Park Street Church Small Group Retreat 2009
NO OTHER GODS...

Bible study #1 — Idols all around us...

“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in
heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them”
Exodus 20:3-5

Webster’s dictionary defines the word “idol” as 1: a representation or symbol of an object of worship 2:a
likeness of something 3: a form or appearance visible but without substance 4: an object of extreme devotion 5:
a false conception

Introductory Discussion Question: How have you always defined an “idol”? How do the definitions above shed

more light on how you think about the subject of idolatry? How do these definitions shed more light on what a
personal idol is?

Before reading the passage, please spend a few minutes in prayer to ask God to open your eyes to what he wants
to accomplish in your group.

Read... Exodus 5:1 —-6:12

Read the entire passage once through, noting each of the people described and what their role is in this account.

Background
1) Who are the people introduced in this passage? What do you know about them?

Share what you know about their personal histories and cultural influences.

2) What is the situation for the Hebrew people that they need Moses and Aaron to advocate for them? How
did they get into this position?

3) Inthe opening verses, how do Moses and Aaron communicate God’s request to Pharaoh? What seems to
be God’s motivation for commanding this? [Look at Exodus 2:23-25 and Ex. 3: 7-10 to get more insight.]

Looking at chapter 5: 1-5
1) Inverse 2, what does Pharaoh’s response tell you about him? What does he think of the God of Israel?

What are his priorities? How does he view himself?

2) Moses and Aaron give us more information about God’s command in verse 3. How is this new information
important? What does it tell us about God?

3) What do verses 4 and 5 tell you about what matters most to Pharaoh? How do the concerns of God
compare?

Moving on to vv. 6-19
1) After having a rather tense meeting with Moses and Aaron, what is Pharaoh’s strategy for addressing the

situation? What does this strategy tell you about how he regards God and other human beings in his
decisions?



2)

3)

4)

Compare the words of Moses and Aaron in verse 1 and those of the slave drivers in verses 10-11. What
point is being made through this similarity? What distinctions are there between the two statements?
When the Israelite foremen address Pharaoh, what point are they trying to make and what does it tell you
about them? Who else might they have appealed to?

After observing Pharaoh and the slave drivers from verses 1-19, what do you see to be the main idols in
Egypt? (What are the chief concerns of Pharaoh and those around him?) How do these idolatries affect
the minds and hearts of Pharaoh and those around him?

Finally, move to verses 5:20-6: 12

1)

2)

3)

What is the mind-set of the Israelite foremen? What effect do the foremen’s actions have on the
relationship between Moses and the people, and between Moses and God? From vv. 22-23, what can
you tell about Moses’ mind-set and his understanding of God?

The LORD gives Moses an amazing response (in 6:1-8). What first strikes you about what he says? What
does God’s discussion of the past reveal about him? What are God'’s top priorities or reasons for
intervening now? What significance is there to the words in v.5, “I have remembered my covenant.”

In light of such remarkable promises, how are we to understand the Israelites’ (v.9) and Moses’ (v.12)
response to God’s words? Why was it so hard for them to be convinced of God’s claims for their good
future? What do you believe is needed for them to have the same vision of the future that God does in
this passage?

Summary Application Questions :

1) This scene clearly sets up Pharaoh against the God of Israel in a standoff of who truly is God... how does
this passage impact your understanding of what idolatry is and what it is not? What are some modern-
day to rivals to the living God?
2) How did Egyptian idolatries play into the Hebrews’ enslavement and the conditions of their enslavement?
What does this tell us about how our idolatries can impact ourselves and others? With this passage in
mind, how does (and how can) God deliver us from such idolatries?
3) We catch a first glimpse at a theme in the book of Exodus in this passage:
Idolatry (worship of a false god) = slavery; Worship of (the true) God = freedom.
How do you see this theme playing out in this passage? In what ways do you see this in modern-day life
and American culture? How do you see it in your life?

Prayer Exercise:

As a small group, list one or two idols that you jointly struggle with such as material goods, ambition,
personal reputation or a personal relationship. In prayer, ask for God’s power and intervention to change
your heart to be less like Pharaoh’s. Ask for God’s revelation as to how you can support each other to
live in God’s freedom and not in the slavery of idolatry.




NO OTHER GODS...

Bible Study #2 — Created to Worship!

“There once was in man a true happiness of which now remain to him only the mark and empty trace, which he
in vain tries to fill from all his surroundings, seeking from things absent the help he does not obtain in things
present . But these are all inadequate, because the infinite abyss can only be filled by an infinite and immutable
object, that is to say, only by God himself.” -- Blaise Pascal

“Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in
the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted
creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who
wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at
sea. We are far too easily pleased.” --C.S. Lewis

Discussion question: From what you have just studied in the previous small group session, you have been able to

explore how God wants to save us from the ravages of idolatry. How do these quotes impact your understanding
of the alternative to our idols?

