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INTRODUCTION

Welcome!
We are so glad that you’ve decided to join a Launch group and go 
through this curriculum with us. This series is titled “Launch” because we 
see it as the launching of an adventure in knowing more about God. Our 
hope is that you will find a warm community and safe atmosphere for 
learning and asking the questions you have about faith in Jesus. 

This curriculum was designed with three types of people in 
mind:
•	 Explorers	-	those	who	don’t	know	what	they	believe,	but	are	curious	

about Jesus and Christianity;
•	 New	Believers	-	those	who	are	new	to	the	Christian	faith	and	want	to	

know more; and
•	 Returners	-	those	who	are	believers	in	Jesus,	but	want	to	return	to	
“basics”	of	Christianity,	to	re-familiarize	themselves	and	re-inspire	
their faith.

If you fit into one of these three categories, this curriculum is for you, 
and	we	are	excited	to	join	you	on	this	journey!

How to Get the Most out of this Curriculum
Each week there will be advance reading from the curriculum, followed 
by	3-4	questions	at	the	end	of	each	section.	The	readings	are	short;	the	
questions are designed to invite us to interact with the information and 
wrestle with it at a deeper level; and there is a blank page at the end of 
each section with room for notes and questions. To get the most out of 
this curriculum, we suggest that you:

•	 Read	carefully	and	thoughtfully.	Last-minute	cramming	happens,	but	
you will get more out of this curriculum if you take the time to read 
a little bit each day and underline what jumps out at you and/or take 
note of the things that you find confusing;
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•	 Answer	the	questions	carefully	and	thoughtfully;
•	 Write	down	any	and	all	questions	in	the	space	provided	at	the	end	of	

each section. Launch groups are for questions, and there is no such 
thing as a silly question. This doesn’t mean we’ll have all the answers, 
but the conversation we have about your question may help the 
person	next	to	you	when	we	meet!

•	 Commit	to	coming.	Simple,	but	important.	Our	session	is	less	than	
three months, and only once per week. Your absence will be felt by 
your small group, so consider them on those nights when you feel 
tired.	Come	anyway	—	you’ll	be	happy	you	did!

 
What to Expect from the Groups
The curriculum is designed to be a catalyst for our conversations when 
we meet together. As such, we will gather as a large group for a short 
teaching, and then break into smaller groups for conversation about 
the material. You will be assigned to a small group and stick with this 
group for the term. Our goal is that these small groups would function 
as a helpful and supportive community as we go forward together in 
learning. Hopefully, each group will find time to grab dinner together 
before Launch nights, or otherwise find time to get to know each other 
outside	of	the	group!

We are looking forward to lots of interesting conversation, learning, 
growing,	and	having	FUN	together!	



✦
 LI

VI

NG W
ATER ✦ REFUGE ✦ LAMB OF GOD ✦

  

NG
WWW BMBMMBML M
WAW

MMMMMMMLAMAALTT
✦

T LA✦ER GUG LUGR GE GER AE
UGUGRE U✦ ER✦ R U✦ EGGGUR EUGGEGFRR F

F
AMAMAMBBAR GU LUF GGGGUF EUG

VI

NG
WAWAW

TATA ER ✦ GE ✦
MBOFGOG

WWWAW
TERRR ✦

Week Two
WHO IS JESUS?

Christianity is defined by the person and work of Jesus. —But what 
does that mean? Christians believe that Jesus IS a person and IS God 
based on what the Bible teaches and the work we have seen him do in 
the lives of believers. While we can spend our lives seeking to know him, 
the Bible offers us a wealth of information that is the foundation of our 
understanding. 

Some	of	these	answers	will	be	more	fully	explained	in	the	upcoming	
chapters on the Bible, but here are some key characteristics of Jesus we 
find in scripture:

If Christianity is faith in the person and work of Jesus, what does that 
mean? Who is Jesus, and why is he so central to all that Christians 
believe? How is it possible that God the Father and Jesus the Son 
are One? Why did he have to die? While these questions might seem 
overwhelming, Scripture has answers for all of them. Some of these 
answers	will	be	more	fully	explained	in	the	upcoming	chapters	on	the	
Bible,	but	let’s	look	at	a	few	of	the	explanatory	Scriptures	here.	

Jesus is Fully God
John	1:1-3	says,	“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made 
through him, and without him nothing was made that was made.”  In this verse 
“The Word”, “He”, and “him” all refer to the person of Jesus (that will 
become	clear	when	we	read	John	1:14	in	the	next	paragraph).	Read	
John	1:1-3	again,	this	time	substituting	the	name	“Jesus”	in	place	of	“the	
Word”, “He”, and “him”. With this understanding we can conclude that 
Jesus	existed	before	the	creation	of	the	world,	in	relationship	with	God.	
Basically, Jesus was in the company of God, together with God and one 
with God, before the world was made. He was an agent of creation 
(all things were made through him), and everything he was and is, is 
inseparable from God.
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Jesus was Fully Human
John 1:14 says, “So the Word became human and made his home among us. He 
was full of unfailing love and faithfulness. And we have seen his glory, the glory of 
the Father’s one and only Son.” 

Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a 
woman, subject to the law.”

God became one of us, lived among us, was tempted as we are, and 
experienced	suffering	as	we	do	—	a	truth	that	cannot	be	claimed	by	any	
other religion.
 
He Came To Us
Why	Jesus	came	to	us	is	more	fully	explained	in	later	chapters,	but	
pastor Tim Keller, in an article about the importance of Christmas, has 
this to say about the effect of Jesus coming to us:

“If Jesus Christ is actually God come in the flesh, you’re going to know much 
more about God. You’re seeing him weep.  You’re seeing him upset. You’re seeing 
him cast down. You’re seeing him exalted. If Jesus is who He says He is, we 
have a 500-page autobiography from God, in a sense. And our understanding 
will be vastly more personal and specific than any philosophy or religion 
could give us. Look at what God has done to get you to know him personally. 
If the Son would come all this way to become a real person to you, don’t 
you think the Holy Spirit will do anything in his power to make Jesus a 
real person to you in your heart? Christmas is an invitation to know Christ 
personally. Christmas is an invitation by God to say: Look what I’ve done to 
come near to you. Now draw near to Me. I don’t want to be a concept; I want 
to be a friend.” 1

Jesus Remains With Us Through His Holy Spirit
Just as we see God as Father, and Son Jesus, there is a third member of 
this	three-part	God	—	the	Holy	Spirit.	When	Jesus	was	preparing	to	
leave	the	Earth	at	the	end	of	his	ministry	here,	he	said	an	amazing	thing	
to his followers: “I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; for 
if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send 
him to you” (John 16:7). This “Helper” is the Holy 

1 “Why Christmas Matters,” by Tim Keller Relevant Magazine
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Spirit. When a person begins a new life by believing in and submitting to 
Jesus Christ, God comes to live in that person through the Holy Spirit. 

But what does that mean? 

A primary role of the Holy Spirit is that He “bears witness" to Jesus. 
He acts as a Christian’s teacher by telling our hearts the truth of Jesus 
Christ. Jesus told his disciples…

"The Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He 
will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to 
you." John 14:26

"When He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; 
for He will not speak on his own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will 
speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come." John 16:13

In a way that we cannot do on our own, the Holy Spirit will build into 
our lives love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness	and	self-control.	This	is	why	Scripture	tells	us	to	“walk in 
the Spirit” and be “filled with the Spirit.”  The Holy Spirit also empowers 
Christians to serve in ways that stretch beyond our own talents and 
resources.	The	Holy	Spirit	also	performs	a	function	for	non-Christians	as	
well. He convicts people's hearts of God's truth concerning our own sin, 
and our need for God’s love and forgiveness. 

Jesus Is The Only Way To God
A sticking point for some is the Christian claim that there is only one 
way to God, and it is through belief in his Son, Jesus. Part of human 
nature is wanting all of our options open, but Jesus is clear:

•		 John	14:6,	“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me.” 

•		 John	6:29,	“This is the only work God wants from you: Believe in the one he 
has sent.”

•		 John	11:25-26,	“I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in 
me will live, even after dying. Everyone who lives in me and believes in me will 
never ever die.” 
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•		 Acts	4:12,	“Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

 
In his book Radical, pastor and author David Platt tells the story of 
a conversation he had with two religious leaders in Indonesia – one 
Buddhist and one Muslim. The two leaders were discussing how all 
religions	are	basically	the	same	with	the	exception	of	some	minor	issues.	
Platt says:

“I listened for a while, and then they asked me what I thought. 
I said, ‘It sounds as though you both picture God (or whatever you call god) 
at the top of a mountain. It seems as if you believe that we are all at the 
bottom of the mountain, and I may take one route up the mountain, and you 
may take another, and in the end, we will all end up in the same place.’
They smiled as I spoke. Happily, they replied, ‘Exactly! You understand!’
Then I leaned in and said, ‘Now let me ask you a question. What would you 
think if I told you that the God at the top of the mountain actually came 
down to where we are? What would you think if I told you that God doesn’t 
wait for people to find their way to him, but instead he comes to us?’
They thought for a moment and then responded, ‘That would be great.’
I replied, ‘Let me introduce you to Jesus.’” 2

Our salvation (or rescue) is utterly contingent on our belief that Jesus 
is the only Son of God, come to save us. Some may chafe at what they 
think is the restrictive nature of this, but the grace and love that caused 
God to come down from heaven to raise us up to himself is a mystery 
worth embracing, and the truth upon which our faith rests.
 
Jesus Died For Us And Was Raised Again
Everything that Christians believe is rooted in the death and resurrection 
of Jesus. Without these events, Jesus would have simply been a good 
man and a good teacher. But the whole purpose of why he came 
(our adoption as children in God’s family, the promised Holy Spirit, 
reconciliation with God), is centered right here in an event prophesied 
(predicted) throughout the Old Testament.

 

2 Radical, by David Platt, Multnomah Press, 2010, p. 33
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1	Corinthians	15:13-22	says	it	best:

For if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised 
either. And if Christ has not been raised, then all our preaching is useless, 
and your faith is useless. And we apostles would all be lying about God—for 
we have said that God raised Christ from the grave. But that can’t be true 
if there is no resurrection of the dead. And if there is no resurrection of the 
dead, then Christ has not been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, then 
your faith is useless and you are still guilty of your sins. In that case, all who 
have died believing in Christ are lost! And if our hope in Christ is only for 
this life, we are more to be pitied than anyone in the world.
But in fact, Christ has been raised from the dead. He is the first of a great 
harvest of all who have died. So, you see, just as death came into the world 
through a man, now the resurrection from the dead has begun through 
another man. Just as everyone dies because we all belong to Adam, everyone 
who belongs to Christ will be given new life.

