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	Leader’s Guide for Study 1

How Do I Know If God Is Speaking to Me?

Knowing God’s Word and being in his community are the keys to his leading.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	How can you tell whether your thoughts are from God or just your own? This study insists that knowing the difference between your thoughts and God’s leading or prompting voice is a relational process of discernment that includes personal intimacy with God, connectedness in community with others, and familiarity with God’s Word.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #1

Scripture:
Psalm 119:11, 105; Mark 3:20–26; John 10:1–10, 27; 1 John 4:1–6

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the “Participant’s Guide” included at the end of this study.

This week’s question includes a crucial presupposition: sometimes our thoughts are from God. God speaks to us. Many of us don’t believe this is true because we believe we aren’t spiritual enough. However, the staggering reality is that God does speak to us through our thoughts, hearts, and impressions. If we stop and think about it, this is an awe-inspiring reality. God Almighty—the infinite, eternal, omnipotent One—speaks to us. We cannot skip over how incredible and astounding that truth is. 

Dallas Willard says in Hearing God, “Hearing from God? A daring idea, some would say presumptuous and even dangerous. But what if we are made for it? What if the human system simply will not function properly without it? There are good reasons to think it will not. The fine texture, as well as the grand movements of life, shows the need. Is it not, in fact, more presumptuous and dangerous to undertake human existence without hearing God?”

Willard’s assertion about the danger of living life without hearing from God is one we should take to heart. Because life is too complicated, messy, unforgiving, and tempting, we desperately need God’s transcending wisdom to sail upon life’s choppy waters. With that in mind the question may still remain, how do we hear God’s voice and discern it from our own?

Discussion starter:

[Q]
Who calls you on the phone and says, “It’s me,” and expects you to know who they are? Do you sometimes, always, or never recognize him or her?
PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: The sheep know the shepherd’s voice.

Read John 10:1–10, 27. Those that follow Christ are referred to as sheep in this passage, and Jesus is the gate. Anyone who is out to deceive us and lead us away from Jesus (e.g. Satan, evil spirits, false teachers, etc.) is the thief or robber, whose desire is to steal, kill, and destroy. The only way the sheep can avoid getting lost is to enter into a relationship with Jesus Christ by entering the gate.

Leith Anderson shared this in his sermon “The Lord Is My Shepherd”: 

I own a marvelous little book written nearly a quarter of a century ago by a former shepherd, Philip Keller. He titled the book A Shepherd Looks at Psalm Twenty-Three. He tells about his experience as a shepherd in east Africa. The land adjacent to his was rented out to a tenant shepherd who didn’t take very good care of his sheep: his land was overgrazed, eaten down to the ground; the sheep were thin, diseased by parasites, and attacked by wild animals. Keller especially remembered how the neighbor’s sheep would line up at the fence and blankly stare in the direction of his green grass and his healthy sheep, almost as if they yearned to be delivered from their abusive shepherd. They longed to come to the other side of the fence and belong to him.

Christians understand that the identity of the shepherd is everything. It is wonderful to be able to say, “The Lord is my shepherd.”

[Q]
Where does the gate in this passage lead? Why do you think Jesus told this story? 
[Q]
Once out of the gate who is it that we should be following? Do you recognize his voice? Or is it strange to you? How can you begin to recognize his voice?


Leader’s Note: God speaks through his Spirit, his Word, and his church. And these three things must be in agreement.

[Q]
What images come to mind when you hear the word thief? Keeping with the thief character that Jesus described in this parable, where might there be thievery happening in your life? Are you able to discern that? If so, how?
 

[Q]
What is the thief’s desire? What is Jesus’ desire for those who follow him and enter through him? What does a full life as a Christ-follower look like?


Leader’s Note: The thief’s desire is to steal, kill and destroy, but Jesus’ desire is that we may have life and have it to the full. A full life for a Christ follower is a life that is continually being transformed by his Spirit. Broken marriages/relationships are restored; one’s finances are rebuilt and are used to help those in need; anxiety turns into peace that transcends all understanding; being lost in the temporal becomes hope in the eternal.

Teaching point two: We cannot hear God’s voice unless we read his Word.

Floyd Schneider shares in his book Evangelism for the Fainthearted:

A Christian university student shared a room with a Muslim. As they became friends, their conversation turned to their beliefs. The believer asked the Muslim if he’d ever read the Bible. He answered no, but then asked if the Christian had ever read the Koran. 

The believer responded, “No, I haven’t, but I’m sure it would be interesting. Why don’t we read both together, once a week, alternating books?” The young man accepted the challenge, their friendship deepened, and during the second term [the Muslim] became a believer in Jesus. 

One evening, late in the term, he burst into the room and shouted at the long-time believer, “You deceived me!” 

“What are you talking about?” the believer asked. 

The new believer opened his Bible and said, “I’ve been reading it through, like you told me, and just read that the Word is living and active!” He grinned. “You knew all along that the Bible contained God’s power and that the Koran is a book like any other. I never had a chance!” 

“And now you’ll hate me for life?” queried the believer. 

“No,” he answered, “but it was an unfair contest.”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer says in Meditating on the Word, “Because I am a Christian, therefore, every day in which I do not penetrate more deeply into the knowledge of God’s Word in Holy Scripture is a lost day for me. I can only move forward with certainty upon the firm ground of the Word of God. And, as a Christian, I learn to know the Holy Scriptures in no other way than by hearing the Word preached and by prayerful meditation.”

