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Publisher’s Preface

More than a decade in the making, Nurturing 
Faith Commentary is unique in its intent and 
content. Anyone seeking to teach, preach, 

and/or learn from a broad swath of carefully explored 
biblical texts will find this to be a reliable, helpful, and 
treasured resource.
 Tony Cartledge brings the mind of a scholar, the heart 
of a pastor, and the writing skills of an experienced author 
to this extensive yet accessible multi-volume resource. 
Rooted in a trusted weekly Bible study, lessons are provided 
for every possible Sunday of the Christian Year.
 Following scripture texts as found in the three-year 
cycle designated by the Revised Common Lectionary, 
these lessons are both scholarly and applicable. 
 The purpose of these Bible studies goes beyond 
gaining knowledge — although the insights are plentiful 
— to discovering the inspiration and fresh possibilities 
for living out biblical truth in one’s daily experiences and 
spheres of influence.
 The many years of excellent work in which Tony poured 
himself into writing thoughtful, weekly Bible studies now 
form the basis of these volumes. These lessons reflect his 
wisdom, interpretive skills, diligence, and humility that 
never prescribe how others are to think and believe.
 “Nurturing Faith” is more than just the overall title of 
this multivolume resource. Learning is seen as the road to 
redemption and transformation by an individual encoun-
tering not just facts, but a living God. 
 Each week, Tony’s lessons have impacted individuals 
and classes of all shapes and sizes in seeking to learn and 
apply biblical truths. Having these volumes easily at hand 
will provide access to a multitude of ideas, insights, and 
illustrations for those heeding the call to equip disciples to 
more faithfully follow in the ways of Jesus. 

 A unique mark of these lessons is the way readers and 
listeners are treated respectfully and intelligently regard-
less of their backgrounds. The lessons are never dumbed 
down to the point of ignoring known scholarly findings.
 Yet the purpose is not to impress, but to communi-
cate. Though a Bible scholar and teacher of note, Tony 
seeks to convey biblical insights effectively rather than 
using language exclusive to the scholarly community. 
 When it comes to sharing helpful insights from 
biblical scholarship with his readers, Tony — intention-
ally using double negatives for effect — has often said:  
“I’ll never not tell you something I know if it’s relevant.” 
 This honest and appreciated approach contrasts with 
a long history of Bible study curriculum providers that 
“hand-cuff” writers and therefore “mind-cuff” learners 
with narrow doctrinal and marketing parameters.
 In contrast, Nurturing Faith Commentary has no such 
restrictions — allowing for the freedom of both writer and 
readers to question, pray, seek, disagree, or apply whatever 
arises from the exploration of these ancient texts.
 The Nurturing Faith approach to Bible study does 
have a lens, however. It is based on the belief that Jesus is 
God’s fullest revelation, the Living Word through whom 
all else is filtered in a search for truth. 
 These insightful and inspiring lessons are a gift — 
coming from the sharp mind and generous spirit of a 
minister-scholar who helps us dig more deeply into the 
rich soil of truth formed by the many layers of experi-
ences, reflections, and stories compiled in what we know 
and value as the Bible. Dig in!

John D. Pierce
Executive Editor/Publisher

Good Faith Media



Introduction

The 12 volumes of Nurturing Faith Commentary 
are the product of a committed desire to provide 
quality Bible study for Christians who come to 

the scripture with open minds and a desire to go beneath 
a surface reading. Our goal has been to provide pastors, 
teachers, and other Bible students with both academic and 
pastoral insights in approachable language.
 The project began in early 2011, when John Pierce, 
editor of what is now Nurturing Faith Journal, envisioned 
the idea of including a weekly Bible study in the print 
version of the journal, along with additional resources 
provided online. The studies were to be based on texts 
from the Revised Common Lectionary and use the New 
Revised Standard Version as the primary text. Use of the 
lectionary had become increasingly common in worship 
among progressive Baptists, who had been our primary 
audience, but resources for Bible study were lacking. 
 With many years of experience as a pastor, academi-
cian, professor, writer, and editor, I was asked to take on 
the challenge of writing these studies. With some trepida-
tion, I accepted, and the first studies appeared in the July 
2011 issue of Baptists Today. The studies have continued 

now for more than a decade, even as the newspaper-style 
Baptists Today morphed into the magazine format of 
Nurturing Faith Journal and Bible Studies. 
 For those who subscribe to the journal, additional 
resources are available online, including detailed insights 
through “Digging Deeper,” helps for troublesome issues 
through “The Hardest Question,” a weekly video in which 
I offer a summary of the lesson, plus additional teach-
ing resources for youth and adults prepared by other 
writers. In this resource, Digging Deeper and The Hardest 
Question are incorporated into print.* 
 As years of publication and lectionary cycles piled 
up, we thought it fruitful to update and compile these 
lessons in a convenient format for teachers, preachers, or 
others who rely on helpful Bible studies, especially when 
lectionary based. That, plus the addition of many new 
commentaries for texts not previously covered, is now 
coming to fruition in a 12-volume set of Bible studies, 
with four volumes for each of the three lectionary years. 
 The project is a massive undertaking, and we are 
grateful to all who have contributed time, energy, and 
finances to the project. 