 
So, who is Jesus? He entered the world at a certain time, and a particular 
place. Famous author C.S. Lewis said a man making the kinds of claims 
Jesus made could only have been one of four things: a legend, a liar, a 
lunatic—or Lord and God. There is so much historical and archeological 
evidence	to	support	his	existence	that	every	reputable	historian	agrees	
he was not just a legend. If Jesus were a liar, why would he die for his 
claim3 when he could easily have avoided such a cruel death with a few 
choice words? And, if he were a lunatic, how did he engage in intelligent 
debates with his opponents or handle the stress of his betrayal and 
crucifixion	while	continuing	to	show	a	deep	love	for	his	antagonists?	
Jesus said he was Lord and God, and tens of millions of people around 
the world would attest to the transforming truth of that claim in their 
own lives.
 
 
 
 

3 The claim is that he was the Son of God, sent to take on the penalty of our sins, 

so that we could be restored to relationship to God.
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CONSIDER…
 
1. What have you been taught about Jesus up to this point in your life? 

2. How does Jesus being completely God change (or not change) the 
way you feel about him?

 
 

 

3. How does Jesus being completely human change (or not change) the 
way you feel about him?

 
 
4. What questions do you have about why Jesus had to die for our sins?

Alpha Episode 2: Who Is Jesus?
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NOTES:
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Week Three
CONVERSION

The	meaning	of	the	word	“conversion”	explains	the	radical	nature	of	
what happens to us spiritually when we turn from an old way of life to 
a new life in Christ. The dictionary defines “conversion” as: “something 
that is changed from one use, function, or purpose to another.” The Bible 
tells us that when we surrender our lives to Christ, we are literally a 
“new creation,” with a new purpose and function in life.

But conversion is a tricky subject.

Some people are born into a Christian home and literally can’t 
remember a moment or single decisive action that brought them to 
faith, while others have a day and time they can point to regarding their 
conversion.	Some	experience	conversion	as	a	thoughtful	intellectual	
decision;	and	others	as	an	overpowering	and	emotional	experience.	
We’re all different.

For instance, in reading the gospels could we figure out the moment 
when Peter (one of Jesus’ disciples) was converted? Was it when he 
started	following	Jesus?	When	he	realized	Jesus	was	the	Messiah?	When	
he was sent out to preach and heal? When Jesus forgave him for denying 
him?	It	isn’t	clear.	Like	Peter,	most	believers	experience	a	handful	of	
spiritual turning points in their lives. Some, however, do seem to have 
near-instantaneous	conversions.	

So, what is conversion then?

Gordon Smith, in his book, Beginning Well, has described conversion as 
the response people make “to the invitation, love, and work of God in Christ.” 
It might be a very quick response, or it might occur over a longer period 
of time, but it is all about how people respond to Jesus. According to 
Smith,	a	full	experience	of	conversion	includes	“a cluster of seven distinct 
elements.”  These seven elements don’t necessarily occur in the same 
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order. Neither, Smith says, are they to be conceived of as hoops to jump 
through. But an ideal Christian conversion will include them all.1 
 
The first four elements of conversion are primarily internal. They 
include:
 
1. Belief. A person needs to eventually understand and agree with some 
basic facts about Jesus. For someone without a Christian upbringing, 
these may be things they previously didn’t know. A person raised in a 
Christian family, on the other hand, might know and believe these things 
from infancy. Belief (faith) grows at different rates for different people, 
and that’s okay.

2.  Repentance. Conversion involves more than simple “agreement” 
with facts about Jesus. It means a change of mind and of direction. 
Repentance is not the same as sorrow or remorse. It is, in Gordon 
Smith’s words, “a radical and unequivocal rejection of the way of sin and 
the pattern of life that leads to sin.” Why is this so important? Because 
sin is what creates a chasm between us and a holy God. Jesus bridged 
that chasm with his death on our behalf; we’ve been “acquitted,” as it 
were, from death and invited into eternal life. But, we still struggle 
with	the	day-to-day	sins	that	pull	us	away	from	God’s	will	for	us.	That’s	
why	confession	and	repentance	are	essential	course-corrections	in	our	
relationship with God. 

3.  Trust and Assurance of Forgiveness. Responding to Jesus 
also engages our heart. A converted person will begin to grasp on 
an emotional level that God loves them and has forgiven them. This 
complements	the	more	cerebral	experience	of	“belief.”

4.  Commitment, Allegiance, and Devotion. As we encounter and 
get to know Jesus, we develop a determination to live for him in the 
world. Following him becomes more important than any other call on 
our lives.

 

1 Gordon Smith, Beginning Well, IVP 2001, pp. 16-18
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The other three elements of Christian conversion are more outward.
They are:
 
5.  Baptism. While baptism doesn’t place us in relationship with God, 
it is the intentional outward symbol of the internal change that has 
taken place in our relationship with God. This is similar to a couple who 
profess	love	and	faithfulness	to	each	other	formalizing	that	union	with	a	
wedding. In a similar way, baptism is a believer’s public proclamation of 
love and faithfulness to God. 

6.  Spiritual Gifts. When we give our lives to Christ, his Holy Spirit 
comes and takes up residence inside us. An outworking of this may be 
seen in spiritual gifts which are how the Holy Spirit empowers us to 
worship and serve God. The gifts of the Spirit always serve in one way or 
another to build up the Body of Christ — his church.

7.  Involvement in the Church. Believers in Christ are never to be 
spiritual loners. When we give our lives to Christ we are adopted into 
his family as fully participating members in a Christian community. 
Being united with a local church family gives us the opportunity to share 
in accountability, growth, encouragement, learning, and friendship. 

In summary, conversion may be sudden, or it may be gradual, but the 
main thing is that it represents a change in direction. This direction is 
always	“God-ward”	and	away	from	the	purely	self-gratifying	ways	of	
a	life	independent	from	God	—	and	it	truly	requires	concentration!	
Author P.T. Forsyth says, “The great reason why so many will not decide for 
Christ is that Christ requires from the world concentration; not seclusion and 
not renunciation merely, but concentration.” 2 This “concentration” is not 
about striving to earn God’s favor, but rather concentration to make 
ourselves available to him by seeking his presence in prayer, Scripture 
and community with other believers. And — let’s face it— we need 
concentration	to	prioritize	seeking	God’s	presence	when	we	are	
immersed in the demands of daily living. 
 

2 P.T. Forsyth, The Soul of Prayer, Regent College Publishing, 1997, p.A 91
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QUESTIONS
 
1. Try to remember your first thoughts of God. What were they? Write 

them down here.
 
 
 

2. If you are a believer, write down the story of your conversion to faith 
in Jesus.

 
 

 
3. What ingredients from the list above were/are present in your life?

4. Which ones are missing?

 

Alpha Week 3: Why Did Jesus Die?
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NOTES:



16 LAUNCH: Navigat ing a L i fe of  Fai th



✦
 LI

VI

NG W
ATER ✦ REFUGE ✦ LAMB OF GOD ✦

  

NG
WWW BMBMMBML M
WAW

MMMMMMMLAMAALTT
✦

T LA✦ER GUG LUGR GE GER AE
UGUGRE U✦ ER✦ R U✦ EGGGUR EUGGEGFRR F

F
AMAMAMBBAR GU LUF GGGGUF EUG

VI

NG
WAWAW

TATA ER ✦ GE ✦
MBOFGOG

WWWAW
TERRR ✦

Week Four
THE B IBLE

The Bible, while one “book,” is actually a collection of 66 separate books 
or writings by multiple authors, and yet there is a thematic cohesion 
throughout. From beginning to end the Bible took about 1,500 years 
to write, and through its collection of history, biography, wisdom 
literature, poems, songs and apocalyptic visions, it tells the story of 
the creation and redemption of the world. At the center of this story is 
God,	the	creator	and	redeemer	of	his	people.	It	is	a	book	which	explains	
our history as human beings, and a book through which we make sense 
of our lives. More importantly, it is our primary source of revelation 
about the character of God himself and his pursuit of us in relationship. 
Christians believe the Bible is God’s authoritative Word to us, relevant to 
every time, people and generation. 
 
The Story
 The Bible tells a unified story through its collection of many writings. 
All of these writings point together in the same narrative direction, by 
telling the grand love story of God creating and pursuing his people 
throughout history. This story culminates in God’s great rescue of 
rebellious	people	(that’s	us!)	through	the	death	and	resurrection	of	his	
son Jesus.
 
The Bible, then, is not a collection of fables and fiction. Nor is it solely 
a reference manual on how to find God and live a good life. Rather, it is 
first and foremost about Jesus and what he has done.
 
There are four major plot movements in the story of the Bible—
creation, fall, redemption, and restoration.
 
Creation 
Genesis 1 and 2 tell us the story of God’s creation of the universe. It is 
characterized	by	two	things	–	perfection	and	peace.	This	perfection	is	
on	display	in	a	Garden	-	the	Garden	of	Eden.	The	peace	pictured	here	
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is best illustrated by the Hebrew word shalom. The earth was full of 
shalom – the kind of peace in which everything works according to 
God’s intention and under which humans flourish. God created Adam, 
the first man, and his wife Eve, who lived in joy in the presence of God, 
their maker, and then…
 
Fall 
Adam and Eve rejected God’s rule over them. We refer to their 
rebellious choice as “the fall,” and because they represented all of 
humanity, their action has trickled down and continues to affect us 
several millennia later. Like our forebears in the Garden, Romans 3:23 
tells us that we’ve “all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” Through 
both attitudes and actions, all people throughout history have appointed 
themselves as their own gods, therefore declaring themselves to be 
God’s enemies. 
 
All good stories have plot “tension” and, in the most compelling 
narratives, we see the clash of seemingly immovable forces in the 
struggle to restore broken things to wholeness, or to vanquish evil with 
good.	And	here	we	can	see	why	the	Bible	is	indeed	a	story.	Through	two-
thirds of the Bible (the part we call the Old Testament), an increasingly 
urgent, apparently unsolvable problem drives the narrative forward. And 
the problem is this: God is a God of holiness and is therefore completely 
opposed to evil, injustice, and wrong, and yet he is a God of infinite love. 
The object of his love? The very same people he created who, because 
of	the	Fall,	are	fatally	self-centered.	Thus,	the	dilemma:	Will	God	bring	
down the curse he says must fall on sin —and therefore cut off his 
beloved people? …Or will he forgive and love his people regardless of 
their sin? If he does either one or the other, sin and evil win. But it seems 
impossible to do both. Is the relationship he established with his people 
conditional (so that failure is punished)? Or,is it unconditional (so that 
the covenant promise is maintained despite the people’s failure)? How 
will this be solved? And this is where we come to…
 
Redemption
It is right in the middle of this dilemma that God reveals his master 
plan for redeeming his world and rescuing fallen, sinful people. This 
resolution is largely hidden from the reader through the Old Testament, 
though the prophet Isaiah came closest to unveiling it. The mighty King 
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who would bring God’s judgment in the first part of Isaiah would also be 
the suffering servant who bears God’s judgment in the second part. It is 
Jesus. And in the New Testament, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, comes 
as our substitute. By living a perfect life, he enjoyed God’s blessing 
for obedience; and by dying on the cross, he took the curse for our 
disobedience. When we believe in him, Jesus receives the punishment 
we deserve, and we receive eternal life in heaven as a gift. He does this 
in order to not only pardon our guilt, but eventually free us from sin. In 
short, when we believe in him and follow him, we are a “new creation” 
before him. Divine justice is delivered; and love wins — at the same 
time!	God’s	character	remains	wholly	just	and	wholly	loving.	But	there’s	
even more…
 
Restoration
The story doesn’t end with redemption. God has promised to renew 
the whole world, restoring it back to that original perfection and peace 
– the shalom of his intended design for creation. The restoration of all 
things will take place in two ways. Christ will return to judge sin and 
evil; and He will usher in righteousness and peace. God will purge this 
world of evil once and for all and, in the words of Revelation 21:4, “He 
will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or 
crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” All things will be as 
they ought to be — creation restored to perfection, and our relationship 
with God restored to the intimacy enjoyed by Adam and Eve in the first 
days of the Garden.
 