Read Psalm 119:11, 105.

[Q]
Picture walking through a dark woods with no light. After you’ve wandered off the path into a few trees, you begin to get frustrated. Now imagine that someone has given you a flashlight so that you can see the path. How is this an illustration of how God’s Word illuminates the way we should go? 

[Q]
In what ways has God’s Word already been a light to your path? How can it continue to be a light?

[Q]
Jesus quoted Scripture to defend himself against Satan in Matthew 4. How can we be like Jesus and take Psalm 119:11 more seriously? How can we hide God’s Word in our hearts? How might this help us better discern whether we are listening to our voice or to God’s?

Optional Activity:

Prepare a room in advance that will be completely dark. Lead everyone safely into the darkened room and ask them to comment on it. Ask what images, metaphors, or thoughts come to mind as they sit in the darkness. Now light an oil lamp or candle. Have someone read Psalm 119:105 aloud again. 

Teaching point three: We must “test the spirits” to know whether or not it’s God’s voice we are hearing.

Dallas Willard writes in Hearing God, “Satan will not come to us in the form of an oversized bat with bony wings, hissing like a snake. Instead, he will usually, like God, come to us through our thoughts and perceptions. We must be alert to a voice that is in contrast with the weight, spirit, and content of God’s voice, for that may signify that we are under subtle attack.”

Read 1 John 4:1–6.

[Q]
How were the early Christ followers taught to recognize what was from the Spirit of God and what was from false prophets? How do you think they went about this testing of the spirits? In their shoes, how would you test the spirits?


Leader’s Notes: False teaching would not recognize Jesus as the Son of God, whereas those who taught truth taught that Jesus is indeed the Son of God.

[Q]
How might you be listening to the viewpoint of the world, rather than to God?

[Q]
How are you listening to the Spirit; in other words, what do you think God has been saying to you lately? “Test the spirits” with your small group and see if what you are sensing is accurate.

Leader’s Notes: Determining what God is saying to us is not an easy thing to do. It is important that we take every opportunity to determine if what we are hearing is in fact from God and not from the evil one. It is important that we expose ourselves to God’s Word on a daily basis as the author of Psalms describes. This exposure will allow us to hear his voice more easily.  Sharing our thoughts with other believers will also help us discern what God is saying to us.
Teaching point four: God’s voice will never contradict his Word.

Gregg Donnelly shares this account: 

Robert Kupferschmid was an 81-year-old with no flying experience. However, due to a tragic emergency, he was forced to fly an airplane. On June 17, 1998, he and his 52-year-old pilot friend, Wesley Sickle, were flying from Indianapolis to Muncie, Indiana. During the flight, the pilot slumped over and died at the controls. The Cessna 172 single-engine plane began to nosedive and Kupferschmid grabbed the controls. He got on the radio and pleaded for help. 

Nearby were two pilots who heard the call. Mount Comfort was the closest airport, and the two pilots gave Kupferschmid a steady stream of instructions of climbing, steering—and the scariest part—landing. The two experienced pilots circled the runway three times before this somewhat frantic and totally inexperienced pilot was ready to attempt the landing.

Emergency vehicles were called out and ready for what seemed like an approaching disaster. Witnesses said the plane’s nose nudged the center line and bounced a few times before the tail hit the ground. The Cessna ended up in a patch of soggy grass next to the runway. Amazingly, Kupferschmid was not injured.

This pilot listened and followed those instructions as if his life depended on it—and it did. Imagine what would take place in the lives of believers if we listened to and obeyed the Word of God with the same earnestness.

Read Mark 3:20–26.

[Q]
The Pharisees said that Beelzebub (Satan) possessed Jesus; how did Jesus respond? What might this text have to do with distinguishing our thoughts from God’s?


Leader’s Note: If we think we are hearing God in our lives, and what we think he is saying to us contradicts his Word, it is impossible that what we are hearing is from God. The Lord promises that his Scripture is truth and something that he will never contradict. As Jesus said in this text, “If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand.”

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Bill Hybels says in Too Busy Not To Pray, “People who make opportunities for the Holy Spirit to speak to them know that the Christian life is a continual adventure. It is full of surprises, thrills, challenges, and mysteries. Open your mind and heart to God’s leadings. He is more wonderful than you can imagine and He is attempting to communicate with you more often than you know.”

[Q]
What steps are you taking or can begin taking to listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit in order to experience the continual adventure that Hybels describes? How open-minded are you to this adventure? How can your small group, accountability partner, spouse, or friend help you with that?
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	Participant’s Guide for Study 1

How Do I Know If God Is Speaking to Me?
Knowing God’s Word and being in his community are the keys to his leading.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	How can you tell whether your thoughts are from God or just your own? This study insists that knowing the difference between your thoughts and God’s leading or prompting voice is a relational process of discernment that includes personal intimacy with God, connectedness in community with others, and familiarity with God’s Word.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #1

Scripture:
Psalm 119:11, 105; Mark 3:20–26; John 10:1–10, 27; 1 John 4:1–6



PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

This week’s question includes a crucial presupposition: sometimes our thoughts are from God. God speaks to us. Many of us don’t believe this is true because we believe we aren’t spiritual enough. However, the staggering reality is that God does speak to us through our thoughts, hearts, and impressions. If we stop and think about it, this is an awe-inspiring reality. God Almighty—the infinite, eternal, omnipotent One—speaks to us. We cannot skip over how incredible and astounding that truth is.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: The sheep know the shepherd’s voice.

