
What People Are Saying about 
Threshold Bible Study

“This remarkable series provides a method of study and reflection that is bound to produce 
rich fruit.”  ◾  Dianne Bergant, c.s.a., Catholic Theological Union, Chicago 

“This fine series will provide needed tools that can deepen your understanding  
of Scripture, but most importantly it can deepen your faith.” 
◾	 Most Reverend Charles J. Chaput, o.f.m. cap., Archbishop of Philadelphia

“Threshold Bible Study is a wonderful series that helps modern people read the Bible  
with insight and joy.”  
◾ 	Richard J. Clifford, s.j., Boston College School of Theology and Ministry

“This is a wonderful gift for those wishing to make a home for the Word in their hearts.”
◾ 	Carol J. Dempsey, op, University of Portland, OR

“Written in a sprightly easy-to-understand style, these volumes will engage the mind,  
heart, and spirit.”
◾ 	Alexander A. Di Lella, o.f.m., The Catholic University of America

“By covering a wide variety of themes and topics, Threshold Bible Study continually breathes 
new life into ancient texts.”
◾ 	John R. Donahue, s.j.,  St. Mary’s Seminary and University 

“Threshold Bible Study offers a marvelous new approach for individuals and groups  
to study themes in our rich biblical and theological tradition.” 
◾ 	John Endres, S.J., Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley 

“Threshold Bible Study offers you an encounter with the Word that will make your heart 
come alive.”  ◾    Tim Gray, President of the Augustine Institute, Denver

“Threshold Bible Study offers solid scholarship and spiritual depth.”
◾ 	Scott Hahn, Franciscan University of Steubenville
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“Threshold Bible Study offers those who want to begin faith-filled and prayerful study  
of the Bible with a user-friendly tool.” 
◾ 	Leslie J. Hoppe, o.f.m., Catholic Theological Union, Chicago

“Threshold Bible Study is a fine blend of the best of biblical scholarship and a realistic 
sensitivity to the spiritual journey of the believing Christian.”
◾ 	Francis J. Moloney, s.d.b., Catholic University of Australia 

“An invaluable guide that can make reading the Bible enjoyable and truly nourishing.” 
◾ 	Jacques Nieuviarts, Institut Catholique de Toulouse

“Threshold Bible Study is a refreshing approach to enable participants to ponder the 
Scriptures more deeply.”  ◾  Irene Nowell, o.s.b., Mount St. Scholastica, Atchison

“Threshold Bible Study stands in the tradition of the biblical renewal movement and brings 
it back to life.”  ◾  Kathleen M. O’Connor, Columbia Theological Seminary

“This series is exceptional for its scholarly solidity, pastoral practicality, and clarity  
of presentation.”  ◾   Peter C. Phan, Georgetown University 

“Threshold Bible Study is an enriching and enlightening approach to understanding  
the rich faith which the Scriptures hold for us today.”
◾ 	Abbot Gregory J. Polan, o.s.b., Conception Abbey and Seminary College

“Threshold Bible Study leads the reader from Bible study to personal prayer, community 
involvement, and active Christian commitment in the world.”
◾ 	Sandra M. Schneiders, Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley

“This is the best material I have seen for serious Bible study.”
◾ 	Most Reverend Donald W. Trautman, Bishop Emeritus of Erie

“Guaranteed to make your love of Scripture grow!”
◾ 	Ronald D. Witherup, s.s., Superior General of the Sulpicians, Paris
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IX

How to Use  
Threshold Bible Study

E ach book in the Threshold Bible Study series is designed to lead you 
through a new doorway of biblical awareness, to accompany you 
across a unique threshold of understanding. The characters, places, 

and images that you encounter in each of these topical studies will help you 
explore fresh dimensions of your faith and discover richer insights for your 
spiritual life. 

Threshold Bible Study covers biblical themes in depth in a short amount 
of time. Unlike more traditional Bible studies that treat a biblical book or 
series of books, Threshold Bible Study aims to address specific topics within 
the entire Bible. The goal is not for you to comprehend everything about each 
passage, but rather for you to understand what a variety of passages from dif-
ferent books of the Bible reveals about the topic of each study. 