The Bible is a compelling story not merely because of its high stakes 
and the endless wonder of its resolution, but also because of its ongoing 
transforming	power	in	our	day-to-day	lives.	The	dominant	narrative	in	
our Western world is that we are accidents, here for no purpose greater 
than what we create for ourselves, and no truth larger than what we 
fashion	out	of	our	preferences.	How	we	respond	to	suffering,	death,	sex,	
money, and power will be profoundly influenced by how we understand, 
and respond to, the story of the Bible. The more time we spend in its 
pages, the more the Bible reveals to us the encouragement, guidance and 
power of God for our lives.
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CONSIDER…
 
1.		If	you’ve	had	any	exposure	to	the	Bible	before,	which	part	of	the	four-

part narrative (listed above) is most familiar to you? When/where 
were	you	exposed	to	this	part(s)	of	the	Bible	and	how	did	it	affect	you	
(or not)?

 
 

2.  Which part is most unfamiliar and mysterious to you? Why?
 
 

3. As you look at the big picture (the grand story) of Scripture, what 
surprises or confuses you? 
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NOTES:
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Week Five
HOW CAN I  KNOW THE B IBLE IS 
TRUE?
Determining whether we can trust the Bible to be truth rests on a few 
key points, specifically: (a) What the Bible has to say about itself; and (b) 
How the Bible, as we know it today, came together.

A. What the Bible Claims About Itself ––––––––––––––––––––
Christians believe that the Bible reveals the character of God, and is both 
inspired by God and authoritative for our lives. What does this really 
mean?

Revelation
Romans 1:20 tells us that God has revealed himself to all of humanity.

For since the creation of the world, God’s invisible qualities—his eternal 
power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from 
what has been made, so that people are without excuse.

What this means is that God has revealed part of himself through three 
notable things: (1) the created natural world (see verse above); (2) the 
person and work of his Son, Jesus; and (3) the account of his activity in 
the world, the Bible.

Inspiration
The word inspire literally means “to breathe.” In 2 Timothy, the Apostle 
Paul makes a staggering claim about the Bible, writing, All Scripture 
is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness. (2 Timothy 3:16). In this 
short verse, Paul asserts that the Bible is not just like any other piece of 
writing, but that it contains the very words of God.

Paul’s	claim	is	supported	in	other	parts	of	Scripture,	too.	For	example,	
consider these passages, one from the Old Testament and one from the 
New Testament:



24 LAUNCH: Navigat ing a L i fe of  Fai th

Psalm 119:86-88: 
All your commandments are sure…I have not forsaken your precepts. In 
your steadfast love give me life, that I may keep the testimonies of your 
mouth. Notice that the psalmist, in this case King David, connects God’s 
commandments and precepts with the very words of God’s mouth.

2 Peter 1:20-21: 
Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by 
the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin 
in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were 
carried along by the Holy Spirit. Here, Peter claims that the Holy Spirit 
himself inspired those who wrote the Bible to produce true and accurate 
accounts.

 
The fact that the Bible makes clear it’s the inspired (“breathed out”) 
word of God is no small claim. Yet, for Christians, this divine inspiration 
of the Bible isn’t an abstract belief: it cuts to the heart of the ways that 
Christians see themselves, and how they live out their relationship with 
God.
 
Authority
The Scriptures not only claim origin (inspiration) from God, but also 
authority	from	God.	Consider,	for	example,	these	words	from	Jesus	
himself. “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word 
that comes from the mouth of God,’” (Matthew 4:4). In this verse, Jesus 
insists that the words that come from the mouth of God—captured 
and preserved in the Bible—have governing authority over the lives of 
people.
 
So, the fact that Christians believe that the Bible contains the words 
of God means, by implication, that we are called to submit to God’s 
authority, as he has made himself known through the Bible. We are to 
be “people of the Book” —not just as those who read it, but those who 
respond in obedience to the God who is revealed in it.
 
To	summarize,	what	the	Bible	says	about	itself	is	that	it	is	both	the	
inspired, and the authoritative, word of God. But anyone or anything 
that	makes	such	claims	invites	closer	examination,	specifically	regarding	
our	next	point…
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B. How the Bible Came Together ––––––––––––––––––––––––
Knowing that the Bible contains 66 books, with various authors, written 
over 1,500 years obviously begs the question, “How was it decided (and 
who decided) what was to be included in the Bible, and what wasn’t?” 
Bible scholars would call this the question of “canonicity.” When we 
think of the word “canon,” we usually think of a body of work. As such, 
“canon” describes those books which the Church considers qualified to 
be treated as Scripture. But, how did that come to be?
 
During the first centuries of the church, many writings circulated 
that claimed to detail the life and ministry of Jesus. Though the Jewish 
Scriptures had been long established and accepted in the 1st and 2nd 
centuries, the early church wrestled with the task of identifying what 
would come to be known as “the New Testament.”
 
Toward that end, the early church used a set of criteria to help them 
recognize	a	book’s	suitability	to	be	a	part	of	the	biblical	canon.	For	
example,	a	key	test	was	apostolic	authorship;	in	other	words,	was	the	
book	written	or	overseen	by	an	apostle,	who	was	either	an	eye-witness,	
or close to, the events recorded? A second criterion was coherence with 
the rest of Scripture. In other words, is the content internally consistent 
with the rest of the other books? Any book presenting teaching clearly 
outside of the rest of accepted Scripture was appropriately viewed 
with skepticism. Thirdly, does it point to Jesus? Christ himself claimed 
that all of Scripture was, ultimately, about him and pointed to him as 
the fulfillment of God’s plan to rescue his people (see Luke 24:44). 
Any book that vied for acceptance but didn’t point to Christ failed this 
measure.
 
When	we	look	at	the	painstaking	care	that	the	early	church	exercised,	
and the strict criteria that was applied to determine what belonged in 
Scripture, the clear picture that emerges is that the early church took 
this task very seriously. The books of the New Testament were carefully 
weighed in order to ensure that the writings that claim to present the 
story of Jesus were truly reliable.
 
But,	one	final	question	remains:	Is	there	external	evidence,	outside	of	
Scripture itself, for the reliability of the Bible?
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There have been numerous academics (and novelists) who have advanced 
the idea that the Bible we have today was subjected to intentional 
changes in order to propagate a picture of Jesus and the church that 
would support political advancement, rather than tell the true story of 
Jesus	of	Nazareth.	From	time	to	time	we	hear	of	“gospels”	omitted	from	
the Bible that might shed more light on the life of Jesus. But is that true?
 
There	is	a	striking	amount	of	both	external	and	internal	evidence	that	
pushes against such claims, and further establishes the reliability of the 
Bible.
 
For	example,	there	are	more	ancient	manuscripts	of	biblical	texts	than	
any	other	ancient	writing.	In	fact,	by	2006,	there	were	approximately	
5,700	full	or	partial	New	Testament	manuscripts	known	to	exist,	
and every year since that time more biblical manuscripts have been 
discovered. Compare that to the average classical author’s writings, 
which number about twenty manuscripts. The New Testament—in the 
Greek	manuscripts	alone—exceeds	this	by	almost	three	hundred	times.	
Additionally, these manuscripts are old—that is, they are so close to the 
events in question that their accuracy could have been challenged by 
early observers of Jesus’ life and ministry were they found to be in error. 
Clearly then, modern Bible translations are based off of a wide array of 
old and reliable manuscripts.
 
Add to all this the fact that the internal evidence also points to the 
Bible’s reliability. For instance, in the New Testament, the disciples are 
not always portrayed in the most positive light. Rather, the men who 
would go on to become the foundation of the early church are shown 
to be bumbling, unskilled, and often slow to understand just what Jesus 
was	up	to.	This	is	not	revisionist	history	as	rewritten	by	the	victors!	Also,	
consider that in each of the gospel accounts Mary is the first witness to 
the resurrected Jesus. In the first century, women were considered so 
inferior to men that their testimonies were not admissible nor deemed 
reliable in court. In such a cultural setting, there would be no reason to 
include the women’s testimony unless it was historically accurate. Such 
examples	of	internal	reliability	can	be	found	throughout	the	Scriptures.
 
In sum, we can see that the Bible that we open today is worthy of our 
trust. In its 66 books we find the accurate and reliable story of God’s 
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rescue plan carried out for us through Jesus Christ. These books, 
breathed	out	and	super-intended	by	the	Spirit	of	God	himself,	call	us	
into relationship with the God revealed in their pages.

 
CONSIDER…
 
1.  What, if anything, confuses you about the history of the Bible’s 

origins?  

2.  When you hear that the Bible “has authority” in a Christian’s life, what 
does that mean to you? 

3.  Do you consider at this point that the Bible has authority in your life? 
What does that look like?
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Week Five
HOW DO WE READ THE B IBLE?

First	of	all,	know	that	you	are	made	to	enjoy	God’s	story!

Whether it is a New York Times Bestseller for our book group, the latest 
Netflix	series,	the	playoffs,	or	current	events,	we	all	enjoy	a	good	story.	
Our capacity to follow stories —and become engrossed in them— 
points to a deeper need. Ultimately, we are made to be engrossed in 
God’s story.

The	thematic	scope	of	the	Bible	includes	exotic	geography,	romance,	
warfare, poetry, politics, even some ancient interior design, food 
culture, and sports. In short, the Bible offers plenty to engage. 
Nevertheless, the prospect of getting into Bible reading can feel 
daunting. It tends not to grab our attention as aggressively as modern 
entertainment, and getting to know it well seems like the work of a 
lifetime. But if the Bible is God’s authoritative word, then we will want 
to	be	reading	and	re-reading	its	pages	for	the	rest	of	our	lives.