Teaching point two: We cannot hear God’s voice unless we read his Word.

Teaching point three: We must “test the spirits” to know whether or not it’s God’s voice we are hearing.

Teaching point four: God’s voice will never contradict his Word.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Bill Hybels says in Too Busy Not To Pray, “People who make opportunities for the Holy Spirit to speak to them know that the Christian life is a continual adventure. It is full of surprises, thrills, challenges, and mysteries. Open your mind and heart to God’s leadings. He is more wonderful than you can imagine and He is attempting to communicate with you more often than you know.”
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 2

How Do I Know What I Was Born to Do?

We will never know the answer to this question
 unless we relate rightly to the one who made us.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	We may not always know in advance what special calling or work God has for us to do. But we begin to know by understanding our spiritual gifts, and by being part of a community where others are also committed to following God. This study will help us figure out the particular part we play in helping people find their way back to God. 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
Exodus 3:1–12; Romans 12:1–8 
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the “Participant’s Guide” included at the end of this study.

In the movie Dead Poet’s Society, there is a scene where Mr. Keating (Robin Williams) talks to his impressionable young students about the lives of the poets who had lived before them, as they gaze upon paintings and photos of those dead poets. At the end of Mr. Keating’s storytelling, he whispers the phrase carpe diem. Mr. Keating continually repeated this to each of the students as if the dead poets were saying it to them as their last will and testament; that each student would know that life is fleeting and we only get one chance to make this life count. Carpe diem, a proverbial Latin phrase, means seize the day.

Erwin McManus says in Seizing Your Divine Moment, “‘There are certain things that you do not need a calling to do,’ he gently chides. ‘You’ve already been commanded to do them.’ Too many divine opportunities are lost because we keep waiting for a word when the word has already been given.”

Carpe diem. At the heart of this week’s question, “How do I know what I was born to do?” is that old Latin phrase. I want to seize the day; I want to make sure that I take every opportunity to make the most bang for my buck. I’m here for a limited time, my life is short, so what’s a guy or gal got to do to make this short life worthwhile? Our world may tell us we need all the cash, houses, cars, and sex we can get before we die, but God’s Word tells us what we really need.

Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” It’s clear from this verse that we were created to do good in this world. How that specifically plays out for each of us can be a hard thing to determine. In fact, God doesn’t promise that we will know the particulars of his plans for us. Instead he asks for our obedience to what he has already made clear in the Bible. What God wants us to do with our lives on a daily basis is ultimately more important than deciphering the mysteries of his particular will for us. However, God does provide light to our particular callings, and by looking through Scripture we may discover what we were born to do.

Discussion starter:

[Q]
Who affirmed you as a child? How did this person affirm you? Did they say you were particularly good at something? What?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: To know what God created us for, we have to be willing to follow his plan.

The 18th century evangelist, John Wesley, wrote the following prayer, which illustrates our teaching point:

I am no longer my own, but yours.
Put me to what you will,
Rank me with whom you will;
Put me to doing,
Put me to suffering;
Let me be employed for you
Or laid aside for you,
Exalted for you
Or brought low for you;
Let me be full,
Let me be empty,
Let me have all things,
Let me have nothing;
I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things
to your pleasure and disposal.
And now, glorious and blessed God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
You are mine and I am yours.
So be it.
And the covenant now made on earth,
Let it be ratified in heaven.
Amen. 

The movie Chariots of Fire is the true story of two British runners competing in the 1924 Olympics. Eric Liddell is a devout Christian and one of the finest runners in the world. Eric’s sister, Jennie, wants him to leave competitive running to join the family on the mission field in China. Jennie feels Eric is putting running ahead of serving God, and she questions his commitment.

In one scene, Eric attempts to help his sister see his point of view. Eric announces with a smile, “I’ve decided I’m going back to China. The missionary service has accepted—”

Jennie interrupts him. “Oh, Eric, I’m so pleased.”

Eric continues, “But I’ve got a lot of running to do first. Jennie, you’ve got to understand. I believe that God made me for a purpose, for China. He also made me fast, and when I run, I feel his pleasure. To give it up would be to hold him in contempt. You were right; it’s not just fun. To win is to honor him” (Warner Brothers, 1981; illustration submitted by Greg Asimakoupoulos and Doug Scott to PreachingToday.com).

When we are surrendered to God, we feel his pleasure as we obey him. Read Romans 12:1–2.

[Q]
How would you define the phrase “living sacrifices”? Why does Paul say we are called to offer ourselves to God in such a way? How might this fit in with us discerning what we were born to do?


Leader’s Note: In response to God’s mercy, it is the least we can do to offer our lives to him in service as we serve others. 

[Q]
In verse 2, what does Paul say we will be able to do if we do not follow the world, but instead renew our minds? What do you think the renewing of our minds looks like? 

[Q]
In your opinion, is there anything in life that is good, pleasing, and perfect? Do you think living within God’s will can be good, pleasing, and perfect? Why or why not? Do you believe you are living within God’s will? Explain.


Leader’s Note: The point of these questions is for us to wrestle with and come to grips with the fact that nothing in life can provide good, pleasing perfection, except living within the will of God.

Teaching point two: To know what God created us for, we have to be willing to serve his body (the church).

Greg Asimakoupoulos shares this perspective from the movie Drumline, which parallels our participation in the body of Christ, his church: 

As the scene opens the incoming band members are on the football field … going through drills … divided according to instruments. Each leader articulates with a sense of pride the uniqueness of their instrument and their indispensability. 