Threshold Bible Study offers you an opportunity to explore the entire 
Bible from the viewpoint of a variety of different themes. The commentary 
that follows each biblical passage launches your reflection about that passage 
and helps you begin to see its significance within the context of your contem-
porary experience. The questions following the commentary challenge you 
to understand the passage more fully and apply it to your own life. The prayer 
starter helps conclude your study by integrating learning into your relation-
ship with God. 

These studies are designed for maximum flexibility. Each study is pre-
sented in a workbook format, with sections for reading, reflecting, writing, 
discussing, and praying. Space for writing after each question is ideal for per-
sonal study and allows group members to prepare in advance for their discus-
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X  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

sion. The thirty lessons in each topic may be used by an individual over the 
period of a month, or by a group for six sessions, with lessons to be studied 
each week before the next group meeting. These studies are ideal for Bible 
study groups, small Christian communities, adult faith formation, student 
groups, Sunday school, neighborhood groups, and family reading, as well as 
for individual learning.

The method of Threshold Bible Study is rooted in the classical tradition of 
lectio divina, an ancient yet contemporary means for reading the Scriptures 
reflectively and prayerfully. Reading and interpreting the text (lectio) is fol-
lowed by reflective meditation on its message (meditatio).  This reading and 
reflecting flows into prayer from the heart (oratio and contemplatio).

This ancient method assures us that Bible study is a matter of both the 
mind and the heart. It is not just an intellectual exercise to learn more and be 
able to discuss the Bible with others. It is, more importantly, a transforming 
experience. Reflecting on God’s word, guided by the Holy Spirit, illumines 
the mind with wisdom and stirs the heart with zeal.

Following the personal Bible study, Threshold Bible Study offers a method 
for extending lectio divina into a weekly conversation with a small group. This 
communal experience will allow participants to enhance their appreciation of 
the message and build up a spiritual community (collatio). The end result will 
be to increase not only individual faith but also faithful witness in the context 
of daily life (operatio).    

Through the spiritual disciplines of Scripture reading, study, reflection, 
conversation, and prayer, you will experience God’s grace more abundantly 
as your life is rooted more deeply in Christ. The risen Jesus said: “Listen! I 
am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I 
will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me” (Rev 3:20). Listen to 
the Word of God, open the door, and cross the threshold to an unimaginable 
dwelling with God!
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HOW TO USE THRESHOLD BIBLE STUDY    xi

SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY 

•	 Make your Bible reading a time of prayer. Ask for God’s guidance as you 
read the Scriptures.

•	 Try to study daily, or as often as possible according to the circumstances 
of your life. 

•	 Read the Bible passage carefully, trying to understand both its meaning 
and its personal application as you read. Some persons find it helpful to 
read the passage aloud.

•	 Read the passage in another Bible translation. Each version adds to your 
understanding of the original text.

•	 Allow the commentary to help you comprehend and apply the scriptur-
al text. The commentary is only a beginning, not the last word, on the 
meaning of the passage. 

•	 After reflecting on each question, write out your responses. The very act 
of writing will help you clarify your thoughts, bring new insights, and 
amplify your understanding.  

•	 As you reflect on your answers, think about how you can live God’s word 
in the context of your daily life. 

•	 Conclude each daily lesson by reading the prayer and continuing with 
your own prayer from the heart.  

•	 Make sure your reflections and prayers are matters of both the mind and 
the heart. A true encounter with God’s word is always a transforming 
experience.

•	  Choose a word or a phrase from the lesson to carry with you throughout 
the day as a reminder of your encounter with God’s life-changing word. 

•	 Share your learning experience with at least one other person whom you 
trust for additional insights and affirmation. The ideal way to share learn-
ing is in a small group that meets regularly. 

MM SB TBS GOD'S SPOUSAL LOVE.indd   11 4/27/17   9:03 AM

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



XII  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

SUGGESTIONS FOR GROUP STUDY
 

•	 Meet regularly; weekly is ideal. Try to be on time and make attendance a 
high priority for the sake of the group. The average group meets for about 
an hour.

•	 Open each session with a prepared prayer, a song, or a reflection. Find 
some appropriate way to bring the group from the workaday world into a 
sacred time of graced sharing.

