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F O U R S T U D I E S T O H E L P U N D E R S TA N D
G O D ’ S P L A N F O R T H E N AT I O N S

INTRODUCTION
At the start of the Bible we read that
God created Adam and Eve to ‘fill the
earth and subdue it’. At the end of the
Bible we see a gathering of all God’s
people united around the throne.
Between the beginning and the end,
we read how nations came into being
and then how God gathers those
nations to Himself.
These four studies help us understand
God’s plan for the nations and how we
are to be involved with Him to bring about
His purposes. They will look at:
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“

THE STUDIES CAN BE
USED BY INDIVIDUALS,
SMALL GROUPS, OR
EVEN AS AN OUTLINE
FOR A SERMON SERIES.

The studies can be used by individuals,
small groups, or even as an outline for a
sermon series.
Each begins with an ‘opener’ to get people
talking. There is then an interactive Bible study
followed by some suggestions, called ‘Extra
Time’, which can either be used
in the group or as further material afterwards.
Each study is followed with some questions
for reflection to help apply and pray through
the themes and passages.
There is also some information defining
some of the terms often used when talking
about mission, along with information that
should help you get a better grasp of what
is happening in some parts of the world.
After the fourth study there are some
‘Notes for Leaders’ to help someone leading
a small group.
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1

THE FOUNDATION
OF THE NATIONS

OPENER
As a group, How many languages
can you say ‘hello’ in?

However, as we look closely, we see
that chapter 10:1-11:9 is a clear single
section. Chapter 10 describes what
happened and chapter 11 explains why
it happened.

The world comprises many thousands
of ‘nations’ (or ‘peoples’ as they are
sometimes called). Some have fewer
than 1,000 people, like the Arem people
of Vietnam; others, like the Bangladeshi
Shaikh people, have populations greater
than 100 million. Each nation is to be
reached with the Good News.

REFLECTION
What do you think the separation
of people from each other means
for things like the United Nations?
How does our failure to obtain world
peace humble us? What do you
think this means we should most
be praying for the nations
of the world?

WHAT IT MEANS
‘NATIONS’

GENESIS 10:1-11:9
After the story of Noah and the flood,
the Bible starts to mention nations
and languages. The separation of
people into nations and languages is told
in Genesis chapters 10 and 11. These
chapters might, at first reading, appear
to contradict each other as chapter 10
speaks of different people having different
languages, living in different territories or
nations and chapter 11 opens by saying
that the ‘whole world had one language’.

DID YOU KNOW?

What are the common themes in chapter
10 that are told in each of the genealogies
of Noah’s sons?
Did you spot any significant differences?
How is the world different at the
end of the chapter?

When the Bible speaks of ‘nations’
it is not normally referring to United
Nations sovereign countries but
to the many different groups of
people separated by history,
culture and language, who make
up those countries and often spill
across borders.

In chapter 11:1-9:
What was the sin of the people?
Why is making a name for yourself
such a bad thing?

TIME OUT NON-RELIGIOUS PEOPLES

What was the resulting judgement?
What are the significant implications for
humanity as a result of this judgement?

EXTRA-TIME
The judgement of God in confusing language and scattering people over the earth is
the separation of peoples from each other. Humans were separated from God, by being
cast out from the place where He dwelt (Eden). Humans have now been separated
from each other, by being scattered from each other. What do you think the reversal
of this judgement will look like? You might like to look up Ephesians 1:10.
You might also like to look up Acts 17:26-28. What is Paul saying about peoples
and nations? How is this consistent with what we learnt in Genesis? What was
the purpose, according to Paul, of God placing people where they are?

“

PRAY FOR SHANGHAI’S URBAN
POOR, HOMELESS, MIGRANT
FAMILIES AND MANY ORPHANS.

With 24 million people, Shanghai
is China’s largest city. Many are
raised as atheists. The city also
hosts some of the unreached
peoples who migrate from
rural areas for jobs, often
as construction and service
workers. Pray for Shanghai’s
urban poor, homeless, migrant
families and many orphans. May
they quickly be introduced to the
Good News. Ask for widespread
repentance. Pray for mature,
disciple-making believers to build
gospel-sharing relationships with
those around them.
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2

PROMISES ABOUT
THE NATIONS

OPENER
Eleven countries in the world begin
with the letter ‘A’. Do you think you
could name them all?

These are ‘unconditional promises’.
Notice how often God says ‘I will’.
List the promises that God is making to
Abram. In what ways will this reverse the
judgements of Genesis 3 and Genesis 11:8?
What response do the nations need to make
to be part of the blessing? (Compare the
different responses to Abram in chapter
14:18-24).

Globally, there are thousands of nations
with no gospel witness whatsoever and
thousands more that have barely been
touched. The magnitude of lostness is
staggering. Around 3 billion people live
where there is little or no opportunity to
hear the gospel.