The trumpet section leader states with brassy confidence, “Trumpets are the voice of the band. We are the melody. We are the clarity.”

The tuba section leader similarly boasts of his instrument: “Tubas are the most important section in the band, boy. Tubas are the boom.”

As the camera pans the field we hear the saxophone leader rallying his troops: “Saxophones are the truth, the funk and the hook.”

The percussionists circle their section leader, clapping rhythmically. Their leader says, “We are the heart and the soul. Without the percussionists, the band doesn’t move, doesn’t come alive.” While the clapping continues, he puts his fingers on the neck of one of his frosh drummers. As he feels the throbbing artery, he adds, “We are the pulse. Without a pulse, you’re dead.”

So it is with the body of Christ. We need all of us or the church becomes lopsided and “out of tune.” Read Romans 12:3–8.

[Q]
What does Paul say the “one body” (church) was born to do in verses 4–5? 

[Q]
If you are following Christ, you are a part of the church. What do you think you were born to do as part of that body?


Leader’s Note: Present ourselves as living sacrifices to God as an act of worship, by serving his body.

[Q]
What are the gifts that Paul lists in verses 6–8? How can these gifts help the church? Do you know what gift(s) God has given to you? How are you allowing God to use your gift(s)? What is holding you back from using your gift(s) more fully? 

Teaching point three: To know what God created us for, we must listen to his voice and obey.

Read Exodus 3:1–12. When Moses went to see the burning bush that would not burn up, his response to God was “Here I am.” Moses did not miss out on the opportunity to hear and learn from God, which led Moses into a lifetime of serving the Lord by freeing the Israelites from Egypt.

God wants us to be just as available as Moses, by responding, “Here I am” when he impresses upon us what he wants us to do.

[Q]
Why did God appear to Moses? Summarize in your own words what God was asking Moses to do. How specific was God’s call to Moses? Will he be as specific with you? Why or why not?

[Q]
Did Moses feel qualified to fulfill God’s request of him? Why do you think he felt the way he did? How would you have responded to that calling?

[Q]
How does God offer comfort to Moses? What comfort does he offer you?

[Q]
In the latter part of verse 12, God asked Moses to act first, and then he would prove that freeing Israel was his calling. Is God calling you to act first, to determine what you were born to do?

[Q]
Søren Kierkegaard said, “Life is lived forward and understood backward.” How was that true of Moses? How should it be true of us?
PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Take a retreat day within the next month. Take time to get away from the routine of life, to slow down and reflect upon God’s presence in your life. It would be helpful to find a place that will allow you to focus upon his will in your life (e.g. a forest preserve, coffee shop, library, etc.). Bring a journal, a Bible, and a pen to write down any impressions that he may give you. 

On this retreat day, spend time asking: 1) How am I a living sacrifice? 2) How can I improve in this area? 3) What is God’s will for my life? 4) If I know what his will is, am I living out that will? 

God may chose to reveal that to you, or he may wait; but in any case, it is important that we seek his good, pleasing, and perfect will. Share your findings or experiences with someone close to you, such as your spouse or an accountability partner. You may even want to share some of your convictions with your small group. Allow your community, God’s Spirit, and his Word to guide you in your thoughts.
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	Participant’s Guide for Study 2

How Do I Know What I Was Born to Do?
We will never know the answer to this question
 unless we relate rightly to the one who made us.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	We may not always know in advance what special calling or work God has for us to do. But we begin to know by understanding our spiritual gifts, and by being part of a community where others are also committed to following God. This study will help us figure out the particular part we play in helping people find their way back to God.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
Exodus 3:1–12; Romans 12:1–8 
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” It’s clear from this verse that we were created to do good in this world. How that specifically plays out for each of us can be a hard thing to determine. In fact, God doesn’t promise that we will know the particulars of his plans for us. Instead he asks for our obedience to what he has already made clear in the Bible. What God wants us to do with our lives on a daily basis is ultimately more important than deciphering the mysteries of his particular will for us. However, God does provide light to our particular callings, and by looking through Scripture we may discover what we were born to do.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: To know what God created us for, we have to be willing to follow his plan.

Teaching point two: To know what God created us for, we have to be willing to serve his body (the church).

Teaching point three: To know what God created us for, we must listen to his voice and obey.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Take a retreat day within the next month. Take time to get away from the routine of life, to slow down and reflect upon God’s presence in your life. It would be helpful to find a place that will allow you to focus upon his will in your life (e.g. a forest preserve, coffee shop, library, etc.). Bring a journal, a Bible, and a pen to write down any impressions that he may give you. 

On this retreat day, spend time asking: 1) How am I a living sacrifice? 2) How can I improve in this area? 3) What is God’s will for my life? 4) If I know what his will is, am I living out that will? 

God may chose to reveal that to you, or he may wait; but in any case, it is important that we seek his good, pleasing, and perfect will. Share your findings or experiences with someone close to you, such as your spouse or an accountability partner. You may even want to share some of your convictions with your small group. Allow your community, God’s Spirit, and his Word to guide you in your thoughts.
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 3

Why Does God Allow People to Suffer?

We must gain a perspective that is bigger than our circumstances.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	In the beginning there was no suffering, and the Bible is clear that all suffering stems directly or indirectly from the human choice to turn away from God. This study will explore the fact that God waits patiently for more people to find their way back to him in the midst of their suffering. 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #3

Scripture:
Genesis 3:1–19; Luke 5:17–26; Revelation 21:1–5a 

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the “Participant’s Guide” included at the end of this study.

