


RELIES ON GOD

ON WHAT DO YOU RELY?

The RISKS series of studies provides an exploration of what it means to be 
an authentic disciple of Jesus. These studies organize the characteristics 
of a disciple by the acrostic RISKS. A disciple:

Relies on God
Initiates interest in the Gospel
Serves locally and globally
Kingdom investor
Shaped into Christ likeness 

According to Webster’s Dictionary, “rely on” means “to rest with 
confi dence, as when fully satisfi ed; to have complete confi dence; to trust; 
to depend.”  The Latin word from which rely is derived means to fasten 
and bind fast.

What or on whom do you rely on as you live out your normal days?

It is easy to rely on many diff erent things.  Many of them are probably not 
inherently bad:  people, money, legal substances, our abilities, our jobs, 
certain behaviors or experiences, cars, recreation, retirement savings or 
electricity.  Dependence on any of them too much can interfere with our 
faith in God or can cause them to control us in some way, preventing us 
from experiencing the fullness of life and intimate relationship with God 
that He created.  

All disciples of Christ, whether new to the faith or those who came to 
Christ years ago, will fi nd something in each of these studies to chew 
on and incorporate into life.  Everyone can grow in their dependence on 
God for new life, identity and growth in Christ as healing, forgiveness and 
wholeness are pursued.  

Each of these studies will include a spiritual exercise designed to help 
you process, practice and experience the thrust of that study.  Through 
these, you will engage with the living God with your whole self, not just 
intellectually.  Set adequate time aside each week—some may only take 
twenty minutes, while others ask a little more of you and others involve 
something you may briefl y address daily through the week.  Don’t wait 
until the last minute before your group time to complete these, as they 
are a vital part or your full experience of this study.
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Even though seeds and nuts 
germinate every day when 

the conditions are right, 
they go through a process 
of deterioration so life can 

sprout forth to new life.  
Such a transformation is one 

of the mysteries of life.
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RELYING ON GOD FOR NEW LIFE: NEW LIFE IN CHRIST

Ice Breaker Question:
What comments do you hear when you see a new baby for the fi rst time?  
What is it about new life that causes people to stop, observe and make 
comments?  

INTRODUCTION
Adapted from messages by CCC Lead Pastor Mark Ashton

Many crises and injustices pervade this broken world: wars; the 
devastation from natural tragedies like tsunamis, earthquakes, hurricanes 
and tornadoes; children sold as slaves; AIDs; famine; genocide and more 
on-going suff ering numbs the mind.  This world is broken and, according 
to God’s Word, is ravaged by its prince, Satan.  It clearly is in need of 
rescue. 

The core problem lies not in this broken world, but in the human 
heart. This goes back to Adam and Eve and the introduction of sin into 
humanity.  What happened at the fall in the Garden of Eden that caused 
such chaos?  People are made of three parts: body (the fi ve senses), 
soul (mind, will and emotions) and Spirit (conscience, communion and 
intuition).  The fall, caused by sin, aff ected all parts of the human being. 
The body decays and dies, the spirit’s connection with God was disrupted 
and the soul took over in an attempt to survive in a world ravaged by 
Satan. 

The biblical word for sin has two sides to it that includes “the choices 
people make” and “the condition people are in.” Anyone who’s honest 
with him or herself realizes that we are messed up.  We have made 
choices, done things that are wrong and have hurt ourselves, other 
people and God through betrayal, greed, lust, pride, lies, etc.

However, sin isn’t only about the wrong choices; it is a condition that 
pervades the human experience.  We have a condition of being broken, 
stained and marred which leads to bad choices, anger, bitterness, 
resentment, unforgiveness, impatience, pornography, joylessness, 
independence from God, racism, despair and greed.  These are all 
common among humanity, and God sees them, hates them and grieves 
over them.  

God hates sin - much like a mother hates the leukemia ravaging her 
child’s body.  He sees it and knows the kind of pain that it infl icts inside 
us because He loves us.  He hates the pain of the sin, so He decided to go 
to the cross in order take care of sin and bring forgiveness for us.  From 
the cross, He looked down on the soldiers who had just tortured Him, He 
looked at you and me, and said to the Father, “Father forgive them, they 
don’t know what they are doing.”  He was willing to suff er in our place and 
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He was wiling to die the death we deserve because of our wrongs.  God 
wants for you and for me to experience forgiveness, both once for all and 
forgiveness that continues to wash in as we continue to live and make 
wrong choices.  

This forgiveness from God isn’t automatic.  It must be received.  We need 
to acknowledge our need for it and tell God that we want this. When that 
forgiveness and new life are received, that is the miracle of being born 
again.  The Holy Spirit comes to dwell inside us, to breathe new life into us 
at that moment and through all eternity.  

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation;
 the old has gone, the new has come!”

--2 Corinthians 5:17

Dr. Wayne Grudem claims that the spirit in mankind did not die when 
Adam sinned, but rather we “were dead to God in trespasses and sins” 
(Ephesians 2:1). We remain spiritual beings, with an innate desire to fi ll the 
void left when we lost our relationship with God.  Unfortunately, without 
a life-giving connection with God we tend to fi ll our lives with things 
that enslave and destroy.  As Eugene Peterson writes in The Message 
Paraphrase, worshiping an idol (anything that replaces God at the center 
of our lives) “reduces you to less than yourself.”  As human beings we are 
in desperate need of a savior.  We need new life.  Jesus came to give us 
life - life that is real, eternal and abundant.  Once received, we need to 
cultivate an ongoing pursuit of Christ where we continue to open up 
more of ourselves to God and experience that new life in Him.  