Open the Bible study with a short prayer asking God to soften your hearts and to give you insight as to why he is
worthy of single-minded passion.

Background discussion: For the first 10 minutes of this session, discuss what has happened for Moses, Pharaoh,
Egypt and the Hebrews since your last Bible study. Try to imagine what it would be like to see the miracles, plagues
and the defeat of Egypt and share this in your group. Leaders will have a summary of this if your group is not
entirely familiar with the story. You will be looking at two passages in this study, Exod. 15:1-13; 20:1-11

Read Exodus 15: 1-13

Looking first at Exodus 15: 1-13:

1) Experiencing the moment: In chapter 14:31, it says “ And when the Israelites saw the great power the
LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their trust in him and in Moses
his servant.” Then immediately they broke into the song that makes up 15:1-13. What are your first
impressions of this reaction? What is the focus of their praise?

2) How did God’s rescue of the Hebrews affect their ability to worship? How does separating the people
from all of the idols of Egypt, and the consequences of those idols, help them to experience God more
fully?

3) How did the rescue impact the people’s view of Pharaoh?

4) Now concentrate on the content of 1-13. How is this passage striking in its language and structure? What
emotions are being expressed? Do these emotions seem natural or contrived?

5) How does this song describe the relationship between God and the people? How does this song illuminate
how they now have a new found enjoyment in God because of what he has done?

How do you think this time of worship helps prepare the people for when they will first hear the commandments?



Now read Exodus 20:1-11...

Several things have happened between when the Hebrews worshipped God after their deliverance and when the
commandments were first discussed. [See leader’s guide for a short description of the events if necessary.] How
did these events add to the impact of them gaining their freedom from slavery?

1) Look at the content of verses 1-8. Do you see any similar statements about God or his people between
Exodus 15:1-13 and the first four commandments?

2) What purpose(s) does Exod 20:1-2 serve as the preamble to the Ten Commandments? Why is this
important?

3) Now focus on the first four of the Ten Commandments. What strikes you about them? In what ways, if
any, do they build upon each other?

4) If this passage (Exod 20:1-11) was all we knew about God—what do we learn (or what is revealed) about
God here? Perhaps you want to write these things down... How do these things impact the
understanding of why God requires (or is jealous for) our worship?

5) God makes certain promises for how he will deal with people according to their actions (cf. vv. 5-6,7).
What are these promises and how does this impact our view of God and his relationship with his people?

6) Have you ever thought about God being jealous for your attention and affection? How do the third and
fourth commandment direct us into such a relationship?

Summary Application Questions:

1) Life for the Hebrews before seeing Pharaoh’s army defeated was oppressive from all sides. The false gods
of Egypt, Pharaoh’s enslavement, even arguably their own fears for their own safety and security,
completely obscured their ability to truly enjoy and worship God. But then God did his saving work and
made it possible for the people to truly take full joy in his presence. What are the things in your life that
you need saving from? What is God doing in your life in order for you to truly worship him?

2) Look at the following list of categories of idols—things that demand our devotion and affection; things
that we turn to for provision and protection... Which of these are most tempting for you? What does it
look like to worship the likes of these?

Materialism (money, technology, food, clothes, etc.)

Relationships (family, friends, spouse, children, etc...)

Personal cravings (reputation, beauty, sex, entertainment, popularity, security...)
Worldview (individualism, moralism, careerism, sexism...)

Revisit the theme of “Idolatries = slavery but worship of God = freedom.” Share about what needs to
change in order for you to no longer look to money, sex, reputation, careerism, etc. for life and meaning—
but to look to God for your greatest pleasure and blessing?

Prayer Exercise:
How well do you think your community as a small group is at supporting each other to have full love,
respect and dedicated time for God as outlined in the first four commandments?

Pray together and ask God to open your eyes up to ways that your community can grow together in
making him the unparalleled priority in your lives. Pray for a concrete, communal plan in response to the
application questions.




NO OTHER GODS...

Bible Study #3 — Returning to slavery?