In a national survey commissioned by Willow Creek Community Church, the number one question people said they would like to ask God is the title of this session—why does God allow people to suffer? Look at the lowest points in the 20th century: world wars, the Holocaust, the killing fields of Cambodia, famines in Africa, AIDS, genocide, ethnic cleansing, and terrorist atrocities. No wonder so many people wonder why a loving God doesn’t stop the immense suffering when he clearly could. It’s a question that challenges both those who believe deeply in God and those who don’t believe in him at all.

So why does God allow people to suffer? Maybe a better question is why does God allow us to choose? The root of all the mess within our world is our keen ability to make poor choices. Do I cheat on this test? Sure, why not, no one will notice. Do I pull a gun on this person to protect my manhood? You bet ya! Do I cheat on my husband because he’s not fulfilling my emotional needs? Yes, I deserve more. Do I continue to raise my salary by 65 percent a year, while my employees get pay cuts? Absolutely, I work hard and the company owes me. Do I eat from this tree of the knowledge of good and evil even when God commands me not to? Yes, then I will know what he knows. These continued poor choices we make help contribute to the suffering within this world. But without having the ability to choose, we would not have the ability to love, for love cannot be forced but only chosen. And love is what our relationship with God is based upon. 

God also reminds us that human suffering is temporary. The Apostle Paul called our suffering in 2 Corinthians 4:17, “our light and momentary troubles.” Paul was a man who said this after his back was shredded by a whip five different times, and three times he was beaten bloody by rods. Not only that, but he had close friends leave him, enemies hunt him relentlessly, and he spent much of his adult life in prison without having committed a single crime. Paul understood what it meant to look toward eternity as John references in Revelation 21:4, “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.” God waits patiently in this messy world for all humankind to turn to him and away from sin. He wants all to be saved, even if it means we may need to suffer in this life (2 Pet. 3:9). Ultimately, no one knows suffering better than God himself, as he sent his one and only Son to die for us (John 3:16).

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What is the most difficult thing you’ve had to endure? What made it so hard? 

[Q]
How did you view God when you were going through that difficulty?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Because of our sin, we are hopelessly flawed.

Karen Peterson and Cathy Lynn Grossman said this in “Abuse Less Shocking in Light Of History,” USA Today (5-13-04):

One of the most surprising things about the recent abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison by U.S. soldiers is that so many Americans are surprised.

Philip Zimbardo, a Stanford University psychologist, believes the situation produced a totally predictable outcome.

Zimbardo knows this from personal experience. In 1971, he recruited 24 college students to pose as guards or inmates in a mock prison. The experiment was to last for two weeks, and during that time he gave them few orders and little supervision.

Quickly, the guards became more and more abusive. When Zimbardo was gone, guards put bags over inmates’ heads, stripped them of clothing, and told them to simulate sex acts. Finally, after several inmates suffered emotional breakdowns, Zimbardo stopped the experiment after six days.

Zimbardo suggests that sometimes “good people” don’t even need bad orders—none or vague ones will do.

Human behavior tends toward the lowest possible moral morass. It all started at the beginning of time. Read Genesis 3:1–19.

[Q]
God created Adam and Eve as his companions. What did Adam and Eve do to separate themselves from that companionship? 


Leader’s Note: They disobeyed God by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

[Q]
How did God know that they had done this? How did Adam respond when God asked him about what he had done? How did Eve respond?


Leader’s Note: They hid from him because they were ashamed of their nakedness. Adam used Eve as a scapegoat for his choice to eat the fruit. Eve blamed the serpent for her choice.

[Q]
God addressed three different beings. Who are they? What does he say to them? What are the consequences of their choices? How do their choices affect us today? 

Teaching point two: Jesus interrupted this rebellion against God by forgiving our sins, redeeming the mess we’ve made.

In the book Bono: In Conversation with Michka Assaya, the lead singer and songwriter for the rock group U2 makes an explicit confession of faith.

“It’s a mind-blowing concept that the God who created the universe might be looking for company, a real relationship with people, but the thing that keeps me on my knees is the difference between grace and karma.”

Saying that the idea of karma is central to all religions, Bono explained:

“What you put out comes back to you: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, or in physics—in physical laws—every action is met by an equal or an opposite one. It’s clear to me that karma is at the very heart of the universe. I’m absolutely sure of it. And yet, along comes this idea called grace to upend all that “as you reap, so you will sow” stuff. Grace defies reason and logic. Love interrupts, if you like, the consequences of your actions, which in my case is very good news indeed, because I’ve done a lot of stupid stuff….

“It doesn’t excuse my mistakes, but I’m holding out for grace. I’m holding out that Jesus took my sins onto the cross, because I know who I am, and I hope I don’t have to depend on my own religiosity.”

Rather than make us pay for our sins, God sent Jesus to suffer in our place. So no matter how we may suffer on earth, because of Christ, we don’t have to suffer eternally. Read Luke 5:17–26.

[Q]
Who are the characters in this story? What is the setting? 

[Q]
Imagine you are one of the teachers of the law, and a mat with a crippled man on it is lowered through a hole in the roof, how would you respond? What is Jesus’ response? What did he heal first? Why do you think he did that? How do the Pharisees respond?


Leader’s Note: Jesus saw their faith, forgave the man’s sins, and healed his crippled legs. The Pharisees were outraged that Jesus would attempt to forgive a man’s sins since they did not believe he was the Son of God.