WHAT IT MEANS
‘REACHED PEOPLES’

GENESIS 12:1-7
Genesis 10 and 11 provide lists of
Shem’s descendants. We are then
introduced to Abram, whose wife Sarai
‘was barren and had no children’.
It seems a ‘dead end’ lineage. Yet it
is to this couple that the Lord makes
extraordinary promises (that will take
a miracle of resurrection to fulfil).

DID YOU KNOW?

Abram’s family become the Hebrews (or
Israelites). His son, Ishmael, becomes the
father of Arab peoples, and another son,
Midian, forms his own nation. Abram’s
grandson, Esau, became the father
of the Edomites. Later, the Israelites
are rescued from slavery in Egypt.
They come to Mount Sinai.
Read Exodus 19:3-7.
What blessings does Israel receive?
What response does the Lord expect
Israel to make?

1 Peter 2:9-12 uses the language of
Exodus and Deuteronomy and says
that the church is now the ‘holy
nation’. What does this mean for us
as individuals and as a church?
In what ways are we to be different
from the world? Spend time praying
that we would live ‘good lives’
(1 Peter 2:12).

Churches in a people group need
to be able to evangelize, disciple,
plant churches and train leaders.
When there are sufficient numbers of
local believers able to do this, without
outside assistance, then a group is
considered reached. Have a look at
www.joshuaproject.net to see how many
reached peoples are in your own country.

TIME OUT TRIBAL PEOPLES

What is the purpose of the priest?
Look up Deuteronomy 4:5-8.
What impact was the nation Israel meant
to have on the nations around them?

EXTRA-TIME
The way in which Israel would be the holy nation, different to the other nations,
is spelled out in places like Leviticus 11-15 and Leviticus 17-25. Look through these
chapters and see the ways this difference should be shown.
The promises the Lord has made about the nations are constantly repeated through
the Old Testament. You might like to look at Psalm 72, and notice that blessing will
come through a great king and thus Genesis 12 will be fulfilled (see v17). Or look at
Psalm 67. What was Israel’s role?

REFLECTION

“

Spells, rites and sacrifices are
used to manipulate the power
of evil spirits at every point of
a tribal person’s life – from birth
to death, buying and selling,
travelling and farming. This is a
frightening world. Ask for God’s
sovereign power for missionaries
you know. May He make Himself
known as full of mercy, grace
and love, counteracting tribal
belief in fearful spirits determined
to do harm.

ASK FOR GOD’S SOVEREIGN
POWER FOR MISSIONARIES
YOU KNOW.
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WELCOMING IN
THE NATIONS

OPENER
Are there people in your area who are
from different ethnic backgrounds to you?
What languages do they speak? What
brought them to your part of the world?

EXODUS 12:43-49
We are beginning to see that mission to
other nations flows from the storyline of
the Bible. The Lord has promised to bless
all nations, undoing the effect of being
separated from God and from each other.
In the Old Testament this would be done
by Israel living in an attractive, holy way,
showing the nations how good God is.
a) In Exodus 12:43-49, notice the
expectations the Lord has about Israel
and foreigners at the Passover meal.

c) Read Daniel 4. God’s people have been
exiled in Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar has
heard the gospel of God’s kingdom (see
earlier in Daniel 2:36-45).
How was Nebuchadnezzar living towards
God in chapter 4?
What does God warn if he continues
in rebellion?
How does Nebuchadnezzar respond to
the dream and what happens to him?

b) Read Joshua 2.

How does this change him?

What do you think of Rahab’s explanation
of her actions when the Hebrewspies come
to Jericho?

The Israelite, Daniel, witnesses to a pagan
king who is converted and then gives
testimony to the whole world!

What does Hebrews 11 call this?
What is she promised for this faith?
Rahab is spared destruction when Jericho
falls, and she becomes part of Israel. In fact,
she becomes part of the royal line in Israel
and an ancestor of Jesus!

DID YOU KNOW?
Migration is increasing ethnic and religious
diversity across the world. Some unreached
peoples live right beside us. They are
work colleagues and neighbours,
school friends and shop owners.
The United Kingdom is home to more than
30 different people groups with their own
cultures and languages that are considered
unreached. Have you ever thought missions
was for someone else to do?

How good are you at making
friends with people from other
ethnic backgrounds?
What has helped you? What has
made it harder?
As a result of these Bible studies,
what will you do to find ways to
share the gospel with them?

WHAT IT MEANS
‘UNREACHED PEOPLES’
Those with no witnessing community
within their people group or where
they live. In most instances there
is no church, no Bible, and no way
of hearing the Good News in a way
they can meaningfully understand.

TIME OUT MUSLIM PEOPLES

Israel was not always a good witness
to the nations. Read Isaiah 52:5.
The cause of the exile is explained.
What has happened to the nations and
to Israel?