Let’s explore the new life that is always available from God as we turn to 
and read John 3:1-21.

 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1.  What facts can we learn about Nicodemus from the fi rst two verses of 
John 3?  What do you think drove him to visit Jesus in this manner?

2.   What does Jesus make clear in his response to Nicodemus’ greeting?  
(v. 3 & 5)

 There is some confusion regarding the type of birth Jesus referred to.  
What types of birth did Jesus and Nicodemus speak of early on in this 
dialogue?  

3.   What does wind symbolize here?  What point was Jesus making in 
comparing spiritual birth to wind?

4.   What does Jesus claim about himself in verses 13 -15 from Numbers 
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21:4-9?  What analogy do you think Jesus is trying to make?  How 
does He clarify what is needed to be born again?

5.   What stands out to you about God and His mission on earth in verses 
16-18? (see also John 5:24-26)   What is required for new life?  

 Do you think “belief that leads to new life” is a one-time event?  Why 
or why not? What implications do these verses (16-18) have for our 
daily lives?  In what ways are we dependent on God to live every day 
in light of these truths?

6.   According to verse 21, how will belief show itself?

7.   Read John 19:38-42.  What is evident about Nicodemus’ response 
with Jesus from this glimpse into his life which occurs right after 
Jesus’ death on the cross?

8.   According to the Apostle John, what benefi ts fl ow from having 
placed our faith in Jesus and His work on the cross? (read John 7:38, 
8:24, 11:25-26).  Include consideration of implications for you that 
“eternal life” is used in the present tense, not just future.

9.   As a group, discuss together how you would explain the concept 
“born again” to an individual who had never heard the phrase.

FOR REFLECTION
How are we often like Nicodemus? Hiding in the darkness (v. 2, 19-20)?  
Missing double meanings (v. 3-8)? Not open to God’s way of doing things 
(v. 12-14)?

CONCLUSION
“The new birth is the restoration of human nature to what originally was 
intended to be and what it in fact was before sin entered the human race 
at the time of the fall.  It is simultaneously the beginning of a new life and 
the return of the old life (Pre-fall: before Adam and Eve sin and lost their 
connection with God) and activity.  It is the beginning of a process of 
growth which continues throughout one’s lifetime.”   (Dr. Millard Erickson)  

Just as we stop and comment over a new baby, so we rejoice over new 
life in Christ.  However, we would be very disappointed if the child would 
not grow and mature.  The following fi ve lessons in this series focus on 
helping us experience the fullness of life that Jesus promised, “I came that 
they might have real and eternal life, more and better life then they ever 
dreamed of” (John 10:10 The Message).  

We not only rely on God for new life, but also our identity in Christ which 
we will focus on next week.
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SPIRITUAL EXERCISE:

The chart below shows thirteen stages a person’s spiritual journey

Circle the stage on chart above which most closely describes where you 
think you are right now.   What do you think is a next step, area of focus or 
need for you at this time?  

Additional Exercise:  Spend about a half hour refl ecting on and then 
writing down the primary stimulants that either are pulling you to Christ 
or that convinced you to put your faith in Christ.  Close this time by 
writing out a prayer in your own words expressing your gratitude to God 
for breaking into your life.

NEXT STEPS:
Read: Grudem’s, Twenty Things Every Christian Should Know.
See the resource list at end of the “I” study for more suggestions.

STUDY 15



The bark, leaves and fruit 
give the tree an identity.  

These unique traits fl ow from 
the DNA of the seed or nut.
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RELYING ON GOD FOR IDENTITY: EMBRACE YOUR TRUE IDENTITY

• “You ought to love your neighbor as yourself.  It’s your Christian duty.” 
• “The Bible says you should rejoice and give thanks to God in every 

circumstance. Stop being depressed and start rejoicing.” 
• “Jesus commands us not to worry about earthly matters. So stop your 

worrying!  Don’t you trust God?” 
• “I know it’s hard work, but one of the fruits of the Spirit is patience. 

Sometimes you’ve just got to grit your teeth and bear it.” 
• “How can you go on having that ungodly habit of yours when the Bible 

says Christians are supposed to have self-control?  You ought to have 
more respect for yourself and concern for your Christian witness!”

    - from Seeing is Believing by Dr Greg Boyd

Statements such as these assume that willpower and hard work are the 
primary means by which we grow spiritually.  They refl ect the prevalent 
American-Christian belief that a person’s character can be made more 
Christ like, more fruitful, simply by trying harder.  They refl ect the 
frequently held assumption that any lack of the fruit of the Spirit in our 
lives is primarily the result of a lack of eff ort on our part to produce the 
fruit.  

However, willpower and self-eff ort only frustrate our spiritual growth.  
The Spirit grows the fruit in us as we learn to cooperate with Him.  As we 
cease from our striving, learn to rest in and lean on Christ in the midst of 
our daily lives, we are transformed through the Spirit by His grace. 