[Q]
Do you think the paralytic would have come to Jesus if he weren’t crippled? Why or why not?

[Q]
What was the result of the man’s healing? How did it affect those around him? How might God’s healing of a person who’s suffering affect those around us today? 

Teaching point three: Although we suffer now, in eternity all suffering will be vanquished.

Melissa Parks writes this about the movie Amistad:
Amistad is about a slave ship filled with abducted African men, women, and children. In the face of starvation, beatings, rape, and murder, the Africans plan a coup on route from Africa to Cuba. On a stormy night, their leader, Cinque, unshackles his comrades. They seize the ship and order the planter to sail them back to Africa.

Instead of navigating them to Africa, however, the planter lands them at an eastern American seaport, where the Africans are imprisoned.

On the eve of the judge’s verdict, the Africans are scattered about their prison cell, lost in their despondency. But one sits contentedly in a corner reading a Bible given by a missionary.

Cinque, the fearless leader, glumly looks over at his fellow captive, Yamba, and says, “You don’t have to pretend to be interested in that. Nobody’s watching but me.”

But Yamba is authentically engrossed in the book. Momentarily, he glances up from it and says, “I’m not pretending. I’m beginning to understand it.” Though the Bible is written in English, a language Yamba does not understand, its vivid illustrations speak to him.

Intrigued, Cinque scoots over to read the narrative depicted by the black-and-white sketches. Wanting to share what he has learned, Yamba begins to tell the story in their native tongue. “Their people have suffered more than ours.” Referring to a picture of Jews being attacked by lions, he continues, “Their lives were full of suffering.”

Yamba flips the page and eagerly points to a picture of the infant Jesus, crowned with a halo of light, “Then he was born and everything changed.”

Cinque asks, “Who is he?”

Yamba doesn’t know who the child is, but he knows that he must be special. Referring to a picture of Jesus haloed by the sun, riding on a donkey, and being praised by onlookers, Yamba tells Cinque, “Everywhere he goes, he is followed by the sun.” 

Yamba skips to other pictures of Jesus to prove his point. The celestial light engulfs him as he heals people with his hands, as he protects an outcast woman, as he embraces a mob of children.

But this is not the end of the story. Yamba explains, “Something happened. He was captured, accused of some crime.” 

Cinque shakes his head back and forth and insists, “He must have done something.”

Yamba says, “Why? What did we do?” Still gazing at the picture, Yamba asks, “Do you want to see how they killed him?”

Sensing Yamba’s emotional breakdown, Cinque reminds him, “This is just a story, Yamba.”

Yamba shakes his head in protest. This man’s death was real. With renewed enthusiasm he turns the page and joyfully explains to Cinque, “But look. That’s not the end of it. His people took his body down from…” Yamba pauses and draws a cross in the air.

Yamba says, “They took him into a cave. They wrapped him in cloth, like we do. They thought he was dead, but he appeared before his people again … and he spoke to them.” Peace settles over Yamba. Looking at Cinque he says, “Then, finally, he rose into the sky.”

Gazing intently at Cinque, Yamba insists, “This is where the soul goes when you die here. This is where we’re going when they kill us.” Stroking a picture that depicts heaven, Yamba concludes, “It doesn’t look so bad.”

Unlike Yamba, we know the whole story. We know not only that “it doesn’t look so bad,” but that it’s gloriously better than anything we can imagine. Such a hope and promise gives us courage to hold out in the midst of suffering here. 

Choose one person to read Revelation 21:1–5a as everyone else closes his or her eyes. 

[Q]
What images come to mind as you hear the text read aloud? How loud do you think the voice of verse 3 is? What loud sound have you heard that you might compare it to? 

[Q]
How does the prospect of living with God make you feel? What does he promise to remove from our lives when he is with us?

[Q]
How can this text help us deal with the sufferings we or those in the world are experiencing in this life? 

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

The Los Angeles Times reported in “Missionary Slain in Iraq Mourned” (3-17-04):

Missionary Karen Watson counted the cost of following Jesus. That’s why she left a letter with her pastor before going to Iraq. She went to provide humanitarian relief in the name of Jesus—but she was gunned down in the country she came to serve.

The letter began, “You’re only reading this if I died.” It included gracious words to family and friends, and this simple summary of following Christ: “To obey was my objective, to suffer was expected, his glory my reward.”

[Q]
What are you suffering from right now that you can give up to God? If you are in a small group, how can your small group help you?

[Q]
What steps are you taking to focus on the eternal blessings versus the temporal sufferings?
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Why Does God Allow People to Suffer?
We must gain a perspective that is bigger than our circumstances.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	In the beginning there was no suffering, and the Bible is clear that all suffering stems directly or indirectly from the human choice to turn away from God. This study will explore the fact that God waits patiently for more people to find their way back to him in the midst of their suffering.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #3

Scripture:
Genesis 3:1–19; Luke 5:17–26; Revelation 21:1–5a 
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

God reminds us that human suffering is temporary. God waits patiently in this messy world for all humankind to turn to him and away from sin. He wants all to be saved, even if it means we may need to suffer in this life (2 Pet. 3:9). Ultimately, no one knows suffering better than God himself, as he sent his one and only Son to die for us (John 3:16).

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Because of our sin, we are hopelessly flawed.

Teaching point two: Jesus interrupted this rebellion against God by forgiving our sins, redeeming the mess we’ve made.