EXTRA-TIME
Can you think of others who were not Israelites by birth but became part of God’s
people? What can we learn from those stories about how God’s blessing comes
to them?

REFLECTION

“

PRAY FOR CHRISTIANS YOU
KNOW WHO HAVE DAILY
CONTACT WITH MUSLIMS

The world’s 1.6 billion Muslims
attempt to outweigh their
bad works with good works.
It has always been an enormous
burden and the reason they lack
assurance for eternity. Pray for
Christians you know who have
daily contact with Muslims at
work or in their neighbourhood.
May their lives reflect Jesus in
such a way that it draws Muslims
to ask what makes them different
from those who don’t follow
Jesus. Pray for boldness to
share the Good News.
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GOING OUT TO
THE NATIONS

OPENER
Do you know the names of all the missionaries
that your church supports, what they are
doing and where they live? Why does your
church support these particular missionaries?

a) Read Matthew 8:5-13.
What might surprise us about the one who
approached Jesus?
What does Jesus commend, promise and warn?
Jesus clearly believes the plan of God
to bring in Gentiles will be fulfilled.
b) Read Matthew 28:16-20.
Our English word ‘ethnic’ comes from
the same word Jesus uses for ‘nations’,
reminding us of the many different
backgrounds, cultures and languages of those
He commands us to witness to.
What is the commission itself and
what help is promised to all disciples?
c) Read Acts 2:5-6. The Spirit comes on
Jews who have gathered from all nations.
What happens when the Spirit comes?
What is the outcome of the sermon Peter then
preaches about Jesus?
d) Read Acts 10; 11:1-3; 11:17-18
where Peter meets Cornelius, a Gentile.
What is the significance of the vision that
Peter sees?
Why did the Jews stop rebuking Peter after
chapter 11:17-18?

How can you be involved in praying
and giving for people in different
parts of the world to hear the gospel?
What could you do to find out what
you can pray for people of every nation
tribe and tongue?

DID YOU KNOW?

MATTHEW 8:5-13
As we move through the Bible, we see
how the promises to Abraham are finally
fulfilled. From Matthew 4:12, Jesus first
preaches in the land of the Gentiles.

REFLECTION

The implication is that the promises to the
nations will be fulfilled by the gospel being
preached to them.
e) Read Ephesians 2:11-20.
What has God done through Jesus?
How has He done this and what are the
implications for those of us who are Gentiles?
f) Read Revelation 7: 9-10.
In John’s vision of the last day, where will
the people be from and what will they be
doing together?
How does this relate to our previous studies,
beginning with Genesis 11?

Most Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus
do not personally know a Christian and
live where they couldn’t find a Christian
even if they wanted to. It means entire
cultures are missing out on the honour
of worshipping Jesus. At present,
the overwhelming majority of
missionaries work where the church
is already established rather than
among unreached peoples.

Among the many unreached
peoples, some groups have no
missionary work among them at
all. These 200 million or so people,
mostly from smaller tribes, are
regarded as ‘unengaged’. Not only
are they spiritually lost but no one has
even committed to bringing the gospel
to them.

TIME OUT HINDU PEOPLES

EXTRA-TIME
It is sometimes argued that going
to the nations is only for the ‘trained
professional missionary’. Read Acts
8:1 Who was left in Jerusalem after the
persecution? Who was scattered into
other places? According to v4 what
did those scattered do? What are the
implications of that for our ‘mission
commitment’?
Read through the first five chapters
of Matthew. Notice how many times
blessing comes to non-Jews.

WHAT IT MEANS
‘UNENGAGED PEOPLES’

“

A billion Hindus worship more
than 300 million gods. Ask
for God’s mercy among the
millions of Indians searching
for forgiveness. Pray for local
evangelists to be brave and
faithful where there is acute
opposition. Ask that God’s
Word would bring truth
and understanding where
there is none. Remember
the many Hindus in our own
communities.

ASK FOR GOD’S MERCY AMONG
THE MILLIONS OF INDIANS
SEARCHING FOR FORGIVENESS.
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SOME NOTES FOR LEADERS
STUDY 1

STUDY 2

STUDY 3

STUDY 4

The aim of this study is to see how
‘nations’ have come into being. They were
not part of the original creation. In Genesis
10 we see the development of nations from
Noah’s three sons. We see repetition of words
like language, clans, suggesting people
groups with different languages that may be
part of a single geographical nation.

The aim of this study is to show that God
will undo the ‘judgements’ on mankind
from the fall and after the tower of Babel.
The promises to Abram are ‘blessing’, the
opposite of judgement. The blessing will come
to all the ‘scattered’ nations.

The aim of this study is to show that
people from other nations were able
to become part of God’s people. The
Passover remembrance instructions show
that (Ex. 12). We see examples, like Rahab
who see that the ‘future’ lies with God’s
people and so she pleads to join Israel.
The New Testament commends her faith.