Here are eight things we can do to help us get into, and remain in, God’s 
word.	The	first	six	are	things	we	do	naturally	when	we	follow	any	story,	
and the final two point to ways in which the Bible is uniquely the story 
for which we are made.

Start Somewhere
The Gospels are a great place to start. Comprising the first four books 
of the New Testament (namely, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), the 
Gospels tell the story of Jesus, the main character in the Bible. The story 
of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection are like a key that unlocks the rest 
of the Bible, including the Old Testament.

Binge-Read When You Can
The books filled with narrative story are particularly great for binge 
reading. Treating the story as one that has characters to know and love 
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(or	to	fear	and	worry	about!),	plot	lines	to	follow	and	inside	jokes,	
makes Bible reading so much more satisfying. Think of it as recreational 
reading and see if you can read through a whole book or section in one 
or two sittings. 
 
Utilize Other Help
There’s lots of good material out there to give you a leg up when it 
comes to Bible reading. It is not cheating to use a Bible that has good 
book summaries and notes. Commentaries are another way to better 
understand some of the cultural and historical background that make a 
story have special importance. These kinds of resources can fill us in on 
characters,	summarize	large	portions	of	Scripture,	and	point	out	details	
and connections that we might otherwise miss. Children’s Bibles are 
great for readers who want to know the story from beginning to end 
in	one	sitting	(for	example,	the	Jesus	Storybook	Bible,	by	Sally	Lloyd-
Jones). The Bible Project videos have wonderful visual summaries of 
every	single	book	of	the	Bible,	plus	engaging	videos	exploring	many	of	
the Bible’s main themes.1 
 
Be Intentional
Like	any	other	sizable	endeavor	(running	a	marathon,	learning	a	
profession or trade, raising a family), getting to know God in his Word 
will be accomplished only through repeated effort over time. It is good 
to make a plan and find ways to gently hold yourself accountable to 
executing	that	plan.	There	are	many	such	reading	plans	on	the	internet.2 
Establishing	routines	and	rituals	is	an	excellent	help	in	staying	consistent.	
Pick a time and place and stick to it. Grab coffee, light a candle—do 
whatever you can to enlist your attention and focus. 
 
Read With Others
While establishing good patterns of reading the Bible on our own, it’s 
important to know that the Bible is meant to be read and studied with 
other people too. When we are new to the Bible, it’s smart to meet with 
someone	older	and	more	experienced	who	can	encourage	us.	Joining	a	
homegroup	or	other	small-group	Bible	study	is	a	great	way	of	doing	this.
 

1 www.bible-project.com

2 Bible Gateway is a particularly good resource.
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Expect Frustration
The Bible is an ancient document, written by people of entirely different 
cultures, worldviews, and languages. Sometimes the meaning is clear 
and jumps off the page to us; other times we need to dig deeply in order 
to gain insight into the original author’s meaning and intent. Just as 
reading Homer or Chaucer or Shakespeare requires some understanding 
of	different	cultural	and	linguistic	contexts,	reading	the	Bible	is	a	cross-
cultural	experience	that	may	not	always	come	easily	at	first.

Anything worth doing requires that we keep doing it even when we 
don’t	feel	like	it,	and	reading	the	Bible	is	no	exception.	We’ll	experience	
distraction and frustration. This should not surprise us. If we really 
believe that God himself is meeting us and speaking to us in his 
Word,	then	the	activity	we	undertake	isn’t	spiritually	neutral.	Expect	
opposition. Keep reading anyway.
 
Ask For God’s Help
The same God who inspired the Bible sends his Holy Spirit to help us 
read	it.	We	should	pray	as	we	begin	to	read	God’s	word,	and	expect	God	
to keep his promises to reveal himself and the meaning of his word to 
us. God also hears our prayers for practical help. Ask for understanding, 
attention to details, help in remembering past readings, insight into 
connections in the story, and direction about personal application.
 
Realize That You Are A Part Of  This Story
Have you ever wondered why we find it gratifying to project ourselves 
into the stories we follow, even though we know we will never really 
be a part? Perhaps this tendency points to something deep in us that 
knows we are made to be part of the best story. We are all God’s people 
and part of God’s story. We live in the middle of God’s grand story — 
between the redemption that came through Jesus on the cross, and the 
restoration	that	will	take	place	at	his	return.	In	this	“now	and	not-yet”	
portion of history, the Bible is the key means by which God helps us see 
how our little stories fit together into the bigger story that he is telling 
in history.
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CONSIDER…
 
1. If you have read portions of the Bible before, how did it go? Did you 
read	with	another	person,	on	your	own,	systematically	or	just	open-
and-read?

 

 
2.  Which of the suggestions offered above are most helpful to you and 

why?
 

3. Read Psalm 23 and, in the “Notes” section, put it into your own 
words.	What	new	things	came	alive	in	this	exercise	of	slowing	down,	
thinking and writing?

 

 
4.	What	follows	this	section	is	a	one-sentence	summary	of	every	book	

in the Bible. Take the time to skim it to get an overview of what’s in 
Scripture!
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NOTES:
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LAYOUT AND OVERVIEW OF THE BIBLE
 
As	we	begin	to	familiarize	ourselves	with	the	Bible,	it	helps	to	know	how	
it	is	structured.	The	Bible’s	sixty-six	“books”	are	divided	into	two	parts.	
The Old Testament (all the writings prior to the birth of Christ) contains 
thirty-nine	books;	and	the	New	Testament	(all	the	writings	after	the	
birth	of	Christ),	contains	twenty-seven	books.	
 
The Old Testament Is Structured As Follows:
 
1. Pentateuch (five books) ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Genesis	-	Genesis answers two big questions: “How did God’s 

relationship with the world begin?” and “Where did the nation of 
Israel come from?” Fun fact: Most of the famous Bible stories you’ve 
heard about are probably found in the book of Genesis. This is where 
the stories of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the Ark, the 
Tower of Babel, Abraham and Isaac, Jacob’s ladder, and Joseph’s coat 
of many colors are recorded.

•	 Exodus	-	God saves Israel from slavery in Egypt, and then enters 
into a special relationship with them.

•	 Leviticus	-	God gives Israel instructions for how to worship him.
•	 Numbers	-	A book about the pilgrimage of Israel through the 

wilderness
•	 Deuteronomy	-	Moses gives Israel instructions (in some ways, a 
recap	of	the	laws	in	Exodus–Numbers)	for	how	to	love	and	obey	God	
in the Promised Land.

2. Historical Books (twelve books) ––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Joshua - Joshua (Israel’s new leader) leads Israel to conquer the 

Promised land, then parcels out territories to the twelve tribes of 
Israel. Fun fact: You’ve probably heard of a few fantastic stories from 
this book (the Battle of Jericho, and the day the sun stood still), but 
most of the action happens in the first half of this book. The last half is 
pretty much all about divvying up the real estate.

•	 Judges	-	Israel enters a cycle of turning from God, falling captive to 
oppressive nations, calling out to God, and being rescued by leaders 
God sends their way (called “judges”).

•	 Ruth	-	Two widows lose everything, and find hope in Israel—which 
leads to the birth of the future King David.
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•	 1	Samuel	-	Israel demands a king, and they get Saul, who turns out 
to be quite a disappointment.

•	 2	Samuel	-	David, a man after God’s own heart, becomes king of 
Israel.

•	 1	Kings	-	The kingdom of Israel has a time of peace and prosperity 
under King Solomon, but afterward splits, and the two lines of kings 
turn away from God.

•	 2	Kings	-	Both kingdoms ignore God and his prophets, until they 
both fall captive to other world empires.

•	 1	Chronicles	-	This is a brief history of Israel from Adam to 
David, culminating with David commissioning the temple of God in 
Jerusalem.

•	 2	Chronicles	-	David’s son Solomon builds the temple, but after 
centuries of rejecting God, the Babylonians take the southern 
Israelites captive and destroy the temple.

•	 Ezra	-	The Israelites rebuild the temple in Jerusalem, and a scribe 
named	Ezra	teaches	the	people	to	once	again	obey	God’s	laws.

•	 Nehemiah	-	The city of Jerusalem is in bad shape, so Nehemiah 
rebuilds the wall around the city.

•	 Esther	-	Someone hatches a genocidal plot to bring about Israel’s 
extinction,	and	Esther	must	face	the	emperor	to	ask	for	help.

3. Poetic books (five books) ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Job	- Satan attacks a righteous man named Job, and Job and his 

friends argue about why terrible things are happening to him. (One 
of the oldest books of the Bible, it deals specifically with Job, but 
generally with the problem of suffering)

•	 Psalms	- A collection of 150 songs that Israel sang to God (and to 
each other)—kind of like a hymnal for the ancient Israelites.

•	 Proverbs	-	A collection of sayings written to help people make wise 
decisions	that	bring	about	justice	and	spiritual	well-being.

•	 Ecclesiastes	-	A	philosophical	exploration	of	the	meaning	of	life—
with a surprisingly nihilistic tone for the Bible.

•	 Songs	of	Songs	-	A love song (or collection of love songs) 
celebrating love, desire, and marriage.
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4. Prophetic books (seventeen books) ––––––––––––––––––––
  Major Prophets (five books - called “major” because they are 

longer)
•	 Isaiah - God sends the prophet Isaiah to warn Israel of future 

judgment—but also to tell them about a coming Messiah.   
•	 Jeremiah	- God sends a prophet to warn Israel about the coming 

Babylonian captivity, but the people don’t take the news very well.
•	 Lamentations	- A collection of dirges lamenting the fall of 

Jerusalem after the Babylonian attacks.
•	 Ezekiel	- God chooses a man to speak for him to Israel, to tell them 

the error of their ways and teach them justice.
•	 Daniel	- An autobiography of Daniel’s life, including apocalyptic 

visions concerning the backsliding, bondage and restoration of the 
Jews.

 
Minor Prophets (twelve books - called “minor” because they 
are shorter than the majors!)
•	 Hosea	-	Hosea is told to marry a prostitute who leaves him, and he 

must bring her back: a picture of God’s relationship with Israel.
•	 Joel	- God sends a plague of locusts to judge Israel, but his judgment 

on the surrounding nations is coming, too.
•	 Amos	- A shepherd named Amos preaches against the injustice of the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel.
•	 Obadiah	- Obadiah warns the neighboring nation of Edom that they 

will be judged for plundering Jerusalem.
•	 Jonah	-	A	disobedient	prophet	runs	from	God,	is	swallowed	by	a	

great fish, and then preaches God’s message to the city of Nineveh.
•	 Micah	- Micah confronts the leaders of Israel and Judah regarding 

their injustice and prophesies that one day the Lord himself will rule 
in perfect justice.

•	 Nahum	- Nahum foretells of God’s judgment on Nineveh, the capital 
of Assyria.

•	 Habakkuk	-	Habakkuk pleads with God to stop the injustice and 
violence in Judah, but is surprised to find that God will use the even 
more violent Babylonians to do so.