Teaching point three: Although we suffer now, in eternity all suffering will be vanquished.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

The Los Angeles Times reported in “Missionary Slain in Iraq Mourned” (3-17-04):

Missionary Karen Watson counted the cost of following Jesus. That’s why she left a letter with her pastor before going to Iraq. She went to provide humanitarian relief in the name of Jesus—but she was gunned down in the country she came to serve.

The letter began, “You’re only reading this if I died.” It included gracious words to family and friends, and this simple summary of following Christ: “To obey was my objective, to suffer was expected, his glory my reward.”
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	Leader’s Guide for Study 4

How Can I Deal With Depression and Discouragement?

We must understand God’s wisdom, power, and love.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Whether we struggle with depression, anxiety, burnout, or know someone who does, it is important for us to understand that God is near us all—the mentally ill, the brilliant, the depressed, the joy-filled, the anxious, the peace-centered. This study examines how God wants to use whatever we are going through to draw us, and others struggling with similar challenges, closer to him. It is as if he is saying, “Let your struggle bring you and others closer to me.”
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #4

Scripture:
1 Kings 19:1–18; Psalm 94:18–19 

PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each person with the “Participant’s Guide” included at the end of this study.

All of us know someone who is dealing with or has dealt with depression or burnout. Maybe we are that person. In any case, if we are going to worship the God of the universe, Creator of all beings, and overseer of our lives, it only seems natural that we want to know how to respond to someone who is in this state. So what do we say to someone who is suffering?

Dr. Carl Meninger, a world-renowned psychiatrist, once gave a lecture on mental health and was answering questions from the audience. Someone said, “What would you advise a person to do if they felt a nervous breakdown coming on?” Most people thought he would say, “Go see a psychiatrist immediately,” but he didn’t. To their astonishment, Dr. Meninger replied, “Lock up your house, go across the railroad tracks, find somebody in need, and help that person.” 

In Henri Nouwen’s book In the Name of Jesus, he confesses his state of burnout and how it led him to leave Harvard in order to find his spiritual roots. Oddly enough, he acted as if he was a patient of Dr. Meninger and was advised to find somebody in need. Nouwen decided to become a part of a community for mentally challenged people in Canada, called L’Arche. It was in this community that Nouwen journaled about his reconnection with God and how helping others really ended up helping him overcome his spiritual depression.

Does that mean we should tell someone with mental illness or depression to go out and serve others and not be concerned about their own recovery? Not necessarily. There may be a need for those of us struggling emotionally and physically to seek out recovery through support groups, counseling, or psychiatric help. However, it does seem apparent that God chose to use people in the Bible who struggled with mental and emotional illnesses—Elijah in 1 Kings (anxiety), Moses in Numbers 11 (burnout), Job in Job 30 (despair), and Paul in 2 Corinthians (pain-filled ministry). Not only did God use these people and their disabilities, but he also was the source of their strength—which is ultimately where the depressed, the discouraged, and all of us must end up: embracing God.
Discussion starter:

[Q]
What movies have you seen that depict the mentally ill or depressed? How do they depict them? Do you think these depictions are accurate? Why or why not?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: God’s wisdom is greater than my limited perspective.

King Ahab, influenced by his foreign wife Jezebel, had led Israel into idolatry. Previous to this text, Elijah had just proved God’s sovereignty over the false god Baal and his prophets by having the false prophets executed. But now he is plunged into despair. Read 1 Kings 19:1–8.

[Q]
Referring to verses 1–5, in what mental condition is Elijah? What words or emotions would you use to describe his current state? Why do you think he feels the way he does? From what was he running? How would you feel in that moment? 


Leader’s Note: He was terrified and believed that Ahab and Jezebel would soon murder him.

[Q]
In verses 5–8, what does God do in response to Elijah’s request to “Take my life”? In your opinion, why doesn’t God take his life? 

[Q]
Do you think there is significance to Elijah’s 40-day journey? Explain. To what degree did the 40 days seem to help him recover from his anxiety, sadness, or distress? Where does he end up and what does he tell God in verse 10? Whom is Elijah blaming for all the trouble?


Leader’s Note: Numerology (the study of numbers) would say that the number 40 makes his journey significant (considering 40 days of rain—Noah, 40 years of wandering in the desert—Israel, 40 days of fasting in the wilderness—Jesus, etc); in that respect, Elijah’s 40 days did what the other “40-day examples” did—provide refreshment, renewal, and replenishment.

Teaching point two: God’s power is greater than my problems.

Victor D. Pentz shares this story from the sermon “A Hobo’s Heart: How Wrong Roads Often Lead to the Right Places”:

Henri Durant was a wealthy 19th century Swiss banker. He was sent to Paris by the Swiss government to work on a business deal with Napoleon. He arrived only to be informed that Napoleon was off fighting a war against the Austrians in Solferino, Italy. So Henri Durant got back into his carriage and set his horses galloping down to the battlefront. He got there just in time to hear the bugles blast and see the thundering charge of Napoleon’s troops. Durant had never before witnessed the ghastly carnage of war. He watched in horror as cannonballs tore through human flesh, and acres of land became heaped with maimed and dying men. Henry Durant was so devastated that he remained at the front for weeks helping doctors tend to the wounded in churches and nearby farmhouses.