•	 If you have not been together before, name tags are very helpful as a 
group begins to become acquainted with the other group members.  

•	 Spend the first session getting acquainted with one another, reading the 
Introduction aloud, and discussing the questions that follow. 

•	 Appoint a group facilitator to provide guidance to the discussion. The 
role of facilitator may rotate among members each week. The facilitator 
simply keeps the discussion on track; each person shares responsibility 
for the group. There is no need for the facilitator to be a trained teacher. 

•	 Try to study the six lessons on your own during the week. When you 
have done your own reflection and written your own answers, you will be 
better prepared to discuss the six scriptural lessons with the group. If you 
have not had an opportunity to study the passages during the week, meet 
with the group anyway to share support and insights. 

•	 Participate in the discussion as much as you are able, offering your 
thoughts, insights, feelings, and decisions. You learn by sharing with 
others the fruits of your study.  

•	 Be careful not to dominate the discussion. It is important that everyone 
in the group be offered an equal opportunity to share the results of their 
work. Try to link what you say to the comments of others so that the 
group remains on the topic.

•	 When discussing your own personal thoughts or feelings, use “I” lan-
guage. Be as personal and honest as appropriate and be very cautious 
about giving advice to others. 

MM SB TBS GOD'S SPOUSAL LOVE.indd   12 4/27/17   9:03 AM

Twen
ty-

Third
 

Public
ati

ons 

Sam
ple



•	 Listen attentively to the other members of the group so as to learn from 
their insights. The words of the Bible affect each person in a different way, 
so a group provides a wealth of understanding for each member. 

•	 Don’t fear silence. Silence in a group is as important as silence in person-
al study. It allows individuals time to listen to the voice of God’s Spirit 
and the opportunity to form their thoughts before they speak.  

•	 Solicit several responses for each question. The thoughts of different 
people will build on the answers of others and will lead to deeper insights 
for all.

•	 Don’t fear controversy. Differences of opinions are a sign of a healthy and 
honest group. If you cannot resolve an issue, continue on, agreeing to 
disagree. There is probably some truth in each viewpoint.

•	 Discuss the questions that seem most important for the group. There is 
no need to cover all the questions in the group session. 

•	 Realize that some questions about the Bible cannot be resolved, even by 
experts. Don’t get stuck on some issue for which there are no clear answers.

•	 Whatever is said in the group is said in confidence and should be regard-
ed as such. 

•	 Pray as a group in whatever way feels comfortable. Pray for the members 
of your group throughout the week.

Schedule for Group Study

Session 1: Introduction	 Date: 

Session 2: Lessons 1–6  	 Date: 

Session 3: Lessons 7–12 	 Date: 

Session 4: Lessons 13–18 	 Date: 

Session 5: Lessons 19–24	 Date: 

Session 6: Lessons 25–30	 Date: 

HOW TO USE THRESHOLD BIBLE STUDY    xiii
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1

SESSION 1INTRODUCTION

Thus says the Lord: I remember the devotion of your youth,  
your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness,  

in a land not sown. JER 2:2

God’s Spousal Love

B ecause spousal love is the most intimate and sacrificial love known to 
human beings in the natural world, the biblical authors fill the pages 
of the Bible with its narrative and emotional power. Countless stories 

of human love, engagement and marriage, anticipation and passion, pregnan-
cy and birth, and infidelity and divorce fill the biblical literature. In fact, all of 
the Bible’s sacred history can be described as an unending love story, as the 
inspired writers use the images and vocabulary of marital love to express the 
love between God and God’s people.  

The first chapters and the final chapters of the Bible—from Genesis to 
Revelation—form the bookends of the Bible, both of which offer images of 
spousal love. The first verses of Genesis begin with the expression of God’s 
love through the act of creation, coming to its summit in the making of man 
and woman, the fullest image of God in the world. The narrative in the garden 
expresses the origins of spousal love through the story of woman being made 
from the side of the man. When she is presented to the man, he exclaims 
with joy that she is “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” This longing of 
spouses for one another becomes a symbol of God’s desire for the intimacy 
of an everlasting marital covenant with humankind. 