If we have character and behavior problems, the problem is not fi rst 
and foremost with our behavior, as the try harder solution assumes. The 
fundamental problem is that we do not see and experience ourselves 
as we truly are.  The problem, in other words, is that the identity we 
experience is not consistent with who God says we are.  Rather than 
being defi ned by the Creator and Savior, we continue to be defi ned by 
the pattern of the world, infl uenced primarily by a played tape from our 
upbringing, culture, past experience and own conclusions.

In this lesson, we will be challenged to see ourselves more as God defi nes 
us through the lens of His Word, especially our identity as an adopted 
child of God, and to lean more into His grace each day. 

Read Romans 6:1-22

1. The Apostle Paul refers the word “sin” eighteen times in Romans 6. 
Why is he so concerned about the Roman Christians’ behavior?

2.  What are some of the benefi ts of being buried with Christ through 
baptism (v. 2-4)?  
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3.  What are some of the benefi ts of being united with Christ in His 
death (v. 5-9)? 

4.  What do you notice in verses 9 and 10 about the nature of Christ’s 
death (v. 9-10) to sin?  What changed in authority after Christ died to 
sin?  Who is master now?

5.  What are we instructed to do and not to do, as we live our lives to 
God (v. 11-13)?  What does it look like to “off er yourself” to one thing 
or another? 

6.  What would be our motivation and the gift we learn to rely on in 
order to ‘do’ the things from the previous question?  Why is this 
important to understand?

7.  What are the fruits (results) of not living out our new identity in 
Christ, verses the fruits of relying on what God has revealed - that we 
are united with Christ through faith (v.15-22)? 

   Not living out new identity vs   Living out identity by faith

APPLICATION QUESTIONS:
If we are going to manifest the fruit of the Spirit in our lives and bear 
good fruit for the glory of God, we need to embrace what God says 
about us.  Because of what Christ has done for us, the New Testament 
has many amazing things to say about who we are as believers.  When 
the Lord saves us, He doesn’t just rescue us from eternal death, He gives 
us a completely new identity and grace to grow into it through our 
daily choices.  The Christian is, very literally, “a person who has become 
someone he was not before.”  The Father does nothing less than place the 
believer in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1, I Corinthians 1:30, II Corinthians 5:17, 
Galatians 3:28, Ephesians 1:3). . . . there is nothing greater God the Father 
could ever do for us than what he has already done for us by placing us in 
Christ.”  (Greg Boyd)  That fact alone changes everything.

Think about the Emancipation Proclamation.  Its purpose was to free 
all of the slaves in the South.  Yet, were all the slaves freed immediately 
after it was written?  The American Civil War continued for two more 
years.  Even then, it wasn’t until 100 years later at the beginning of the 
when civil rights movement that this freedom started to become reality.  
People had to stand up and say, “I am free and I will be free!”  Likewise, we 
need to believe that we are free in Christ.  Scripture is our Emancipation 
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Proclamation.  We need to stand up and claim our identity in Him in order 
to become what He has created us to be.

8.  According to Romans 8:14-16 and Colossians 3:12, what does Paul 
say about the core identity of those who rely on Christ?  Name all the 
implications you can think of for yourself with this true identity.

9.  According to I Peter 2:9-11, what does Peter say about the core 
identity of those who rely on Christ?  

Brenan Manning, in a chapter entitled “Recovering 
Passion” in his book The Rabbi’s Heartbeat writes, “If the 
Apostle John were to be asked, “What is your primary 
identity, your most coherent sense of yourself?  He 
would not reply, “I am a disciple, and apostle, and 
evangelist,” but “I am the one Jesus loves” (John 
13:23).  Manning continues by stating that John was 
not intimidated by Jesus.  He was not afraid of his 
Lord and Master because he “experienced Jesus as 
the human face of the God who is love”.  In coming to 
know who the Great Rabbi was and is, John discovered 
his identity – “the disciple Jesus loved.”  For John, the 
heart of Christianity was not an inherited doctrine but a 
message born of his own experience.  The message he 
declared was: “God is love” (I John 4:16).

10.  You, along with the beloved John, can rest in that secure place of 
being a disciple Jesus loves. How do you react internally to that 
truth about yourself?  Do you accept it?  Resist it?  Believe it?  Fully 
embrace it?  Have doubt about it based on your past?  Guess what?  
He knew it all and loves you, because His love for you isn’t dependent 
on anything about you.  If you have time, read and refl ect on Psalm 
139.   

CONCLUSION
In Jesus Christ, the all-holy God makes us compatible with Himself 
by suff ering the full consequences of our sin.  In Christ, the true 
God confronts the enemy’s lie about who God is by revealing the 
incomprehensible intensity of His passionate love for us, and in Christ the 
true God confronts the deceiver’s lie about who we are.  He reveals that 
we cannot obtain life from performing and we don’t need to try because 
God wants to give us this life for free.  He became a man and died on the 
cross in order to do just this.