“Thus says the LORD GOD; On the day when | chose Israel, | swore to the offspring of the house of Jacob,
making myself known to them in the land of Egypt; | swore to them, saying, | am the LORD your God. On that
day | swore to them that | would bring them out of the land of Egypt into a land that | had searched out for
them, a land flowing with milk and honey, the most glorious of all lands. And | said to them, cast away the
detestable things your eyes feast on, every one of you, and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt; |
am the LORD your God. But they rebelled against me and were not willing to listen to me. None of them cast
away the detestable things their eyes feasted on, nor did they forsake the idols of Egypt. Then | said | would
pour out my wrath upon them and spend my anger against them in the midst of the land of Egypt. But |
acted for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned in the sight of the nations among whom they
lived in whose sight | made myself known to them in bringing out of the land of Egypt.” (Ezekiel 20:5-9)

Question to ponder: What is God’s motivation to maintain his commitment to us when we continually struggle

with our own and national idols? How often do you consider what life “for the sake of God’s name” would
look like?

Before diving into the Bible study spend some time thanking God for what he has taught you as a community so
far. Ask God to increase your ability as a community to be vulnerable before each other and before the Holy Spirit.

Read Exodus 32:1-35

1) Background: Briefly discuss what has happened since Exodus 20. [See leader’s guide if necessary]
2) Share one word that might summarize the attitude of the peopleinversel. How does the peopl e’
request reflect their experience in Egypt?
3) Focus on verses 2-6. Do you think that Aaron knows that what he is doing is wrong? What seems to be
Aaron’s understanding of what worship should be like?
4) Inverses 7 -10, God alerts Moses as to what is happening with the people. What does God hear the
people doing? What does he think of their actions? How does he view (and describe) the people?
5) Compare these verses (vv.7-10) with what God sees and hears in Exodus 3:7. How does he refer to the
people in each case? What is going on here?

6) Despite God ensuring Moses’ future, Moses decides to advocate for the people. In vv.11-14, what
arguments are made in order to change the Lord’s mind? How do these arguments complement what God
said about himself in the first four commandments?

7) Turning to verses 15-20, Moses’ actions in vv. 19-20 are done in full sight of the people—in addition to
dealing efficiently with the situation, how are these actions with the tablets and the golden calf also
symbolic?

8) How does Moses proceed with addressing the situation in verses 26-29? In what way is this an
appropriate response? How does this judgment honor the commandments? Is there mercy here
somewhere?



9)

In verses 30-35, how does Moses try to resolve the situation? What is important about what he says to
the people? What is important about what he says to God? How does it reflect Moses’ understanding of
what it means to have no idols before the Lord?

10) God responds to Moses in verses 33 and 34. What does his response tell you about how he views these

people who have committed idolatry? What does he give Moses and the people and what does that say
about his commitment to them? In what way does this punishment show both justice and mercy
(remember how these people have seen plagues before)?

Summary Application Questions:

1)

2)

3)

Is our view of God and of relationship with (and proper worship of) him such that we could pray with such
boldness, urgency and intimacy as Moses did? Talk about this.

As Christians, in what ways are we waiting? How are we tempted to build a “golden calf” as we wait for
Jesus to return? What is so attractive about our own personal and our national idols that we turn so easily
to them?

Compare and contrast the worship you witnessed in Chapter 15 to the golden calf passage (also see
Romans 12:1-2 and Hebrews 3: 6, 12-13). Who is the worship focused on? What do the people
emotionally and spiritually experience in the two different instances?

Focus especially on discussing how the two different instances of worship show us differences in who they
understand God to be. How do these impact what you want for your own worship life? Have you
experienced either or both?

Summary Prayer Exercise: Focusing on the theme of Idolatries = slavery but worship of God = freedom.

Break up into groups of 2-3.

First start off with a short prayer asking God for honesty in facing your idols. Take a moment to share one
struggle with sin that you feel keeps you from experiencing the freedom to worship God for who he is.
Concentrate on what it is about this idol that blocks you from enjoying God more fully. Does it obscure
you fr om s e e iDoegthisGisibie idd seemaord abcésible than understanding the true and
living God? Does it seem to provide you with more promise, payoff or relationship than what you are
currently experiencing in your walk with God?

Now that you have discussed what your personal struggle is and what power it has over you, discuss in
your group of 2-3 what steps to take in your life in order to escape from the power of idolatry. Do you
need to literally cut something out of your life—like ending an unhealthy relationship or selling the
material possessions that you think define you? Do you need to cultivate more relationships that will
keep you accountable for how much your idol affects you? Do you need to commit to learning more
about an aspect of your faith that is impacted by your idol (i.e., a Christian formation class, asking a
pastor for book recommendations or for a time to discuss your walk of faith)? Make a concrete plan and
commit, now on this retreat, to follow through with it! God took action to free his people and is inviting
you to be part of this right now!

Gather together in your larger group now. Pray for each person in the group and their specific plan for
choosing into worship and letting go of being a slave to sin. Ask God to reveal his love and grace to each
of you—and to fill you with joy in your worship of him.
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