The Bible’s closing scenes culminate in images of a great wedding, the mar-
riage banquet of the Lord. The bride of Christ is presented as adorned for her 
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2  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

husband. The longing of the glorified church for her risen Lord is expressed 
in the heartfelt cry, “Come, Lord Jesus!” The scenes anticipate the climax of 
the divine love story, the eternal unity of Christ and worshiping humanity. 
This is the joyful eternity anticipated and experienced sacramentally in the 
eucharistic liturgy of the church. 

In between these opening and closing texts of the Bible we find countless 
expressions of divine spousal love. From the Torah, prophets, psalms, and 
wisdom writings of Israel to the gospels, letters, and apocalyptic literature of 
the church, the Scriptures present us with beautiful images of the Creator’s 
love for humanity, the Lord’s love for Israel, and Christ’s love for his church. 
God and his people are bound by ties of the heart, and they mutually long for 
the eternal fulfillment of their deepest longings.

Reflection and discussion
•	 In what sense is spousal love the richest expression of human love? 

 

•	 What other types of human relationships can image God’s love for  
humanity?

 

Israel’s Love Story with God
The heart-stirring narrative running throughout the Bible is tied together for 
us when we understand God’s ultimate passion. Our God is an ageless lover 
who desires nothing more than to unite humanity with himself in a spousal 
covenant. 

This divine desire begins to be expressed as God forms a bond of “stead-
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INTRODUCTION • SESSION 1   3

fast love and faithfulness” with the Israelites. This covenant that God desires 
is so committed, so personal, so self-giving and life-giving that it can only be 
described in human language as a courtship, betrothal, and marriage. God 
enters this spousal covenant first with Israel, so that they might be an example 
to the surrounding nations of what it means to share in a committed covenant 
with God.

Israel’s prophets communicate God’s steadfast love as well as Israel’s infi-
delity to the covenant through the language of spousal love. God is the hus-
band who passionately loves his wife and who suffers deeply when his love 
is scorned. Israel is not grateful for the gifts that her divine husband has lav-
ished upon her, so God takes them back and chastises her. But God’s purpose 
is only to bring about repentance, reconciliation, and a renewed union.

During the time of Israel’s exile, the prophets looked back to the exodus as 
the time when Israel followed God with bridal devotion and to Mount Sinai 
as the place where the marriage covenant was formed with Israel. Following 
Israel’s adulterous behavior of following other gods and breaking the cove-
nant, her divine husband does not repudiate her, but calls her to return to 
him. He promises to entice Israel back to the wilderness and then, in the days 
to come, to establish a new and everlasting covenant with her. The unfaithful 
wife will be welcomed back and the joys of love renewed forever. 

The Song of Songs, a lyrical masterpiece about the joys of human love, 
was reinterpreted in Israel based on the prophetic words of spousal love. The 
Song came to express God’s passionate love for Israel and the divine nup-
tial. It conveys all the freshness and joy of the couple in the garden of Eden. 
Paradise lost will become paradise regained and perfected without end.

As the prophets anticipate the future messianic age, they join the spousal 
imagery with the familiar biblical stories of the sterile wife who bore children 
through God’s intervention. Jerusalem, who has become barren through con-
quest and exile, will have more children than she can hold. The once-aban-
doned city now includes the nations of the world in God’s family. Far ex-
ceeding any previous expectations, God’s people will include the whole of 
redeemed humanity.

God’s spousal love always elicits hope for a continually better future. With 
undying love, God invites his people to receive a new heart, a new spirit, and 
a new covenant so that they can share a full-hearted bond with God and be-
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4  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

come the new creation God desires for humanity.  God’s steadfast love and 
faithfulness is without end.

Reflection and discussion
•	 What qualities of God’s love are emphasized by the spousal imagery of 

the Old Testament? 

 

•	 How does imagining the covenant as God’s courtship, betrothal, and 
marriage enhance my understanding of the Bible? 

The Wedding Feast of God’s Kingdom Arrives
In the gospels, Jesus describes his ministry as a joyful wedding festival with 
himself as the bridegroom. When he is asked why his disciples do not fast, he 
replies that the wedding guests cannot mourn while the bridegroom is with 
them. Jesus uses the imagery again as he compares God’s kingdom to a marriage 
banquet that a king makes for the marriage of his son. In this parable, Jesus 
again presents himself as the bridegroom and the kingdom as a wedding feast. 