Learning to embrace our identity in Christ is a lifelong process.  The extent 
to which the truth of who God is and who we are in Christ becomes an 
experienced reality in our lives is the extent to which our lives are whole.  
Conversely, the extent to which we live as though this truth were not 
true and thus under a performance mentality, is the extent to which we 
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suppress our new nature in Christ and remain in bondage to the pattern 
of this world.  The Holy Spirit’s work is to bring forth fruit in our lives by 
making us whole.  We grow as our eyes are opened to truth, as deception 
is overcome with truth and as we cease from our self-eff ort and learn to 
rest in the total suffi  ciency of God’s grace.  As we’ll see in the next study, 
there are things we do to be open to and cooperate with His movement 
in our lives.  We must come to understand the limits of our ability to eff ect 
change by self-eff ort and let Him lead us into fuller understanding of all 
that being hidden in Christ means.

11.  How would your life diff er in focus and fruit if you more fully 
embraced or experienced your identity in Christ as revealed in God’s 
Word? 

SPIRITUAL EXERCISE
Group activity:
Rent one of the following movies: The Lion King, The Matrix, Rocky Balboa 
or Kung Fu Panda and refl ect on the power of one who embraces their 
true identity.  

Individual activity:
Learning to embrace your identity in Jesus Christ is a lifelong process.  
One way to move forward in this is to ask God to open your eyes to truth 
from His Word. To more assuredly come to believe in your heart—not 
just giving assent with your mind—that all that He says about you really 
is true and more real that what you may have come to believe through 
family and life experience.  

Read through the changes that occurred in you when you became an 
adopted child of God and the Father placed you in Christ Jesus, listed in 
Appendix A.  Then read through the relatively short letter Ephesians in 
your Bible, listing as you read what is true of you as a result of being in/
with Christ.  There are more than a dozen.  

1. Which three of these biblical affi  rmations do you feel are most true 
of you?  (You can embrace them and rely on them for your identity 
already.)

2. Which three seem the most remote or unfamiliar to your experience?  
(For whatever reason, you resist them as being true of you.)

3. How can you make the three from the previous question and all of 
these truths about you more real in your thinking and experience?  

Here are some suggestions to get you started:  
• Write them on note cards and carry with you to read and pray through 

at breaks throughout your day.  
• Memorize them.
• Journal your refl ections as prayers back to God based on these truths.
• Ask God to lead you into greater experience of your identity in Christ.
• Ask someone close to you to pray with you about those truths most 

diffi  cult to accept.   
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• Ask God to deepen your heart-level understanding and experience of 
your identity in Christ in ways that fi t how he has uniquely wired you.

APPENDIX FOR IDENTITY:
According to Greg Boyd, the following happens to us when the Father 
places us in Christ:

• All that is part of our old self, all that is sinful and contrary to God, has 
been crucifi ed.  It is dead (Romans 6:2-11; Galatians 2:20).

• We are completely forgiven, perfected for all time and hence 
completely reconciled to God (II Corinthians 5:17-19, Galatians 2:16, 
Ephesians 4:32, Colossians 2:13-14, Hebrews 10:14).

 • We are completely made new and given Christ’s eternal resurrected life 
(II Corinthians 5:17).

• We are indwelt with the Spirit of Jesus, the Spirit of God Almighty (II 
Corinthians 13:5, Galatians 2:20, Ephesians 3:17, Colossians 1:27).  We 
are thus made into a temple of God (I Corinthians 6:19).

• We are hidden in Christ and united with Christ (Colossians 3:3 and 
Romans 6).  As such, we are made participants in the eternal love that 
fl ows within the Triune Godhead (John 17:20-24, I Peter 1:4).

• God completely redefi nes our state of being.  Whereas once we were 
in Adam and “by nature children of wrath,” now we are in Christ and are 
the recipients of the very same eternal, perfect love he has for his Son 
(John 17: 23, 26).

• The Father has chosen us and made us “holy and blameless before 
him in love.”  He loves us and lavishes on us “his glorious grace” as he 
relates to us as we are in the Beloved,” Jesus Christ (Ephesians 1:3-6).  
This means that the relationship God has with us now is defi ned by the 
eternal, unsurpassable, loving relationship he has with his own eternal 
Son!

POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS: 
Read Seeing is Believing by Greg Boyd, Abba’s Child by Brennan Manning, 
Transformed into Fire by Judith Hougen or The Gift of Being Yourself by 
David Benner.
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Nutrients from the roots are 
essential for a tree to grow 
and bear fruit.  However, too 
thick of growth in one area 
can limit fruit bearing.  A 
good gardener prunes trees 
that they might stay healthy 
and become more fruitful.

RELIES ON GOD

RELIES ON GOD FOR GROWTH: VITALLY CONNECTED FOR
SPIRITUAL GROWTH

When we hear of the dramatic changes that happened through 
interactions with Jesus in everyday people in the Bible, does it sometimes 
seem distant or unavailable today?  How is it possible to experience 
movement forward and spiritual growth right from where we are, 
regardless if we are currently at a “good place’” or not? Most Christians 
would surely agree that they want to grow spiritually, or at the very least, 
they wish those around them acted more Christ like.  

God does not say that “once you get your whole act together” or if you 
just “straighten up and fl y right” he’ll help you. He will complete His work.  
You need not be a star performer or super spiritual to get God to notice 
you and do His part. His power generously fl ows toward those cast off  as 
screw-ups and spiritual beginners as well as spiritual giants alike.  