•	 Zephaniah	- God warns that he will judge Israel and the 
surrounding nations, but also that he will restore them in peace and 
justice.
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•	 Haggai	- The people have abandoned the work of restoring God’s 
temple in Jerusalem, and so Haggai takes them to task.

•	 Zechariah	-	The prophet Zechariah calls Israel to return to God, 
and records prophetic visions that show what’s happening behind the 
scenes.

•	 Malachi	- God has been faithful to Israel, but they continue to live 
disconnected from him—so God sends Malachi to call them out.

 
The New Testament Is Structured This Way:
 
1. The Gospels (four books) –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Matthew	- Authored by one of the original twelve disciples, this is 

an account of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, focusing on Jesus’ 
role as the true king of the Jews, and the fulfillment of prophecy.

•	 Mark	- This brief account of Jesus’ earthly ministry highlights Jesus’ 
authority and servanthood.

•	 Luke	- Luke writes the most thorough account of Jesus’ life, pulling 
together eyewitness testimonies to tell the full story of Jesus.

•	 John	- John, also one of the original twelve disciples, lists stories of 
signs	and	miracles	and	emphasizes	Jesus	as	the	Son	of	God

2. History of the Church (one book) –––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Acts	of	the	Apostles	-	Jesus returns to the Father, the Holy Spirit 

comes to the church, and the gospel of Jesus spreads throughout the 
world.

3. The Letters of Paul (thirteen books) ––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Romans	-	Paul	summarizes	how	the	gospel	of	Jesus	works	in	a	letter	

to the churches at Rome, where he plans to visit.
•	 1	Corinthians	-	Paul writes a disciplinary letter to a fractured 

church in Corinth, and answers some questions that they’ve had 
about how Christians should behave.

•	 2	Corinthians	-	Paul writes a letter of reconciliation to the church 
at Corinth, and clears up some concerns they have.

•	 Galatians	- Paul hears that the Galatian churches have been led to 
think that salvation comes from the law of Moses, and writes a (rather 
heated) letter telling them where the false teachers have it wrong.

•	 Ephesians	- Paul writes to the church at Ephesus about how to walk 
in grace, peace, and love.
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•	 Philippians	- An encouraging letter to the church of Philippi from 
Paul, telling them how to have joy in Christ.

•	 Colossians	-	Paul writes the church at Colossae a letter about who 
they are in Christ, and how to walk in Christ.

•	 1	Thessalonians	- Paul has heard a good report on the church at 
Thessalonica,	and	encourages	them	to	“excel	still	more”	in	faith,	
hope, and love.

•	 2	Thessalonians	- Paul instructs the Thessalonians on how to stand 
firm until the coming of Jesus.

•	 1	Timothy	- Paul gives his protégé Timothy instruction on how to 
lead	a	church	with	sound	teaching	and	a	godly	example.

•	 2	Timothy	- Paul is nearing the end of his life, and encourages 
Timothy to continue preaching the word.

•	 Titus	-	Paul	advises	Titus	on	how	to	lead	orderly,	counter-cultural	
churches on the island of Crete.

•	 Philemon	- Paul strongly recommends that Philemon accept his 
runaway slave as a brother, not a slave.

4. General Letters (eight books) –––––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Hebrews	- A letter encouraging Christians to cling to Christ despite 

persecution, because he is greater.
•	 James	- A letter telling Christians to live in ways that demonstrate 

their faith in action.
•	 1	Peter	- Peter writes to Christians who are being persecuted, 

encouraging them to testify to the truth and live accordingly.
•	 2	Peter	- Peter writes a letter reminding Christians about the truth 

of Jesus, and warning them that false teachers will come.
•	 1	John	-	John writes a letter to Christians about keeping Jesus’ 

commands, loving one another, and important things they should 
know.

•	 2	John	- A very brief letter about walking in truth, love, and 
obedience.

•	 3	John	- An even shorter letter about Christian fellowship.
•	 Jude	- A letter encouraging Christians to contend for the faith, even 

though ungodly persons have crept in unnoticed.

5. Prophetic Book (one book) ––––––––––––––––––––––––––
•	 Revelation	- John sees visions of things that have been, things that 

are, and things that are yet to come.
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Week Seven
PRAYER

Prayer is more than you could ever imagine, because God is so much beyond 
what you can conceive.   -David	Benner1

Prayer is for the religious life what original research is for science — by it 
we get direct contact with reality.   -P.T.	Forsyth2 

What Is Prayer?
Simply put, prayer is connection with God. As such, it is a relational 
act of being present before him — listening and responding to him. 
In his book Answering God, author Eugene Peterson recounts how, as 
a boy, he helped his father build a cabin in Montana by handing him 
tools as he built the home that would ultimately be a family home for 
three generations. He said, “To live as a human being means that we use 
tools. Animals get by without tools, and angels get by without tools, but humans 
need tools. We live well or badly by means of the tools we have and how well we 
use them.” And then he goes on to say this: “Prayers are tools, but with this 
clarifi cation: prayers are not tools for doing or getting, but for being 
and becoming.”3 (Emphasis added.) 

Prayer is our tool for being and becoming, meaning that prayer is making 
ourselves available to God so that we may hear his voice in our lives. But 
what does that actually look like? The beautiful answer to this question is 
that it looks like many different things, just as making ourselves available 
to another person might look like many different things. If we want to 
grow closer to a friend or spouse, we make time for them, we pay close 
attention to them, we praise them and we respond to things they ask 
us. It isn’t too different when it comes to developing a life of prayer. So 
then, prayer isn’t just “talking” to God, asking for things. Prayer is also 

1 Opening to God, IVP 2010, p. 26

2 The Soul of Prayer, Regent College Publishing, 1997, p. 89

3 Eugene Peterson, Answering God, Harper & Row, 1989, p. 2
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listening to him through Scripture, through silence and stillness, and 
through worship. 
 
 Why Is It Important To Pray?
 Prayer accomplishes four important things in our lives. Through prayer, 
God protects us, prepares us, provides for us, and propels us.

•	 Protects - Prayer helps to align our hearts and minds to God’s will. 
When we are more attuned to his will, then we are obviously less 
likely to be tempted by other— sometimes “easier”— paths in life. In 
the gospel of Matthew (26:41), Jesus says to his disciples, “Watch and 
pray, so that you will not fall into temptation.”  The correlation is clear: 
Praying protects us from stepping away from God’s will.

•	 Prepares - Throughout	Scripture,	we	have	example	upon	example	
of people seeking God’s guidance as they embark on ventures that 
contain	both	danger	and	the	unknown.	For	example,	Moses	prayed	
as	he	was	about	to	re-enter	Egypt	and	ask	Pharaoh	to	release	the	
Israelites. In response, God gave him specific instructions about what 
to do and say. Whatever God calls us to, he will prepare us for if we 
simply ask him.

•	 Provides - God promises to provide what we need. Using the same 
example	of	Moses,	God	not	only	prepared	Moses;	he	also	provided	
for him by giving him a helper, Aaron. God invites us to bring our 
needs to him, too. Unfortunately, being human, we often get our 
needs	and	wants	mixed	up.	Matthew	7:7	says,	“Ask and it will be given 
to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”  This 
doesn’t mean that whatever we ask will be granted. God loves us too 
much for that, and knows that often, what we ask for isn’t ultimately 
for our best, or for the best of his larger purposes. What it does mean 
is that, when we seek him and his will, he will provide for us, and he 
will provide what is best.

•	 Propels - It is often through prayer that God moves us forward in a 
particular direction. This isn’t to say that when we ask for guidance 
about housing or employment or relationships, that God always 
answers with specificity. Rather, when we seek his direction for our 
lives — and pay close attention— God often moves us toward his 
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will	through	a	nudge	of	the	Holy	Spirit.	In	1	Kings	19:11-12,	we	are	
told the story of Elijah seeking the Lord’s direction in the midst of a 
season of discouragement:

The Lord said, ‘Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the 
Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.’ Then a great and powerful wind tore 
the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord 
was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the Lord 
was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the Lord was 
not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. 

God	answered	Elijah,	but	not	in	the	obvious	way	that	Elijah	expected.	
Often,	we	expect	God	to	guide	us	and	move	us	forward	with	volume	
and clarity, but he sometimes speaks in a whisper, requiring us to be 
attentive and still in order to “hear” him. In this story, it was when 
Elijah stilled himself before the Lord, that he heard God’s instructions, 
propelling him forward in guidance.
 
Prayer is the means by which we stay connected to God. In John 15:5, 
we are told, I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and 
I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. 
How we “remain” in him is largely reflected in our life of prayer.
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CONSIDER…
 
1.	What	has	been	your	experience	of	prayer	thus	far	in	your	life?	Even	
if	you’ve	grown	up	as	a	non-Christian,	have	you	talked	to	God	in	
difficult times? (Thankful times?) 

 

 
2. After reading this section, what (if any) of your notions of prayer have 
changed?	Explain.

 

 
3. What can you do this week to either begin or deepen your life of 

prayer? Write it down here and commit to practicing it each day. 
Before	we	meet	again,	write	down	what	you’ve	experienced	as	a	
result.
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NOTES:
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Week Eight
PATTERNS FOR PRAYER

We’ve briefly covered what prayer is— communication with God, a 
two-way	street	of	speaking	and	listening.	We’ve	also	talked	about	why	it’s	
important for us to make prayer a priority, since it’s part of how we stay 
connected to God. But that doesn’t tell us how to pray. Where should we 
begin if we want to practice a prayerful life?

The Lord’s Prayer –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
There are many models for prayer, and one great place to start is with 
what Christians call the Lord’s Prayer. Found in Matthew 6:9, this prayer 
is Jesus’ own response to his friends’ request that he teach them to pray.1 
Consider	memorizing	this	prayer	to	make	it	your	own,	as	Christians	all	
around	the	world	have	done	for	two	thousand	years!	

Our Father in heaven,
Hallowed be Your name.
Your kingdom come.
Your will be done
On earth as it is in heaven.
Give us day by day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
As we also forgive our debtors
And do not lead us into temptation,
But deliver us from the evil one
For yours is the kingdom and power and glory forever.
Amen.

Here are some suggestions for how to understand and pray this prayer:

Our Father in heaven: God is our heavenly Father, and we get to 
approach him on the basis of intimate relationship as his children. This is

1 As such, it might be better titled “the Disciples’ Prayer”.
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the first step in prayer — acknowledging God for who he is, our Father, 
and who we are in relationship to him, his precious child.
 
Hallowed be Your name: “Hallowed” is another word for “holy,” and 
“holy” means to be set apart. Praising God for his holiness is worship, 
and our prayer must include worship. However, a key part of worship 
moves beyond this acknowledgement of God’s goodness and holiness, 
and includes our submission to his will. 
 