In John’s gospel, John the Baptist is presented as the best man of the wed-
ding, the friend of the bridegroom. The best man in the Jewish wedding pre-
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INTRODUCTION • SESSION 1   5

pares the wedding and conducts the bridegroom to the bride. According to 
the Jewish rabbis, Moses had this role in the spousal union of God and Israel. 
In the period of the church, Paul claims the role of the best man. He tells 
his Corinthian community, “I promised you in marriage to one husband, to 
present you as a chaste virgin to Christ.” As the best man, Paul has the respon-
sibility of preparing the bride and presenting her to the bridegroom. 

Paul’s most essential development of the marriage symbolism is found in 
his letter to the Ephesians. He urges spouses toward the kind of love by which 
Christ loves the church.

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and 
gave himself up for her, in order to make her holy by cleansing 
her with the washing of water by the word, so as to present the 
church to himself in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or 
anything of the kind—yes, so that she may be holy and without 
blemish. (Eph 5:25–27)

Christ’s love is selfless and self-sacrificial. The ritual bath, made on the 
morning of the Jewish wedding, prepares the bride before she is clothed in 
bridal garments. Christ himself prepares the church because the bridegroom 
wishes to carry in his arms a beautiful bride. She is transformed by God’s 
word and clothed in splendid garments, without wrinkle or stain. Paul brings 
together the principal matrimonial themes of Scripture: the gifts of the hus-
band, the anticipation of the wedding, the beauty of the bride and her gar-
ments, and the mutual love of the spouses.

Paul describes Christ’s love for the church as “a great mystery” to which 
Christian marriage must look as its model (Eph 5:32). Spousal love is an 
outward sign of the invisible mystery of Christ’s love for his bride and his 
bride’s love for him. This great mystery rules out any kind of domination or 
chauvinism in marriage. Rather, it points spouses in the direction of the cross. 
The grace of Christian marriage is a fruit of Christ’s cross. He laid down his 
life for his church in order to save her and to be united with her. In return, she 
gives herself back to him as a spouse in response to his love.

For this reason and with this grace, spouses willingly share the sufferings 
of life out of love, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, for 
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6  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

richer or for poorer, for as long as they both shall live. And in the joy of their 
love and family life, spouses in this life experience a foretaste of the eternal 
wedding feast of God’s kingdom.

Reflection and discussion
•	 In what sense is the ministry of Jesus a joyful wedding festival? 

 

•	 How do the spousal images of the New Testament enhance my 
understanding of Jesus and his church? 

 

Spousal Love Reflects the Love of God into the World 
The spousal language that permeates the Bible assures us that we are God’s 
beloved. We are the spouse who calls to Christ, “Come, Lord Jesus,” to make 
our life complete. We are not servants or slaves; we are beloved. We do not 
serve him out of a sense of fear, duty, or guilt. What spouse wishes to be loved 
by one who is motivated by intimidation or obligation? We are beloved. 

We can take the matrimonial language of Scripture and apply it to our own 
individual relationship with God. We can recognize our own experiences in 
those of Israel: in her marriage covenant, then as unfaithful, punished, re-
pentant, purified, pardoned, and called again to union with the bridegroom. 
We can see ourselves with Christ in the position of the bride, loved though 
undeserving, redeemed, and called to happiness in mutual love.
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INTRODUCTION • SESSION 1   7

Christianity’s mystical tradition has applied these matrimonial images from 
the Bible to the quest for loving union between God and the individual soul. 
The mysticism of love and union is a mutual and reciprocal attraction between 
the human person and God. We have a profound need for God, and we expe-
rience a lack of fulfillment until that union is achieved. As St. Augustine wrote, 
“We are made for you, O God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”

The path toward union with God is described by the mystics as a process 
that continually moves a person to a pure love for God. The way of purgation, 
the way of illumination, and the way of union are necessary elements of that 
path. St. John of the Cross and St. Theresa of Ávila distinguish between two 
levels—spiritual betrothal and spiritual marriage—separated by a period of 
waiting and preparation for full union with God. 