*All photos used in Digging Deeper and The Hardest Question, unless otherwise indicated, are by Tony Cartledge.



Using This Resource

The Revised Common Lectionary (RCL), devised 
by a consortium of Protestant and Catholic 
representatives on the Consultation of Common 

Texts, was published in 1992. Since then, it has become a 
standard resource for both Roman Catholics and mainline 
Protestants. 
 The lectionary contains hundreds of texts chosen to 
reflect a progressive study of primary texts in the Bible, 
along with texts representative of the church year. It 
follows a three-year cycle known as “Year A,” “Year B,” and 
“Year C,” then repeats the cycle, using the same texts. Year 
A relies mainly on Matthew for the gospel readings, while 
Year B focuses on Mark, and Year C draws mainly from 
Luke. Selections from the gospel of John are scattered 
through the three years. 
 Most days on the lectionary calendar include four 
readings. These typically follow a pattern of one reading 
from the Old Testament narratives, prophets, or wisdom; 
one text from Psalms; one text from the New Testament 
gospels; and one text from the epistles. Exceptions are 
many, especially during the Season after Pentecost, when 
most Sundays include two additional readings as options. 
 The RCL includes texts for both Sunday worship and 
other special days. Nurturing Faith Commentary focuses 
on texts for Sundays rather than every “feast day” on the 
church calendar, many of which are not observed through 
active services, especially in Protestant churches. We do 
include texts chosen for New Year’s Day, Epiphany, and 
All Saints’ Day, however, because sometimes they fall on 
Sunday. 
 A small handful of optional texts from the Apocrypha 
or “Deuterocanonicals,” which are regarded as scripture 
by Roman Catholics, appear in the lectionary. Given that 
I write as a Protestant and our audience is mainly Protes-
tant, apocryphal texts are not included in this resource.
 The studies in these volumes are not dated, because 
we want them to be useful in any calendar year, and no 
year contains all the potential Sundays. Persons who use 
the text for preaching and teaching may easily consult 

online and print resources for the specific dates associ-
ated with each lectionary Sunday. (Vanderbilt University’s 
library provides an ideal resource at https://lectionary.
library.vanderbilt.edu.)
 The RCL sometimes uses the same texts on multiple 
Sundays. When those occur, the study for that text will 
be printed only once per volume, with appropriate notes  
to indicate where it may be found if it is indicated on 
multiple Sundays. 
 Lectionary texts follow the church year rather than 
the calendar year, beginning with Advent, the four 
Sundays prior to Christmas day. Three optional sets of 
texts are provided for use on Christmas Eve or Christmas 
Day. These are sometimes referred to as “Christmas 1, 2, 
and 3,” or as “Proper 1, 2, and 3” for Christmas. The first 
three potential Sundays after Trinity Sunday are also called 
“Proper 1, 2, and 3,” so in this resource we will use the 
terms “Christmas 1, 2, and 3.” 
 For the sake of completeness, we include studies 
for all three Christmas options in Volume 1. Many 
churches hold Christmas Eve services, and Christmas Day 
sometimes falls on Sunday. 
 One or two Sundays may follow Christmas, depend-
ing on the number of Sundays between Christmas Day 
and Epiphany. Texts for the second Sunday after Christ-
mas are rarely used and always the same. Studies on 
those texts are also provided in Volume 1. The texts are 
sometimes similar to texts for New Year’s Day. 
 Epiphany is celebrated with special texts on January 6, 
which commonly occurs during the week, but studies 
on these texts are also included in this resource because 
Epiphany sometimes occurs on a Sunday. Ministers also 
sometimes choose to use texts for Epiphany on the Sunday 
nearest January 6. 
 The season of Epiphany may include from four 
to nine Sundays before concluding with Transfigura-
tion Sunday. The number of weeks depends on the date 
of Easter, which moves about on the calendar, likewise 
affecting the dates of Ash Wednesday and the beginning 



of Lent. The last few weeks of Epiphany aren’t used in each 
cycle, but they are included for the sake of those years that 
do have them. Their location is in Volume 3 of each year, 
as will be explained below.
 Lent always includes six Sundays, concluding with 
Palm Sunday, which can be celebrated with texts focusing 
on Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem, or on the following passion. 
Both are provided. 
 The Season of Easter has seven Sundays leading up to 
the day of Pentecost, 50 days after Easter. 
 The first Sunday after Pentecost is always Trinity 
Sunday. Depending on the calendar, from 23 to 29 
Sundays follow Pentecost, ending on the last Sunday 
before Advent. These are called “Proper” Sundays. The 
RCL handles the dilemma of differing calendars by 
starting at the end with Proper 29 as the Sunday before 
Advent, then working backward. In this system, the texts 
for Proper 7 through Proper 29 appear in each year’s cycle. 
Texts for Proper Sundays 1–6 are not always used, but are 
provided for those calendar years in which they appear.
 Since Epiphany 6–9 and Proper 1–4 are the least likely 
to occur, they share the same texts: Epiphany 6 = Proper 1, 
Epiphany 7 = Proper 2, Epiphany 8 = Proper 3, and Epiph-
any 9 = Proper 4. Studies for these Sundays are included 
in Volume 3 for each year, which begins the Season after 
Pentecost, with their location noted in Volume 1, which 
contains lessons for the Season of Epiphany. 