Your kingdom come: Before he ascended to heaven, Jesus said to his 
disciples, “the Kingdom is within you.” (Luke 17:21). The word “kingdom” 
here means God’s rule and reign, and Jesus was referring to the work of 
the Holy Spirit in the life of those who believe. Through the Holy Spirit, 
we live our lives being fully present right now, but also with a view 
towards the end when Jesus will be returning to set all things right once 
and for all. 
 
Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven: God’s will is 
that all will come to know him. This line from the Lord’s Prayer is an 
acknowledgement that every good thing that is in heaven, God desires 
for his people on earth. Through faith and prayer we make our requests 
to God based on the goodness of what his Word says, that we may enjoy 
heaven on earth.
 
Give us this day our daily bread: After we have put God first in 
worship, then devoted ourselves to his kingdom priorities, then we are 
invited to bring our needs before him by asking for our “daily bread,” or 
our daily needs. God is committed to providing our needs, but we are to 
put his will and his desires first. Prayer helps us make God’s desires our 
desires. And one of God’s desires is that his children are well cared for. 
He cares about our needs and will provide.
 
And forgive us our debts: When a person becomes a Christian, 
God wipes away all their sins of the past. The wall that divided us from 
our Heavenly Father (our sin), has been broken down, and, in the big 
picture, we have nothing now that can separate us from God. But we still 
have a human nature that defaults to sin, so to pray for the forgiveness of 
these “everyday” sins, simply points to our ongoing need for God to keep 
refining and transforming our hearts to be more like his.
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As we forgive our debtors: Nothing refines our own hearts like 
forgiving another. As we are forgiven by God, we are called to be 
forgiving people when it comes to others — but we need God’s help.
 
And do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from the 
evil one: God is the one who keeps us from the grip of the evil one, or 
Satan. James 4:7 says, “submit yourselves to God, resist the devil, and he will 
flee from you.” As mentioned earlier, prayer helps protect us as we invite 
God to be our refuge and shelter. There are daily temptations that we 
face in the world around us, but through prayer we receive the strength 
to overcome them and defy Satan, the tempter. 
 
For yours is the kingdom and power forever: The Lord’s prayer 
is bookended with statements of God’s holiness, and his power. As such, 
it is a great model for how we can communicate with God in prayer; we 
begin with his loving authority, and we end with his loving authority.
 
Praying the Psalms ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Another great place to learn about prayer is the Book of Psalms, found 
just about in the middle of your Bible. This is a collection of ancient 
prayers and songs used by the people of God for both private and group 
worship. Prayer is always an answer to something God has revealed. The 
Psalms are great tools for prayer because they are prayers to imitate, and 
they are revelations about God. While we may want to avoid the rawness 
or darkness of our own feelings when we pray, the Psalmists don’t 
ignore or deny their emotions before God. They pray them — they take 
them into the presence of God until those feelings are either changed or 
understood.

The Psalms also force us to deal with God as he is, not as we wish he 
was. Eugene Peterson says, “Left to ourselves, we will pray to some god who 
speaks what we like hearing, or to the part of God we manage to understand. But 
what is critical is that we speak to the God who speaks to us, and to everything he 
speaks to us… the Psalms train us in that conversation.”2 

2 Peterson, Answering God
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In summary, the Psalms help us know how and what to pray, and they 
reveal ways to approach God with praise, lament, request, confusion, 
and fear. They offer us a language of freedom in prayer with our God.

The Three “Rs” –––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Another simple and helpful model is to pray “the three Rs”—Rejoice, 
Repent, and Request. You can pray the three “Rs” anywhere—in bed at 
night,	in	your	car,	alone	or	with	others,	silently	or	aloud.	It’s	an	easy-to-
remember progression that gives you a bit of a structure in case you get 
lost!
 
Rejoice, Repent, Request
 To Rejoice is to remember who God is and praise him for it. He is 
loving, he is faithful, he is just, he is merciful, he is changeless. Praising 
God can also be a way of remembering what he has done — in history, 
in the world, or in our own lives. If you don’t know where to begin, 
start small. What have you seen today of goodness, beauty, love? How 
has God provided for your needs today or this week? Pause and listen 
for how he might be prompting you to rejoice, and thank him for 
those things that come to your mind. God doesn’t need our praise and 
thanks, but our own hearts need to praise him in order to remember 
his goodness, and to remember our relationship to him. Most of us 
know that speaking words of adoration and gratitude to our loved 
ones —whether we’re feeling an upwelling of affectionate emotion at 
the moment or not— helps us to actually remember how much we 
truly do love them. It’s the same in our relationship with God. The 
habit of worshiping and thanking him actually produces in us a greater 
attentiveness,	an	expanded	ability	to	notice	his	activity	in	our	daily	lives.

To Repent literally means to change direction or to change your mind. 
When we repent, we make a decision to deal with sin—to take an 
internal inventory of the attitudes and actions that need to be brought 
from the darkness into the light. Whether these are our deliberate bad 
decisions and failures, or good things we haven’t done, or even harmful 
character traits and behavior patterns we feel powerless to do anything 
about, we can bring these things before God and ask for his forgiveness 
and help. Confession reminds us of our addiction to sin and the hold it 
can have on our lives. It also reminds us of our ongoing need for God—
and the power that he promises his people hope and real transformation 
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through the work of the Holy Spirit in us. You may have a strong sense of 
what you need to repent of, or you may not be able to think of anything. 
Either way, pray that God would bring to your mind the large and small 
ways in which he might want to help you “change direction.” Ask for 
forgiveness, and ask for his transforming power to work within you.

To Request is to ask God for things we need or want. It is the last 
ingredient in this model of prayer, and probably for good reason—
it’s easier to think of things we want than it is to worship or to ask 
forgiveness	for	the	wrong	we’ve	done!	However,	our	loving	Father	does	
invite us to bring our needs before him, because he cares for us. Prayer 
is an opportunity to place our needs and concerns in God’s hands, and to 
trust him to care for us in all situations. Sometimes we don’t even know 
what our deepest needs are, but Jesus reminds us in Matthew 6:8 that 
our	Father	knows	what	we	need	even	before	we	ask!
 
Try keeping a record of the things you’ve asked God for, and noticing 
how he answers. Sometimes God says yes, sometimes no, and 
sometimes,	wait.	Sometimes	he	changes	our	desires	and	we	realize	we	
no longer want what we did before. Sometimes the answer is nothing 
like	what	we	expected.	But	we	can	be	confident	that	our	Father	hears	
us, knows us better than we know ourselves, and has promised never to 
leave us or forsake us.
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CONSIDER…

1.	What	has	been	your	experience	of	prayer	up	until	now?	Does	prayer	
come naturally to you, or not?

2. If you don’t pray, what keeps you from it? (I don’t believe there’s 
a	point,	I	don’t	know	if	God	hears,	I’ve	had	bad	experiences	with	
prayer, I’m too busy, I feel too much guilt, I don’t know where to 
start, etc…)

3. In the “Notes” section, write out a prayer using the “rejoice, repent, 
request” model to help you.
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NOTES:
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Week Nine
WHAT IS THE CHURCH?

What is the “church?” If we’re serious about following Jesus, do we have 
to be part of a church? These are legitimate questions. In many ways, our 
understanding of the church helps determine the trajectory of our own 
growth as believers, so let’s begin with the first question…

 What Is The Church?
Pastor and theologian John Stott says, “The church lies at the very center of 
the eternal purpose of God. It is not a divine afterthought. It is not an accident 
of history. On the contrary, the church is God’s new community. For his purpose 
conceived in a past eternity, being worked out in history, and to be perfected in 
a future eternity, is not just to save isolated individuals and so perpetuate our 
loneliness, but rather to build his church, that is to call out of the world a people 
for his own glory.”1 

In a word, Christians are called to community. As products of our 
Western culture, we may chafe at this. We live in an individualistic 
society	that	prizes	autonomy	and	freedom	of	choice.	Further,	with	the	
advances	of	technology,	our	personal	preferences	have	become	a	center-
point in daily life —creating an emphasis on the individual and not 
the community. We are increasingly connected digitally through social 
media, but more and more isolated socially. 

And it all feels “normal” because it’s the air we breathe. Is God’s design 
for community less relevant in light of all this, or is it more relevant 
than ever? The answer, in part, may be found in some of the metaphors 
Scripture uses for the church.

The Church As Family And Household
Throughout the New Testament Christians are referred to as being 
brothers and sisters and God is said to be our Father in Heaven. John 

1 John Stott, The Living Church, IVP 2007, p. 19 
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1:12-13	says,	“Yet to all who have received him, to those who believed on his 
name, he gave the right to become children of God - children not born of natural 
descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” In another 
part of the New Testament, Paul says in Ephesians 2:19, “Consequently, you 
are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people and 
also members of his household.”

In other words, we now belong to the family and household of God. 
There is a reason that family is also a symbol of the church. Families are 
committed to each other, seek the welfare of their members, love and 
forgive one another. Notably, families are not perfect and sometimes 
“messy,” but it is the place God chose for us to learn and grow. The 
church is to be a home for all who belong to God.
 
The Church As A Building
Notice that the phrasing here is, “the church as a building,” not “the 
church is	a	building.”	We	have	no	examples	in	the	New	Testament	of	
the construction of a church building. Not that church buildings are 
necessarily bad, but buildings connote the false idea that church is 
something	you	“go	to.”	On	the	contrary,	we	are	to	be	the	church!	The	
Greek word for church is ekklesia, meaning “the gathered ones.”
With the understanding that the church is not a literal building, Paul 
uses the metaphor of a building in describing it when he tells the 
Corinthian church that, gathered together in community, they were 
“God’s	building,”	(1	Corinthians	3:9-15).	Furthermore,	he	tells	them	
that the church is built upon only one foundation, Jesus Christ, and no 
other foundation can support it. As such, the church is a living building 
with Christ as “the chief cornerstone,” built upon by the apostles and 
prophets, whose words reveal Christ (Ephesians 2:20).
 
The Church As A Bride
The apostle Paul also used the metaphor of the church as Christ’s bride. In 
Ephesians	5:22-33,	Paul	compares	the	relationship	between	Christ	and	the	
church to that of a husband and wife. In this most intimate of relationships, 
a husband and wife “become one.” Similarly, the relationship between 
Jesus and the church is to be one of intimacy as well. Jesus Christ loves 
the church with tenderness and sacrifices his own life for her (25), and the 
church yields to his loving will. Jesus sanctifies and cleanses the church 
through his Word (26), and presents her to himself “in splendor,” unmarred 
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by any imperfection (27). Additionally, the return of Christ at the end of 
time is often depicted as a wedding feast where Jesus comes for his Bride, 
the church — a time of celebration and joy.
 