St. Bernard of Clairvaux describes this preparation as a process moving 
through a series of stages: first, from a cringing fear of God, such as that of 
slaves who obey the master out of fear of punishment; second, to hopeful obe-
dience to God out of expectation of a reward, such as that of a hired servant; 
third, to the disciplined obedience of a student to a teacher; fourth, to the 
respectful obedience of a child who knows he is an heir; and finally to the full 
loving devotion of a bride to her bridegroom (Sermons on the Song of Songs, 7).

St. Bernard describes this movement toward union with God as refine-
ment of the human reason by the Word and the refinement of the human 
will by the Holy Spirit. The Father then joins human reason and will into a 
perfect soul and “unites it to himself as his glorious bride,” from whom the 
humility of reason has removed all wrinkles and charity of the will has left no 
stain (The Twelve Degrees of Humility and of Pride, 7). “All her being, all her 
hope, is love and love alone. The bride overflows with love, and therewith 
the bridegroom is content. He seeks nothing else from her; she has nothing 
else to give. It is this which makes him the bridegroom and her the bride” 
(Sermons on the Song of Songs, 83).

While this application of mystical and matrimonial symbolism to individ-
ual lives can be profitable for spiritual growth, it often fails to express the full 
richness of the biblical images. Rather, the married couple, living out their 
mutual love for one another in all its fullness, expresses for us, most clear-
ly and completely, the love between Christ and his church. The love within 
Christian marriage is a living icon of Christ’s spousal love for us. The biblical 
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8  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

symbol must maintain its concreteness in the visible world of human love 
and marriage to maintain its transforming power. 

Just as our understanding of baptismal symbolism is diminished if we lose 
touch with the life-giving effects of flowing water, and eucharistic symbol-
ism is diminished if we lose touch with the bonding effects of family meals, 
the Bible’s matrimonial symbolism loses its richness if it is detached from 
the context of human commitment and marriage. A biblical or sacramental 
symbol reveals and makes present what it symbolizes. The symbol or icon of 
a life-giving marriage evokes God’s faithful love for his people and invites our 
joyful response. 

God reveals the qualities of his love for us in and through the experience 
of spousal love, that exclusive love of spouses for one another with all of its 
passionate power. This is a love that desires intimacy and union with the oth-
er, a love that leads to the highest degree of self-commitment to the other. 
This love sets aside selfish desires and plants the interests of the other in the 
center of one’s being. Any attempt to claim that this relationship is transitory 
is rejected as intolerable, and mutual fidelity becomes an imperative. Sacrifice 
and self-giving for the other are experienced not as an obligation but as a 
joyful means to express one’s love and to deepen that love for the other.	

The implications for the church in calling herself the bride of Christ are 
as numerous as in married life for spouses. From its harsh challenges to its 
ecstatic joys, matrimonial love expresses in a fresh and exhilarating way the 
reality of Christ’s church. The love of Christ desires this total union, recipro-
cal and definitive, with his church. The church belongs to Christ, who gave 
himself completely for her. She has a unique and exclusive relationship with 
her bridegroom. She was chosen by Christ, and she has accepted that choice. 
She is clothed in garments that express to the world her relationship with 
Christ. She has been given gifts to which she must respond, and she longs 
for the day when her joy will be complete. Christ’s bride, the church, lives in 
hope for that day in which her life and love will be so glorified as to share in 
perfect mutuality that love with which she is even now loved.
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INTRODUCTION • SESSION 1   9

Reflection and discussion
•	 In what sense is Christian marriage an icon of Christ’s spousal love for 

us?

•	 How might a study of God’s spousal love enhance my understanding  
of Christian marriage?

Prayer
God of faithful love, who has made Christian marriage as a living icon of your 
love for us and established the new covenant as the spousal bond of your Son  
with his church, shower me with your grace as I begin this study of your 
Scriptures. Let your holy word transform my mind and my heart so that I  
may respond more fully to the marriage festival of your kingdom. Send your  
Holy Spirit upon me to guide, encourage, and enlighten me as I contemplate  
your inspired word.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FACILITATORS, GROUP SESSION 1

1.	 If the group is meeting for the first time, or if there are newcomers  
joining the group, it is helpful to provide nametags.