Once we have entered into a relationship with God, we begin to 
experience change from the inside out.  The Holy Spirit comes to be with 
us and live in us forever (see John 14:15+, Ephesians 1:13).  He works 
constantly to encourage, challenge, heal, restore, convict and guide us 
toward being fully Christ like.  When the life of God gets in our souls, 
the Spirit of God becomes a transforming agent from the inside out.  
Although much of the process remains a mystery and we cannot always 
know when it is happening, we can know this: 

“Being confi dent of this, that He who began a good 
work in you will carry it on to completion.”

-- Philippians 1:6

But as good, loving and powerful as God is, we have to take an active 
role of cooperating with Him in the process of growth.  God doesn’t 
hack off  all of our rough edges as quickly as we might like, however we 
can be confi dent – absolutely sure – that God is at work in all aspects of 
ourselves.  As we remain open and connected to God throughout our 
lifetime, He will permeate our spirits and spread His grace through to 
every dimension of our lives.  

Souls are living entities, and, the same as any living thing, they require 
nourishment in order to thrive. Without nourishment, symptoms of a 
neglected soul will be expressed (e.g. anger, impatience and lack of all 
the fruits of the Spirit, running from God who seems distant, etc.).  What 
brings life and health to the soul, though, is cultivating an open and 
authentic connection with God.  When that connection is strong, the soul 
naturally expresses the life of God in the deepest part.  

While there are many components involved in spiritual growth, this 
lesson focuses on Jesus’ teaching to follow His example and remain vitally 
connected to God.  That is how we depend on and cooperate with Him 
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for spiritual life and growth. We’ll also be encouraged to follow Jesus’ 
example and engage in practices that will cultivate our connection with 
God to sustain us through good seasons as well as the more diffi  cult 
ones.  Other factors that are vitally important for impacting our spiritual 
growth include the community and relationships we are in, as well as our 
environment.  These factors will be addressed more in other parts of the 
RISKS studies, but deserve mention here.  This study will be useful both to 
seasoned Christians as well as those newer to the faith, providing clues to 
enable experience of God and growth with Him like never before.

INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS
List and refl ect on all the factors it takes to grow a healthy tree from its 
beginning (time, pruning, water, etc.).  What are the consequences if one 
or more of the vital, life-giving elements is missing?

Read John 15:1-17.

1.  Fill in these blanks using the provided words below (each used only 
once) referring to John 15:

            Every - Jesus - The Father - You

_________________ is the gardener.  
_________________ is the vine.  
_________________ are a branch.
_________________ branch gets pruned so it will be more fruitful.  

2. According to John 15:1-17, what is the follower of Christ promised if 
he or she remains in the vine?

The grapevine is used as a metaphor for the Israelites 
throughout the Old Testament.  Grapevines were 
prolifi c - a single plant can bear many grapes – thus 
symbolizing Israel’s fruitfulness in doing God’s work on 
earth (Psalm 80:8, Isaiah 5:1-7, Ezekiel 19:10-14).  At the 
Passover Meal the fruit of the vine symbolized God’s 
goodness to His people.

3. What are some of the things this passage points to that Jesus might 
have been thinking of when He instructed His followers to “abide/
remain in Him”?  

4. Which of the following would you consider marks of spiritual growth

a) Consistently surrendering to the truth you learn about God
b) Growing evidence of love and the fruit of the Spirit in your life
c) A heart and prayers that desire what God desires
d) Developing God’s heart for the brokenness of this world
e) Ability to discern God’s voice and discern what He is doing in the world 

around you and then joining God in His work.
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f ) Discovering your spiritual gifts and leveraging them in ways that 
maximizes your life experience, natural abilities and acquired skills in 
loving service for God

g) Forgiving those who wound you, praying for and blessing them

5.  Read John 14:15-18, 26-27; and16:7-15 where the Holy Spirit is 
introduced. What comfort does sandwiching John 15 between the 
context of Chapters 14 and 16 provide?  What diff erence does the Holy 
Spirit make in your ability to abide in Christ?

SMALL GROUP LEADER WRAP UP AND APPLICATION

Dr. Dallas Willard uses the Golden Triangle of Transformation to describe 
how spiritual growth happens in a manner that relies on God:

ACTIVITY OF THE SPIRIT
(John 3, Rom 8, Gal 5)

Put on
Mind/ Attitude

of Christ
(Phil 2)

Dr. Willard expresses that the activity of God’s Spirit is at the apex of the 
triangle because it is primary.  God is continually sending seeds of truth 
into our lives to shape us – whether that be before we invite Him to be 
part of our lives or after we make a conscience choice to trust Him and 
follow Him.  The 5 T’s that are part of living in a broken world all become 
tools that God uses for good to those who rely on Him. Temptations, 
trials, tests, transitions in life and the tasks we take on for God or survive 
either cause us to become bitter toward God or drive us to surrender and 
trust God on a new level.  God gives grace to the humble and the broken.  
Our part is exploring ways to keep communication open and authentic 
with the triune God through spiritual practices. As we stay connected to 
God amid the tests, trials, transitions, temptations and tasks, they become 
a means to experience the grace of God.  As we keep our hearts open and 
the truths God sends our way take root in our lives, they germinate and 
grow, bearing much fruit for the glory of God. As we surrender to God’s 
love amid the pressures of life, our hearts become like His heart and we 
began to think about the world as He thinks about the world.  We began 
to feel about things happening around us as He does, we see events in 
our world as He sees them and we naturally respond to them the way 
God would.