The Church As A Body
One of Paul’s favorite metaphors was that of the human body. 
He	characterized	the	church	as	a	body	extensively	in	Romans,	1	
Corinthians, Ephesians, and Colossians. This “body” of Christ has both a 
“head” and “members.” The “head of the body, the church,” is Jesus. He 
is	simultaneously	the	source,	nourishment,	and	goal	of	all	that	exists	
(Colossians	1:15-18).	Through	Christ’s	headship	over	the	church,	we	
find our place in his Body, the church. 

Through Jesus, the church is “nourished and knit together by joints and 
ligaments [and] grows with the increase that is from God” (Colossians 2:19). As 
the church speaks truth in love, it grows in every way “into him who is the 
head–Christ” (Ephesians 4:15). Growing in life with Christ is why being a 
member of the body — the church — is so important for Christians.
 
With	all	of	these	metaphors	forming	word-pictures	of	what	the	church	
is, Scripture still doesn’t give a detailed blueprint for what a church 
community should specifically look like. Most of us know (or will 
know) that there is great variety among churches — some use written 
prayers; some are charismatic; some have short sermons, and some 
have long, etc. To know the essentials of what the church should be and 
practice, we turn to Scripture. Our first evidence of the Church is found 
in Acts 2:42. After Jesus’ resurrection and the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit, we’re told that a group of believers “gathered together and, devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of 
bread and to prayer.”  In this one sentence, we have a clear guide to what 
the	church	could	be,	and	for	what	purpose	it	exists.	First,	for	teaching; 
second, for fellowship; third, for breaking bread (communion); and fourth, 
for prayer. 

•	 Teaching - In the time of the New Testament church, the apostles 
were present in person to teach the new believers. Today, churches 
have pastors who have been set aside to study and pass on teachings 
from the Bible. One of the goals of a good pastor is to teach about 
who Jesus is, what he did and taught, as well as pointing to what it 
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means to follow Christ in our own life and situation. When looking 
for a good church, a new believer should always seek one that has the 
Bible at the center of its teaching, and an earnest desire to practice 
what is learned from it. 

•		Fellowship - Part of God’s design for the church is that we are not 
saved in order to live a solo life of faith, but rather we are saved into 
community — specifically, the community of the church. We were 
designed from the very beginning for relationships, and it is through 
relationships with fellow believers that we often hear from God 
through encouragement, challenge, and the simple modeling of how 
to live a Christian life. On the flip side, church community is the “lab” 
where we practice what we’re learning about how to follow Jesus, 
treating	others	as	he	would.	John	13:34-35	says,	“A new command I 
give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 
By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 
That’s a tall order. It’s also simply impossible if we approach our faith 
as a private individual matter, rather than a matter lived out in the 
mess of a faith community.

•	 Breaking Bread - The biblical reference here is to communion, the 
meal of bread and wine that remembers the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross 
for our sins, and the promise of his eventual return to restore creation 
and set all things right. The bread is the symbol of his body, broken 
for us, and the wine is the symbol of his blood, shed for us. Receiving 
communion together is a regular reminder of the centrality of Jesus’ 
work	on	the	cross	and	hence,	the	reason	why	the	Church	exists.

•	 Prayer - As we see from the above Acts 2:42 verse, one of the 
purposes behind the gathering of the early church was to pray. You 
might ask, what difference does it make whether I pray with others or pray 
on my own? The answer is that both kinds of prayer are important. 
Matthew	18:19-20	says,	“I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about 
anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where 
two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” God is pleased 
when we gather in community and worship him together. Beyond 
that, we learn from each other as we hear and support one another in 
prayer. 
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CONSIDER…
 
1. What’s the first image that comes to your mind when you hear 

the word “church?” Are the associations mostly positive or mostly 
negative? Why?

2.  Is there one of these metaphors for “the Church” that is more 
confusing to you than the others?

3.  Is there anything about church life at Santa Barbara Community 
Church that confuses you or intrigues you, based on what you’ve seen 
of it? 
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Week Ten
HOW DID THE CHURCH BEGIN 
AND WHY DO WE HAVE SO MANY 
DIFFERENT CHURCHES?

There is a wide variety of style and structure among local church 
communities around the world, and it can be confusing. We might ask: 
Do all these groups believe in the same truths about the Christian faith? Do 
they all get along with each other? Do they all use the same Bible? What is the 
difference between them? Why couldn’t it be simpler with just one Church, one 
expression of faith in Jesus Christ?

When	you	think	about	the	various	expressions	of	Christian	faith	around	
the world it may be helpful to think of a very large, very old tree with 
multiple intertwined branches that all grow from one root system. 
This	tree	is	over	2,000	years	old	and	has	branches	that	extend	to	many	
cultures, languages, geographical locations, and political settings. In 
attempting	to	explain	just	a	little	of	its	complexity	we	will	need	to	
identify some of those roots.

The church of Jesus Christ began in Jerusalem shortly after Jesus’ death 
and	resurrection.	A	small,	frightened	group	of	Jesus-followers	grew	
rather	rapidly	to	a	considerable	size	–	a	size	that	caused	Jewish	and	
Roman authorities great concern, which quickly led to persecution 
of these new Christians. Nonetheless, the early church in Jerusalem 
expanded	quickly	as	the	promised	Holy	Spirit	filled	and	empowered	
these new believers. The New Testament book of Acts records that when 
the apostle Peter preached the first sermon, 3,000 people responded 
in	faith,	deciding	to	follow	Jesus!	Many	of	these	people	were	visiting	
Jerusalem at festival time and returned to their homes changed, 
possessing a new faith, and spreading the good news of Jesus to their 
various homes and cultures.

The very early church in Jerusalem was Jewish. But that was about to 
change in a very big way. As persecution of Christians intensified in 
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Jerusalem, many believers fled to other parts of the Roman world. As 
they moved to safer locations they kept talking about their faith, how 
God had transformed their lives, and proclaiming Jesus was the Messiah. 
The result was that many other people began to believe. In a relatively 
short time the hub of Christian life and influence moved from Jerusalem 
to the city of Antioch (present day Syria).
 
It is from Antioch that the great missionary, the apostle Paul, and 
his band of friends launched efforts to spread the gospel to peoples 
throughout Asia Minor. Over many years and three major tours to 
spread the good news, local church communities were planted in what 
today would be Syria, Turkey and Greece. The result was that in a matter 
of a very few years Christian communities were established in many 
cultures,	languages	and	political	settings.	This	was	exactly	what	Jesus	
wanted when he charged his disciples “to make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matthew	28:19-20).	
But as the faith grew numerically and geographically, differences began 
to surface. Specifically, the ancient world was full of different religions 
and different gods, and often there was an effort to blend various beliefs 
with Christian teachings. As Christian faith spread throughout the 
Roman world, it was soon apparent that there was a need for correction 
and definition about the true gospel message. During this time, the New 
Testament as we know it today was beginning to take shape. The authors 
of the New Testament were, for the most part, apostles who personally 
knew Jesus. They wrote letters to various local churches to correct error 
and further instruct them about the gospel message and Christian living. 
 
The history of the Christian church as a whole is a long story of growth 
and change, although the core gospel message from Scripture is always 
at the center of the Christian faith. With that said, however, differing 
expressions	of	faith	have	arisen	among	church	communities	for	some	of	
the following reasons:

•			Differences	regarding	secondary	areas	of	belief	or	practice. 
What	does	baptism	mean	and	who	should	get	baptized?	(Should	
infants	be	baptized	or	only	those	who	can	profess	their	own	faith?)	
How should the local church be structured? How often should 
communion be practiced? Who is qualified for leadership positions 
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within the church? How should certain passages in the Bible be 
interpreted? These are all valid questions and sometimes the answers 
aren’t always clear in the Bible.

•	 Differences	in	style. Some churches appeal to a more intellectual 
crowd and are more inclined to focus on analytical thinking and 
biblical knowledge. Others are more artistically or creatively wired 
and	the	way	they	express	their	faith	is	quite	different.	Other	churches	
may place their emphasis on a relationship with God grounded 
in social justice. There are many differences in the musical style 
of worship among churches. Some have short sermons and some 
have long. These things are important, so it shouldn’t surprise us 
that	different	churches	and	even	whole	denominations	(organized	
networks	of	like-minded	churches)	would	emerge	in	light	of	worship	
and/or	organizational	style.

•	 Differences	in	tradition. Some churches adhere to a specific 
structure and heritage of worshipping God according to traditions 
passed	down	over	generations	or	even	centuries.	For	example,	the	
Episcopal or Lutheran denominations worship through a formal 
liturgy (written prayers and cyclical patterns for prayer and Scripture 
teaching), as well as following a “church calendar” that marks 
religious	holy	days.	Other	churches	might	prefer	to	explore	fresh,	
innovative ways of growing in their relationship with God by stepping 
away	from	long-standing	rituals	or	traditions.	Some	churches	are	a	
blend of the two.

•	 Cultural	differences.	Obviously, churches within different cultures 
will	express	their	faith	and	worship	of	God	in	their	own	distinctive	
ways.	It	shouldn’t	surprise	us	if	churches	in	a	middle-class	Midwest	
American	city	are	extremely	different	from	those	in	a	rural	village	in	
Africa. Consequently, various churches and whole denominations will 
vary greatly depending upon the geographical location and cultural 
values of the people themselves.

 
In the midst of these differences, what binds all Christian churches 
together, is belief in God (the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), that all 
humans are sinful and in need of grace, and that only Jesus Christ 
(through his death and resurrection), makes it possible for us to have 
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a relationship with God. Christian churches also believe that the Bible 
most clearly reveals who God is, how we can have a relationship with 
him,	and	how	we	can	extend	God’s	love	to	other	people.	While	other	
minor beliefs and practices, may differ, a lesson we can learn from such 
diversity is that various churches and denominations can learn from 
each other and that, together, we make up the larger community of faith 
known as the Church universal (as opposed to various local churches). 
By seeking God with humility, we find ourselves –individually, and as the 
gathered Church—in his grand story.
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CONSIDER…
 
1.  As you think about all the things that make churches different from 

one another, what are the ingredients that you value in a local church 
community and why?

 
 

2.	If	you	have	had	any	experiences	with	church	life	in	the	past,	what	
things encouraged your spiritual growth?

 

 
3.  What, if any, questions do you still have about the variety among 

Christian churches?
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Week Eleven
A NEW WAY OF L IFE

Something mysterious happens to us when we surrender our lives to 
Christ. We are instantly deemed a “new creation.” The Bible says that the 
Holy Spirit actually comes to live inside us, and that we are seen by God 
as free from guilt. We are marvelously saved by the kindness of God, and 
not through trying to “earn” our way to heaven. It is out of a response of 
joy and gratitude for this that we desire to grow more and more into the 
people God created us to be.

 A wise person once noted that “character” is who we are when no one 
is looking. It isn’t our reputation (what people think of us), and it isn’t 
achievement (what we’ve accomplished); it is who we are as a person. 
When we think of character, we often think of the traits that make up 
that character.

