, and the truth and the life.” In the 
practice of interpretation, there is truly only one proper intended meaning of 
the words that are the Word. It is found in the proper understanding of Jesus 
in all His greatness. What a task. As your group works to grasp meanings in 
the text, it is engaged in deeper understanding of “the way, and the truth and 
the life!”

Leading in this tension is difficult. As your group works in the interpretation 
portion of the study, there will arise several different and sometimes 
opposing interpretations. The rules of thumb for interpretation help at this 
point of the study:

      1. The Bible is God’s intentional communication to you. It is without  
 flaw, and it is personal. Any interpretation which does not maintain  
 the perfection of God’s Word and bring with it personal application is  
 not a good interpretation. Dig deep and interpret in a way that can be  
 applied personally.

      2. Always consider the context. If I tell you “I had a ball” and I am  
 in the context of a sports field, that statement means an entirely  
 different thing than if I was standing outside Space Mountain at  
 Disneyland. It would mean something entirely different again if I  
 looked a little weary and disheveled speaking this sentence while  
 in a tuxedo outside a palace. Context determines so much of the  
 meaning of what is spoken, and a good interpretation never  
 ignores and always incorporates context.

    3. Always consider the plain and obvious meaning. An example of a  
 common failure at this stage occurs in the Sermon on the Mount when  
 Jesus says to his disciples, “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off.” 
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 (Matt. 5:30) People quickly jump to: “Jesus didn’t honestly mean  
 that!” and “Why aren’t there more one-handed Christians in the  
 world?” Just as those phrases are thought or spoken, we move quickly  
 to ignore the plain and obvious meaning. What if Jesus was speaking  
 literally? He was. So, if he is speaking literally, I have to ask the  
 question: “Did my hand ‘cause’ the sin?” The truth is my hand did not  
 cause the sin but my sinful heart with its sinful desires. I need to cut  
 out my heart. I need a heart transplant and guess what? I get one as a  
 new creation in Christ! (Ezekiel 36:26)

    4. Always interpret the Bible with the Bible. Who is the best  
 interpreter of their words? It is always the person who spoke them.  
 Other circumstances can be helpful but hearing from that person  
 other clarifying words is the most reliable way to achieve a proper  
 interpretation. The same is true with Scripture. It is God-breathed,  
 and right interpretation looks to what God has said and done in  
 other places to know what He means in the passage studied.

STEP 3: APPLICATION

Application is our response to what we have heard from God. Where our 
interpretation moves toward clear, singular meaning, an application is 
distinctly personal and often different for everyone in the circle. There is 
a significant heart issue here. If people in your group have not come with 
hearts open to hear what God has to say, it will be difficult for them to come 
to a genuine application for themselves. At the same time, this is not a point 
for discouragement. God’s Word is a double-edged sword which can break 
through a hard heart. Personalizing the interpretation and making it honestly 
applicable is the challenge here. Deep application will require safety and a 

connected group environment. Have patience as this builds over time.
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Using dif ferent translations of the Bible.
Using different translations of the Bible can provide you with different 
perspectives and ways of understanding the same text. Try comparing 
different translations of the same passage. Greek and Hebrew are the  
original languages of Scripture. There are often words or sentence  
structures that don’t easily come directly over to English. Translators  
have two choices to make: How close to the original text do I force my 
translation? How readable do I make my translation? Each translation we 
have today was made by committed scholars who decided to make their 
translation land somewhere on the scale of readable and literal (see chart).

YOUVERSION 
YouVersion is a digital application for your mobile devices, and provides 
access to every translation of the Bible and even makes it easy to make  
notes right on your device.

BIBLEGATEWAY.COM

Biblegateway.com is a popular and widely respected online resource with 
every translation of the Bible available to you.

FIND A STUDY BIBLE

We recommend ESV (our preferred translation), NIV, or the Faithlife Digital 
Study Bible. A quick Amazon search will yield great study Bibles. You can’t 
go wrong with  the ones listed on the first several search pages. A Study Bible 
with notes  by one individual should not be your primary study Bible (i.e. the 
David  Jeremiah Study Bible or the Ryrie Study Bible. These are fantastic but 
have  only one person’s perpective.)

         

    COMMON TRANSLATIONS OF THE BIBLE
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