STUDY 3

Think, Feel, See, Respond

Temptations Trials,
 Tests Transitions 

Tasks  
(Romans 5, James 

1, Hebrews 12, 
John 15: 2)

Spiritual 
Practices that 

Shape the 
Heart  

(I Timothy 4:7-8 
II Peter 1:1-11)
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6.  As you look at the Triangle of Transformation, what do you see as 
God’s part in promoting spiritual growth?  What is our part?

 7.  Which of the three dimensions of spiritual practices that shape the 
heart is strongest in your life right now?

 Large group (weekend worship, Prayer retreats, Spiritual formation 
Sunday night electives or conferences, serving with others)

 Small Group (Journey Groups: weekly or bi-weekly gathering with 
fellow believers for Bible study, prayer and encouragement)

 Individual (personal prayer, journaling, time alone with God in 
nature, personal Bible study, memorization and meditation on the 
Word, giving, mentors, soul friends etc.)

8.  What practices do you think might lead to a more open and authentic 
connection with God?  Can you think of ways you can alter your habits 
and expectations in your current practices to be more transformational?  

“Not only should our Bible have the words of Jesus 
printed in red ink, but the practices of Jesus should 
be in green ink – because if we think we can develop 
the heart of Jesus and do the very works of Jesus in 
His name with out embracing the practices of Jesus 
we are fooling ourselves. . .  In fact, if you wear one 
of those WWJD (What Would Jesus Do) bracelets and 
you don’t make some of the practices of Jesus a part 
of your everyday life, rip that bracelet off  and throw it 
away, because you will never be able to refl ect the life 
of Jesus without incorporating into your life the things 
that enabled him to stay vitally connect with his Father 
in Heaven.” 

-- Dallas Willard

SPIRITUAL EXERCISE:
Refl ect on what you need at this point in your life to keep an open and 
authentic connection with God so the life that has taken root in the soil 
of your life can fl ourish and bear much fruit.  Refer to the table/list of 
spiritual practices Jesus and fathers of the Christian faith have modeled, 
and choose one to try out this week.  Share what you will try with a group 
member or friend and commit them to asking you how your experience 
of it went next time you meet week.

1.  What are some of the spiritual practices can you fi nd in these 
passages that were part of Jesus life?
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Scripture Passage Spiritual Practices of Jesus you observe

Luke 2:41-52

Luke 4:1-12

Luke 4:16

Luke 8:1-2

2.  Note how frequently the gospel writers mention Jesus took time 
to be in solitude to dialogue with his Father.  Jot down beside each 
scripture what Jesus was doing immediately preceding or following 
His time in solitude or prayer with His Father.

• Luke 5:16 
• Luke. 6:12 
• Luke 11:1
• Mark 1:35 
• Mark 6:31 
• Mark 6:46
• Matthew 14:13 
• Matthew 14:23 
• Matthew 17:1-9  
• Matthew 26:36-46 
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CLASSIC SPIRITUAL PRACTICES
Practices of Disengagement:  to provide space for God to come near 
in our busy world and space to give us the perspective to break habits 
of response.

Spiritual Practice: Resulting Freedom or Result of Engaging in 
this practice:

Solitude Brings a freedom from the ingrained behaviors 
that hinder our integration into God’s order

Silence Allows us to hear the still small voice of God 
and helps us discern the deepest parts of 
our inner lives so we can be with [and fi nd 
resources to love] others in a more meaningful 
way

Fasting Confi rms our utter dependency upon God 
by fi nding in Him a source of sustenance 
beyond food.  (Can fast from other things, like 
technology, etc.)

Simplicity Choosing a simple life creates more time and 
energy for God

Sacrifi ce Willingly sacrifi ce for good of the Kingdom

Chastity Sexual purity honors God

Practices of Engagement: wholesome activities to fi ll and shape the 
soul

Spiritual Practice: Resulting Freedom or Result of Engaging in 
this practice:

Celebration Dwelling in and expressing the greatness and 
goodness of God

Prayer Conversing and communicating with God

Service Using our resources and gifts for the good of 
others and the causes of God in our world

Study of the Word Develops the mind of God

Fellowship Engaging in worship, study, prayer, celebration 
and service with others that we might contain 
ore of God and sustain the force of His greater 
presence

Confession Letting trusted others know our deepest 
weaknesses and failures to bring them into 
God’s light and experience healing

NEXT STEPS:
Read The Life You’ve Always Wanted, by John Ortberg, Renovation of the 
Heart by Dallas Willard or Willard’s latest book, Revolution of Character 
with Don Simpson.
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External forces like storms, 
insects or diseases can 
prevent a tree from bearing 
fruit.  A tree relies on a 
good gardener and natural 
defenses for healing.  Unless 
trees heal, they live far below 
their potential.

RELIES ON GOD

RELYING ON GOD FOR HEALING: GREATER CAPACITY THROUGH 
HEALING

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because the Lord has 
anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has 
sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim 
freedom for captives and release from darkness for 
prisoners, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and 
the day vengeance of our God, to comfort all who 
mourn, and provide for those who grieve in Zion- to 
bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the 
oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of 
praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called 
oaks of righteousness, a planting of the Lord.” 