•		 A	timid	person	who	speaks	up	boldly	on	behalf	of	someone	who	is	
being treated unfairly might be said to have courage;

•		 A	person	who	determines	to	get	up	early	every	morning	to	spend	
some time reading Scripture and praying might be said to have 
discipline;

•			One	who	is	going	through	a	season	of	suffering	and	yet	remains	
faithful might be said to have endurance.

•			Someone	who	refuses	to	speak	poorly	of	one	who	has	mistreated	him	
might be said to be gracious.

•			One	who	stops	to	care	for	someone	she	sees	crying	exhibits	
compassion.

You get the idea. Christian character doesn’t just happen to us. We 
choose it and we practice it out of gratitude, out of changed hearts, with 
the help of the Holy Spirit.

But where do we begin?
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The good news is that God usually shows us where to begin. If we 
are praying (read: listening) as we read Scripture, we can’t miss the 
numerous verses pointing to areas for growth. The Holy Spirit will often 
give us a nudge, or a pang of recognition, when we’ve hit a trait where 
we need growth.
 
Let’s look at some Scripture passages and the various character traits that 
are addressed in them…
 
Compassion
The dictionary definition of compassion is: “a feeling of deep sympathy 
and sorrow for another who is stricken by misfortune, accompanied by a 
strong desire to alleviate the suffering.”
 
What Scripture Has To Say
Luke	10:25-37

“One day an expert in religious law stood up to test Jesus by asking him this 
question: ‘Teacher, what should I do to inherit eternal life?’

Jesus replied, ‘What does the law of Moses say? How do you read it?’
The man answered, ‘‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all 
your soul, all your strength, and all your mind.’ And, ‘Love your neighbor as 
yourself.’’

Right!’ Jesus told him. ‘Do this and you will live!’
The man wanted to justify his actions, so he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my 
neighbor?’
 
Jesus replied with a story: ‘A Jewish man was traveling from Jerusalem down 
to Jericho, and he was attacked by bandits. They stripped him of his clothes, 
beat him up, and left him half dead beside the road. By chance a priest came 
along. But when he saw the man lying there, he crossed to the other side of 
the road and passed him by. A Temple assistant walked over and looked at him 
lying there, but he also passed by on the other side.

‘Then a despised Samaritan came along, and when he saw the man, he felt 
compassion for him. Going over to him, the Samaritan soothed his wounds 
with olive oil and wine and bandaged them. Then he put the man on his own 
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donkey and took him to an inn, where he took care of him. The next day he 
handed the innkeeper two silver coins, telling him, ‘Take care of this man. If 
his bill runs higher than this, I’ll pay you the next time I’m here.’
‘Now which of these three would you say was a neighbor to the man who was 
attacked by bandits?’ Jesus asked.

The man replied, ‘The one who showed him mercy.’
Then Jesus said, ‘Yes, now go and do the same.’”

 
Discipline
Discipline is a quality that is challenging to pin down to a single 
definition, probably because it encompasses more than one thing. 
Discipline is the ability to delay gratification,	and	it	is	also	self-control,	
which	is	the	restraint	we	exercise	over	impulses	or	decisions	that	might	
not be in our best interest, or the best interest of others. 
 
Paul	tells	us	in	Galatians	5:16-26	that	the	prevention	and	cure	for	our	
lack	of	impulse-control	(and	our	key	to	growing	in	discipline)	is	living	
lives yielded to the Holy Spirit, who lives within us as believers.
 

“So I say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives. Then you won’t be doing what 
your sinful nature craves. The sinful nature wants to do evil, which is just 
the opposite of what the Spirit wants. And the Spirit gives us desires that are 
the opposite of what the sinful nature desires. These two forces are constantly 
fighting each other, so you are not free to carry out your good intentions. But 
when you are directed by the Spirit, you are not under obligation to the law 
of Moses.

When you follow the desires of your sinful nature, the results are very clear: 
sexual immorality, impurity, lustful pleasures, idolatry, sorcery, hostility, 
quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, 
envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and other sins like these. Let me tell you 
again, as I have before, that anyone living that sort of life will not inherit 
the Kingdom of God.

But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is 
no law against these things!
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Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their 
sinful nature to his cross and crucified them there. Since we are living by the 
Spirit, let us follow the Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives. Let us not 
become conceited, or provoke one another, or be jealous of one another.” 

 
Endurance
Simply stated, endurance is the ability to withstand hardship or adversity. 
It is a quality that refines courage and can help turn vision into reality. 
What makes endurance different for the Christian is that we endure by 
drawing on God’s strength, and not just our own resources. 
 
In the Old Testament, God uses the prophet Jeremiah to challenge 
the Israelites to endure. They had been captured by their enemies, the 
Babylonians, and brought to Babylon – far from home, and a bitter place 
for	the	Israelites.	(Jeremiah	29:4-14)
 

 “This is what the Lord of Heaven’s Armies, the God of Israel, says to all the 
captives he has exiled to Babylon from Jerusalem: ‘Build homes, and plan to 
stay. Plant gardens, and eat the food they produce. Marry and have children. 
Then find spouses for them so that you may have many grandchildren. 
Multiply! Do not dwindle away! And work for the peace and prosperity of 
the city where I sent you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for its welfare will 
determine your welfare.’

This is what the Lord of Heaven’s Armies, the God of Israel, says: ‘Do not let 
your prophets and fortune-tellers who are with you in the land of Babylon 
trick you. Do not listen to their dreams, because they are telling you lies in 
my name. I have not sent them,’ says the Lord.

This is what the Lord says: ‘You will be in Babylon for seventy years. But 
then I will come and do for you all the good things I have promised, and 
I will bring you home again. For I know the plans I have for you,’ says the 
Lord. ‘They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future 
and a hope. In those days when you pray, I will listen. If you look for me 
wholeheartedly, you will find me. I will be found by you,’ says the Lord. ‘I 
will end your captivity and restore your fortunes. I will gather you out of the 
nations where I sent you and will bring you home again to your own land.’”
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Courage
Courage doesn’t mean lacking in fear. Courage is the quality of facing 
our fears rather than running from them. We are better able to face our 
fears as believers because we believe that God is with us in all situations.
 
In Deuteronomy 31:6, Moses is approaching death, and speaks a final 
time to the Israelites, reminding them of how God has cared for them in 
the past, encouraging them for the future as they face their enemies. He 
says, 

“So be strong and courageous! Do not be afraid and do not panic before 
them. For the Lord your God will personally go ahead of you. He will neither 
fail you nor abandon you.”

 
Humility
The general definition of humility is freedom from pride or arrogance. 
For Christians humility has an added dimension of meaning because it 
is	to	see	oneself	in	relation	to	God.	He	is	all-powerful;	we	are	not.	He	
is pure and holy; we are not. He knows all things; we do not. This isn’t 
a contrast meant to make us feel badly about ourselves; it is simply a 
high view of God, meant to encourage us to depend on the One who is 
bigger and mightier than ourselves. Humility is seeing that contrast and 
living according to it. Part of how that plays out is how we treat others 
— with respect and with grace. Without humility, cultivation of the 
other	traits	that	mark	Christian	character	is	next	to	impossible.	
 
Scripture has plenty to say about the importance of humility. In the Old 
Testament,	the	prophet	Isaiah	(66:1-2)	says:

“Heaven is my throne,
  and the earth is my footstool.
Could you build me a temple as good as that?
  Could you build me such a resting place?
My hands have made both heaven and earth;
  they and everything in them are mine.
  I, the Lord, have spoken!
I will bless those who have humble and contrite hearts,
  who tremble at my word.”
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We see our perfect model of humility in Jesus.

2 Corinthians 8:9 says, 
“You know the generous grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Though he was rich, 
yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty he could make you 
rich.”

 
In	the	gospel	of	John	(13:4-20),	Jesus	shows	by	example	how	his	
disciples are to act with humility:

“So he got up from the table, took off his robe, wrapped a towel around his 
waist, and poured water into a basin. Then he began to wash the disciples’ 
feet, drying them with the towel he had around him.  When Jesus came to 
Simon Peter, Peter said to him, ‘Lord, are you going to wash my feet?’ Jesus 
replied, ‘You don’t understand now what I am doing, but someday you will.’

‘No,’ Peter protested, ‘you will never ever wash my feet!’
Jesus replied, ‘Unless I wash you, you won’t belong to me.’
Simon Peter exclaimed, ‘Then wash my hands and head as well, Lord, not just 
my feet!’

Jesus replied, ‘A person who has bathed all over does not need to wash, except 
for the feet, to be entirely clean. And you disciples are clean, but not all of 
you.’ For Jesus knew who would betray him. That is what he meant when he 
said, ‘Not all of you are clean.’

After washing their feet, he put on his robe again and sat down and asked, 
‘Do you understand what I was doing? You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and 
you are right, because that’s what I am. And since I, your Lord and Teacher, 
have washed your feet, you ought to wash each other’s feet. I have given you 
an example to follow. Do as I have done to you. I tell you the truth, slaves are 
not greater than their master. Nor is the messenger more important than the 
one who sends the message. Now that you know these things, God will bless 
you for doing them.’”

Obviously, this short list doesn’t cover all the traits found in good 
Christian	character,	but	it’s	a	start!	In	summary,	the	important	things	for	
us to know about developing character and living this new life in Christ 
include:
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•	 This	is	not	a	“to	do	list”	that	earns	us	favor	and	acceptance	with	God.	
He already loves us, has forgiven our sins, and has adopted us into his 
family!	Living	the	Christian	life	is	not	rigid	adherence	to	laws,	but	a	
grateful response to the love that God has freely given us.

•	 It	is	not	our	strenuous	effort	that	builds	character;	it	is	Christ	living	
within us;

•	 Hardship	often	acts	as	the	catalyst	for	growth	in	character.	Romans	
5:3-4	says,	“We can rejoice, too, when we run into problems and trials, for we 
know that they help us develop endurance. And endurance develops strength of 
character, and character strengthens our confident hope of salvation.” 

•	 Character	is	a	lifetime	work	–	again,	not	by	our	determination,	but	
as the result of an intimate relationship with God. Philippians 1:6 
says, “And I am certain that God, who began the good work within you, will 
continue his work until it is finally finished on the day when Christ Jesus 
returns.”	This	is	incredibly	good	news!

•	 An	intimate	relationship	with	God	ultimately	results	in	wisdom.	
James 3:17 says, “…the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all 
pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, 
impartial and sincere.” Godly character results in wisdom.
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QUESTIONS:
 
1.		Is	there	anything	in	today’s	material	that	surprised	you?	Explain.

2. Have you sensed God working in your life to help you grow in 
Christian character? What did this look like?

3.  As you think back over the past weeks in this study, what has stirred 
your thinking and feeling about faith in Jesus?  If you have grown 
deeper in your understanding of Christianity, what do you want to do 
with what you’ve learned? 
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