 The number of “Sundays after Pentecost” for a given 
“Proper” Sunday is different from year to year, so in this 
resource they will be designated by the “Proper” number, 
which can be coordinated with each year’s number of 
“Sundays after Pentecost,” which will vary.
 Texts, especially from the psalms, are often short and 
designed more for liturgical reading than for individual 
study. Even so, all texts receive full treatment in Bible 
study form. 
 Readers familiar with the RCL know that texts are 
often chopped and spliced for liturgical reading, which 
isn’t always ideal for a connected Bible study. In many of 
those cases, the Bible study in these volumes will expand 
the RCL selection to provide greater context and continu-
ity. Texts listed in the Table of Contents, with each lesson/
commentary, and in the index, are based on the actual text 
examined, which may be longer than the RCL text, but 
not shorter. 
 The basic outline of the series is as follows, for each of 
the three cycles:

Volume 1 – Advent through Epiphany
Volume 2 – Lent through Pentecost
Volume 3 – Season after Pentecost (Propers 1–14)
Volume 4 – Season after Pentecost (Propers 15–29)
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ch., chs. chapter, chapters
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CE Common Era
CEB Common English Bible
CSB Christian Standard Bible
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ESV English Standard Version
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First Sunday of Advent

First Reading 
Isaiah 64:1-9

The Cry of the Clay 
Yet, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand. (Isa. 64:8)

Waiting is hard. When I was in junior high, I was 
convinced that the clock ran more slowly as it 
crept toward the 3:10 bell that would deliver 

me from school. When I later spent a year teaching the 
same age group, I was quite certain that the time between 
two and three o’clock was the longest hour of the day.
 Waiting is especially hard when we’re trying to hold 
on through a difficult, unpleasant, or painful period of 
life. Many know the struggle of waiting until a military 
hitch is up, or until recovery from surgery is complete, or 
until a broken heart finds solace. 
 Today’s lesson reflects the beginning of Advent, the 
great season of anticipation in which the church awaits 
news of the coming of Christ. While we await Jesus’ birth 
in retrospect, already knowing the story from beginning 

to end, the prophet Isaiah lived among a people who had 
grown tired of waiting. They had hoped for much but 
found only disappointment. Perhaps the prophet’s prayer 
can speak to our longings, too.

Longing for God’s presence  
(vv. 1-4)

Isaiah 64 comes from the third main section of the book of 
Isaiah (chs. 56–66), and it probably originated in the early 
postexilic period, after the Israelites who had been exiled to 
Babylon in the sixth century BCE. were allowed to return to 
Jerusalem. Many chose to stay in Babylon, but a substantial 
group returned to set up a small sub-province where they 
lived under Persian rule. [Where in history is Isaiah 64?] 

Where in history is Isaiah 64? The lengthy and complex book we call “Isaiah” covers a broad period of more than 200 years 
in Israel’s turbulent history. The book begins in Judah before the exile, when Isaiah of Jerusalem was called by God “in the year 
that King Uzziah died” (742 BCE, cf. Isa. 6:1). Isaiah actively proclaimed God’s word in the streets of Jerusalem and in the courts 
of the palace until at least 701, when he seems to have withdrawn following Hezekiah’s ill-fated revolt against the Assyrian king 
Sennacherib. The primary theme of Isaiah 1–39 is judgment: God’s people had sinned, and would be punished. 
 When we come to Isaiah 40–55, the historical context leaps forward more than a hundred years. The earlier prophesies of 
judgment have come true, and now we find the people of Judah suffering through the Babylonian exile (587–538 BCE). There 
God raised up a new prophet in the tradition of Isaiah to bring comfort and hope. This prophet is often called “Isaiah of the Exile,” 
“Second Isaiah,” or “Deutero-Isaiah.” 
 Isaiah of the Exile predicted that Babylon would fall to the ascendant power of Cyrus the Persian. His prophecy came to pass 
in 539 BCE, and within a year Cyrus allowed the Hebrew captives to return home. Isaiah 56–66 seems to presuppose the early 
part of this period, before the temple was rebuilt (538–515 BCE). These chapters speak to the particular needs of the struggling 
restoration community. 
 The differing historical context and distinctive literary features have led some scholars to propose that these words coome 
from yet another prophet (“Third Isaiah,” or “Trito-Isaiah”), though it is also possible that Isaiah of the Exile was a part of the 
returning group, and continued to prophesy. In any case, as James Leo Green wrote, “the thing that really matters most about 
any book in the Bible is not who wrote it but whether the voice of God is heard in it” (God Reigns: Expository Studies in the Book of 
Isaiah [Broadman Press, 1968], 10).