- Isaiah 61:1-3

Jesus quoted this messianic text from Isaiah to clarify His mission (see 
Luke 4) in the temple of His home town in Nazareth.  Isaiah wrote this 
original text to encourage the Jews in ancient Israel (680 BC) who were 
in exile in Babylon.  According to Isaiah, in the future God was going to 
bring a season of Jubilee when all debts were cancelled, all slaves were 
freed and all properties were returned to the original owners.  The release 
from the Babylonian bondage had not brought the fulfi llment the people 
had anticipated, however, as they were still a conquered and oppressed 
people.  In Luke 4, Jesus boldly announced that His mission was to bring 
about the fulfi llment of this messianic promise.  

A quick review of the gospels reveal that Jesus gave himself to four 
primary things; 
• Healing (physically, emotionally and spiritually) 
• Teaching about His identity and the kingdom of God 
• Confronting the oppressive religious structures of the day 
• Investing in a small group of followers who He was preparing to carry 

on His mission after His death.
  
Clearly physical healing had a key role in Jesus’ ministry, and it was a 
key role in the ministry of early church leaders. The mission of Jesus was 
to restore what mankind lost when they sinned in the Garden of Eden, 
and even though we will not experience the fullness of this restorative 
work until we get to heaven, the gospel Jesus came to proclaim included 
healing and wholeness.  When Jesus’ disciples asked Him to teach them 
how to pray, Jesus started His instruction with these words: “Our Father 
who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name, Thy Kingdom come, your will 
be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  Later Jesus instructed His followers 
to do the works they had seen Him do. We are to continue this kingdom 
work in His name.  
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WHY THE MINISTRY OF HEALING IS SO IMPORTANT

God created us in His image, which means we consist of more than a 
physical body. We are also intellectual, social, spiritual and emotional 
beings.  Ignoring any aspect of who we are as beings created in God’s 
image always results in destructive consequences in our relationship 
with God, others and ourselves.  When we have physical health issues, 
we are instructed to come to the body of Christ and ask for prayer 
(James 5), so it is only natural that when we experience emotional 
wounds that we would also bring these needs to Jesus.  To carry out the 
Greatest Commandment (Mark 12:30-34), we must allow God to heal us 
emotionally, or it is almost impossible to experience God’s love or to love 
others.  

Many of the Psalms are lament Psalms and signifi cant portions of the Old 
Testament prophets have lament literature in them.  These are inspired 
words from the hearts and pens of God’s people to help us grieve and 
heal when we face loss or trauma in our broken world.  When we are 
wounded or oppressed by the forces of evil or from just sin in a broken 
world, God encourages us to turn to Him for healing and hope as the 
saints of old.  Note the following lament Psalms.

Read Psalms 6 & 13 
1. Have you ever been sick with grief to the point that it caused you to 

worry about your physical health? Or soul?

2. What is David modeling for us here when struggling with trauma and 
loss?

3. Often the enemy seeks to attach lies to the losses and traumas we 
experience in life that tend to sabotage our relationship with God 
and others.  What might be the lies David fought in Psalm 13?  What 
are the truths that David hangs on to at the close of this Psalm? 

Read Psalm 43
4. When trouble or grief gang up on us from loss and trauma, we have 

a tendency to blame God.  Have you ever struggled with that in your 
life?

5. What progression or mood swing do you see in this Psalm?

6. What roles might truth and light have to do with healing from trauma 
and loss (see Psalm 13:3 & 43:3-4)? 

7. What happens when we experience God’s presence and embrace 
amid trauma?

8. What do you make of these two texts regarding healing from losses 
and wounds in our broken world? 
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“Praise the Lord!  How good it is to sing praises to our 
God, how pleasant and fi tting to praise Him! . . . He heals 
the broken hearted and binds up their wounds” 

-- Psalms 147:1-3
  

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be 
comforted” 

-- Matthew 6:3  

CONCLUSION

Peter Scazzero argues that genuine grief enlarges the soul, giving a 
greater capacity for compassion.  Working through losses expands the 
heart, giving us a greater capacity to love and enabling us to more fully 
live out this core virtue of the Christian faith.
Henri Nouwen claims, “The measure we enter our pain is the measure we 
are enabled to enter others pain.”  

God desires that we face our pain and allow Him to meet us in the 
midst of it, so we might become “wounded healers.”  The measure 
we experience His healing grace, is the measure God can use us as 
instruments of grace in helping others experience healing.  If however, 
we skim through life by pushing pain under the rug, we fail to experience 
what God wants to birth in our lives.  The most manly of men in our 
scriptures grieved their loses authentically.  David the warrior king wrote 
many of the lament Psalms and led his soldiers in grief after loss (I Samuel 
30).  Jesus, the courageous Messiah, wept in public.  

10. Refl ect back on your losses in life.  Where are you at in grieving those 
losses?  What next steps might God be inviting you into?

     
Stages of Grief as demonstrated in Job’s life
1. Overwhelmed with loss/shock
2. Paying attention to emotions connected with loss by giving voice to 

despair
3. Living in the uncomfortable in-between / giving voice to emotions 

of despair, yet hanging on God convinced He is good and will 
eventually intervene.