After his return to Switzerland, Durant continued to be haunted by the images of war he had seen in Italy. He could not keep his mind on banking, becoming so distracted that he lost his fortune. Yet even with his career derailed and his plans askew, he had a sense of God’s sovereignty in all that had occurred. Of this time he later wrote: “I was aware of an intuition, vague and yet profound, that [this was] God’s Will; it seemed to me that I had [something] to accomplish … as a sacred duty and that it was destined to have fruits of infinite consequence for mankind.”

And indeed it was. Out of his depression and failure—after following the wrong road to Italy—Henri Durant founded the Red Cross, which has saved millions and millions of lives and given aid to countless victims of war and disaster over the years. For establishing this organization, he received the first Nobel Peace Prize.

Out of suffering, we often have a keener insight into what God wants us to do. Read 1 Kings 19:9–18.

[Q]
How would you explain what God was saying to Elijah through the wind, earthquake, fire, and whisper? 

[Q]
What was God saying to Elijah in verses 15–18?


Leader’s Note: a) “You have much more ministry to do”; b) “Do not be anxious about anything; present your requests to me”; c) “You’re not alone”; d) “Trust me.” 

[Q]
Does God still chose to use Elijah regardless of his current mental, emotional, and spiritual state? What does this say to us about how God uses those who are depressed or mentally ill? Considering this text, what might you say to someone who is struggling emotionally or mentally?

Leader’s Note: God has a plan and vision for each of us, regardless of our brokenness or shortcomings.

Teaching point three: God’s love supports us and brings encouragement to our soul.

Ajith Fernando shares in The NIV Application Commentary: Acts, “In 1935, Blasio Kugosi, a schoolteacher in Rwanda, Central Africa, was deeply discouraged by the lack of life in the church and the powerlessness of his own experience. He followed the example of the first Christians and closed himself in for a week of prayer and fasting in his little cottage. He emerged a changed man. He confessed his sins to those he had wronged, including his wife and children. He proclaimed the gospel in the school where he taught, and revival broke out there, resulting in students and teachers being saved. They were called abaka, meaning ‘people on fire.’

“Shortly after that, Blasio was invited to Uganda to share with the Anglican Church there. As he called the leaders to repentance, the fire of the Spirit descended again on the place, with similar results as in Rwanda. Several days later, Blasio died of fever. His ministry lasted only a few weeks, but the revival fires sparked through his ministry swept throughout East Africa and continue to the present. Hundreds of thousands of lives have been transformed over the decades through this mighty East African revival. It all began with a discouraged Christian setting himself apart to seek the fullness of God’s Spirit.”

Read Psalm 94:18–19. 

[Q]
Where is your foot “slipping” in life? Would you say this slipping of the foot is causing you to become anxious or depressed? Explain. 

[Q]
When has God’s love supported you and brought joy to your soul? Are you allowing him to provide that for you now? If not, what steps can you take?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Ruth Tucker shares about David Brainerd in her book From Jerusalem to Irian Jaya: A Biographical History of Christian Missions:

“My heart is sunk…. It seemed to me I should never have any success among the Indians. My soul was weary of my life; I longed for death, beyond measure.”

So wrote David Brainerd, describing his early weeks as a missionary to Native Americans at the beginning of the 1700s. Things didn’t improve much for the first two years, in fact. He felt his prospects of winning converts “as dark as midnight.”

Three years into the work, though, he finally witnessed a revival among the Indians of Crossweesung in New England, and after another year and a half, the number of converts numbered 150—not much by today’s mass evangelistic standards, but profoundly significant in his day. Unfortunately, Brainerd died after only five years on the mission field, at age 29.

After Brainerd’s death, Jonathan Edwards—whom some consider America’s greatest theologian—published Brainerd’s journals. These were read widely in America and Europe. In fact, William Carey, the “father of modern missions,” the man who ignited the modern Protestant missionary movement, which has been responsible for millions upon millions of conversions worldwide, pointed to Brainerd’s journals as a key source of his inspiration to take up the missionary life.

Who, then, can judge whether our work is worthwhile? Certainly we cannot when we’re in the midst of discouragement.

[Q]
Do you have a friend, family member, or co-worker who is struggling with depression or discouragement who would benefit from hearing that God has a plan or purpose for his or her life? How is God challenging you to spend time with them in order to share that truth?
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How Can I Deal With Depression and Discouragement?
We must understand God’s wisdom, power, and love.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Whether we struggle with depression, anxiety, burnout, or know someone who does, it is important for us to understand that God is near us all—the mentally ill, the brilliant, the depressed, the joy-filled, the anxious, the peace-centered. This study examines how God wants to use whatever we are going through to draw us, and others struggling with similar challenges, closer to him. It is as if he is saying, “Let your struggle bring you and others closer to me.”
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #4

Scripture:
1 Kings 19:1–18; Psalm 94:18–19 
PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

God chose to use people in the Bible who struggled with mental and emotional illnesses—Elijah in 1 Kings (anxiety), Moses in Numbers 11 (burnout), Job in Job 30 (despair), and Paul in 2 Corinthians (pain-filled ministry). Not only did God use these people and their disabilities, but he also was the source of their strength—which is ultimately where the depressed, the discouraged, and all of us must end up: embracing God.

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: God’s wisdom is greater than my limited perspective.

Teaching point two: God’s power is greater than my problems.

Teaching point three: God’s love supports us and brings encouragement to our soul.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Who can judge whether our work is worthwhile? Certainly we cannot when we’re in the midst of discouragement. Instead we need to throw ourselves on God’s wisdom, power, and love to sort out our confusion.
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