The aim of this study is to see that
the coming of Jesus sees the promise
to Abraham, blessing to the nations,
take a massive move forward. The
early chapters of Matthew’s gospel (the
genealogy, the Magi visiting Jesus, Jesus
preaching in Galilee, the healing of the
centurion’s servant) show that the coming
of Jesus is blessing for nations.

In Noah’s case, his descendants occupy the
whole of the known earth. There are 70 nations.
It is likely that when Jesus sends out the 70 in
Luke 10 that there are echoes of Genesis 10.
The gospel message is for all nations.

However, people must respond to this promise
and ‘bless’ Abram. Melchizedek (in contrast
to the King of Sodom) does that in chapter 14.
He comes into the blessing of Abram. Abram
is a shadow of Jesus. People come into the
blessing of these promises by responding
to Jesus in repentance and faith.

The idea that mankind is being scattered is
also repeated. However, there are differences
between the description of each of Noah’s
sons. The Japhethities are ‘maritime people’.
This shows that the nations are spreading
across the whole world, not just the land mass
on which the ark came to rest.

Don’t get bogged down with Melchizedek’s
role as a priest. The thing to notice is
the different responses from the King
of Sodom and the King of Salem. The
former wants to manipulate Abram but
Melchizedek blesses him, and so comes
into blessing from Abram.

Chapter 11 is a crucial chapter. It shows
that God will not allow humankind to unite
if in rebellion against Him. The confusion
of language and the scattering over the world
is a judgement that means mankind can never
unite unless God brings people together.

Abram’s family become Israel. She is
chosen, Exodus 19, with the role of being
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
She is to show the world what the Lord is like
and attract people to him. Places like Leviticus
11-15 show in practical detail how Israel was
to live. She was to be different to the world
around her.

The reversal of the judgement is the gathering
together of all nations under Jesus as head.
He will do this only through the gospel as
people unite under Jesus. Ephesians 2:11-22 is
a good place to see the re-uniting of people
under the gospel of Jesus. It will never be
done through the UN or the Olympic movement!
God places people into nations so that we
might seek Him. Being separated from each
other and unable to live with each other ought
to make us ask ‘what’s gone wrong’?

The New Testament uses the same phrases
of the church today. We are now a royal
priesthood (1 Peter 2:9, Revelation 1:6).
It is our job to bear witness to the world.
Our role as the ‘royal priesthood’ is a
massive motivation for mission. The world
ought to see us and hear from us in ways
that will draw them to worship the Lord.
What a privilege!

Israel was exiled because she was
disobedient. Indeed her sin, instead of
drawing people to the Lord, caused nations
to blaspheme God. Paul quotes Isaiah 52:6
in Romans 2:24 to show Israel’s failure.
However God is so amazing that even when
in judgement of exile, God uses faithful
men, like Daniel, witnessing to a pagan
king, Nebuchadnezzar. The Lord uses his
faithfulness to God’s word (Daniel 1) to give
him opportunity to speak the gospel to the
King. (In Daniel 2, Daniel tells the king that
God’s kingdom will come and will be
eternal, 2:44).
The New Testament says that the gospel
is about the ‘kingdom of God being at
hand’, Mark 1:14). Daniel 4 ends with
the King converted, and then him writing
his testimony to all nations. God’s plan of
blessing to the nations is being fulfilled even
as He brings judgement on His people!

The great commission in Matthew 28
involves us all in taking the gospel to the
world. We are all to find ways in which
to ‘go’. The coming of the Spirit sees
‘all nations’ gather in Jerusalem and hear
the gospel in their own language.
The early church needed to learn (Acts
10-11) that the gospel really was for
non-Jews too. Peter learns all foods are
clean – meaning Jews can now eat with
Cornelius, a Gentile. He now understands
that the gospel is for Gentiles as well as
Jews. The Gentiles then have a similar
‘Pentecost’ as Jews had experienced,
confirming the Lord has granted Gentiles
life, Acts 11:17-18.
In heaven we will finally see Genesis 11
reversed; there will be people from all
nations gathered around the throne!

Notice what Nebuchadnezzar says about
God in v34-37, and what he does, v1-3.
If you are stuck for other examples of
non-Israelites becoming part of God’s
family, read the story of Ruth, or Tamar
in Genesis 38. Both these women are also
included in the genealogy of Jesus.
You could read too about what happened to
the Queen of Sheba; or to Naaman; or to the
Ninevites after Jonah preached to them.
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NOTES
–
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“

We may fail in our faithfulness, but God will not
fail in his mission. Christ will have the nations for
his inheritance...Christ will not lose any of those
whom the Father has given him, and God has
chosen to use us—in countless local churches—
as the agents of his gospel triumph.
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