2.	 Distribute the books to the members of the group.

3. 	You may want to ask the participants to introduce themselves  
and tell the group a bit about themselves.

4)	Ask one or more of these introductory questions:
•	 What drew you to join this group?
•	 What is your biggest fear in beginning this Bible study?
•	 How is beginning this study like a “threshold” for you?

5.	 You may want to pray this prayer as a group:

	 Come upon us, Holy Spirit, to enlighten and guide us as we begin this study  
of spousal love. You inspired the biblical authors to express this love as  
manifested to the people of Israel and most fully in the life of Jesus. Motivate 
us each day to read the Scriptures and deepen our understanding and love for 
these sacred texts. Bless us during this session and throughout the coming week 
with the fire of your love.

6.	 Read the Introduction aloud, pausing at each question for discussion. 
Group members may wish to write the insights of the group as each 
question is discussed. Encourage several members of the group to 
respond to each question.

7.	 Don’t feel compelled to finish the complete Introduction during the 
session. It is better to allow sufficient time to talk about the questions 
raised than to rush to the end. Group members may read any remaining 
sections on their own after the group meeting.

8.	 Instruct group members to read the first six lessons on their own during the 
six days before the next group meeting. They should write out their own 
answers to the questions as preparation for next week’s group discussion.

9. 	Fill in the date for each group meeting under “Schedule for Group Study.”

10. Conclude by praying aloud together the prayer at the end of the Introduction.
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11

SESSION 2LESSON 1

Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother  
and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. GEN 2:24 

Woman Formed from  
the Side of the Man

GENESIS 2:18–25  18Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should 
be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner.” 19So out of the ground the Lord 
God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to 
the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living 
creature, that was its name. 20The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds 
of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the man there was not found a 
helper as his partner.

21So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; 
then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh.22And the rib that 
the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to 
the man. 23Then the man said, 

“This at last is bone of my bones 
   and flesh of my flesh;
this one shall be called Woman,
   for out of Man this one was taken.”
 24Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and 

they become one flesh. 25And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not 
ashamed.
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12  GOD’S SPOUSAL LOVE

T his narrative of humanity’s creation in paradise is told in figurative 
language and images to express the great truths about the human 
race. The man and woman are God’s ideal for humanity, created and 

desired by God, separate from the compromising reality of sin. So, after creat-
ing the various elements of the world, God declared that it is “good,” and after 
completing creation, God saw that it is “very good.” But then, in striking con-
trast, God recognized that it is “not good” that the man should be alone. After 
identifying this serious exception in God’s otherwise ideal environment, God 
declared that companionship is vital for human thriving.

After God formed the various animals and presented them to the man 
to examine and name, the man realized that no other creature in the garden 
fully shared his own nature. So God resolved to make “a helper as his part-
ner” (verses 18, 20). The Hebrew word for “helper” refers to one who assists 
another. The need for a “helper” implies some type of limitation. It does not 
suggest that the helper is in any way inferior to the one needing help. In fact, 
often the helper is superior, as verified by multiple references in Scripture to 
God as the “helper” of Israel.

The kind of helper and partner needed by the man is one who is of the 
same essence as the man and who is on the same level. This helping partner 
will not only contribute distinctively to his life but also provide enriching 
companionship. God will provide for the man a partner on whom he can 
pour out the passion that God has put within his heart.

The narrative of woman’s creation states that “God caused a deep sleep 
to come upon the man,” and God took one of the ribs of the man and made 
it into a woman (verses 21–22). Then, like a father of the bride, God leads 
the woman to the man. The vocabulary stresses that the woman was made of 
the same substance as the man and according to the same model as the man. 
Thus, she forms his ideal helper, counterpart, and intimate companion.

The first human words spoken in the Bible are a poem in praise of 
“Woman” (verse 23). The man exclaims that she is of the same bone and flesh 
as himself. The lyrical verse speaks of that nearly universal human experience 
of finding another person with whom one shares such an intense intimacy 
that it feels as if a lost or unknown part of oneself is being discovered. Here is 
companionship without superior and inferior, partnership with mutual trust 
and respect for one another.
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