4. Experiencing an enlarged concept of God who is mysterious and far 
beyond anything you could have imagined.

5. Grateful for experiential knowledge of God and for an enlarged heart 
with more capacity for compassion.

Spiritual Exercise
Take a couple of hours to refl ect on your life in 5 – 10 year segments 
identifying key people and events. Assess the emotional energy 
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connected with losses to determine if they have been adequately 
grieved. Journal some about what the Lord brings to the surface. If there 
is still energy connected with some loss, consider one of the following 
next steps in your healing/wholeness journey.

Potential Next Steps
• Attend a theophostic healing prayer weekend seminar.
• Read one of the many books on healing prayer. Visit CCC’s counseling 

offi  ce for suggestions.
• Read Emotionally Healthy Spirituality by Peter Scazzerro.
• Come for anointing and prayer at the close of communion services.
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God heals, but we must take 
the initiative to expose our 
wounds to the Son where we 
fi nd the grace to forgive and 
freedom that only comes 
from Christ.  

RELIES ON GOD

RELYING ON GOD FOR FORGIVENESS: EXTREME FORGIVENESS

In this murder plot borne of jealousy, a favored son fi nds himself the 
victim of slave-trading to foreigners.  Deception covers it up to loved 
ones, and he is betrayed by family members.  False accusations of sexual 
impropriety cause years of imprisonment ensue.  He is isolated and 
forgotten.  Surely there are burdens in life, like these, too enormous to 
forgive?

Forgiveness is a complex concept we toss around, try to do, expect from 
others, hold up as a virtue and sometimes actually achieve.  But what is 
forgiveness, really?   What does it mean to ‘forgive from the heart’ as we 
must do according to Jesus?  Why is there even a need for such a thing as 
forgiveness?  

The Bible is crystal clear: forgiveness is not optional.  A mark of Christ 
followers is that they both receive and extend forgiveness.  Even though 
we do not always recognize how, forgiveness is always for the best and is 
always possible.  Reconciliation (the coming back together) is a separate 
process, and it is usually desirable, but it is not always possible.

Our culture easily twists faith and forgiveness into means of ‘therapy’ to 
meet our personal needs, causing them to become me-centered rather 
than centered on Christ’s work through the cross and resurrection.  The 
need for forgiveness originates from humankind having broken God’s law 
and disrupting our relationship with Him.  This, in turn, led to disordered 
relationships between us and God, and with others.  Because the 
universe has not yet been restored to its God-designed state of shalom 
(wholeness), we have to deal with the various impacts of sin.  Forgiveness 
is the only remedy for that disruption of relationship.

Forgiveness is an act of faith that requires us to release or let go of the 
anger and despair over an off ense or circumstance.  We relinquish our 
rights to get even.  It means making peace with a bitter part of our pasts 
and no longer blaming our experiences on someone or something else.  

Because of the intrinsic perceived injustices that are tied to off enses and 
wounds against us, forgiveness can be impossible to do well on our own.  
Past wounds, fears, guilt and ambivalence surface from within and get us 
stuck along the way.  When deep wounds have occurred, many of us halt 
before we fully process our grief, which is necessary to forgive completely.  
In order to bypass the pain which needs to be acknowledged, a type of 
forgiveness at some level, can be achieved, but perhaps not “from the 
heart” as Jesus instructed it must be (Matthew 18:35).  Denied or ignored, 
those deep emotions never go away completely, but eventually surface. 
They are toxic to our selves, relationships and others around us.
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God is the ultimate forgiver.  Leanne Payne writes:

“It is often harder for us to receive forgiveness from God 
than to forgive even our worst enemies.  We can know 
so well that ‘if we confess our sins, He is faithful and 
just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness (I John 1:9)—but fail to receive it when 
He hands it to us.” 

(Leanne Payne, Restoring the Christian Soul)
 

Payne suggests that receiving God’s forgiveness is an act of faith.  Once 
you confess sin with God and ask for forgiveness, you can help yourself 
internalize His gift of forgiveness every time by actively receiving it, 
saying, “By faith I receive your forgiveness, Lord.”   

This lesson will provide compelling food for thought on forgiveness from 
the life of Joseph, as well as practical tips to help us forgive fully.  We will 
fi nd that no matter how much we know about it, forgiveness is a diffi  cult, 
self-crucifying act—impossible until we rely on the power of God in us. 
Let’s take a closer look at the story from God’s word that includes all the 
drama mentioned in the introduction and so much more.

JOSEPH
We read of Joseph’s life in Genesis 27-50.  This is such a familiar story 
for those who have been around Christianity any length of time that it 
becomes easy to be numb to the horrifi c details of what Joseph’s brothers 
did to him and his father.  For maximum benefi t, try to read and picture 
these glimpses into his life and related scripture as if for the fi rst time.

Joseph was the fi rst son of Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachael.  Because of this, 
he received preferential treatment.   His father even had a very special 
coat made for him, which naturally irked his ten older brothers who did 
not receive such gifts.  

One day Joseph had an audacious dream that really got his brothers’ 
blood boiling.  He described his dream to them: “We were all out in the 
fi eld gathering bundles of wheat.  All of a sudden my bundle stood 
straight up and your bundles circled around it and bowed down to mine.”  
Some time later he shared another dream he had where “the sun and 
moon and eleven stars bowed down to me!”

When he was in his teens Joseph’s father, Jacob, sent him to check on his 
brothers, who were out looking for good pasture for their fl ocks.  When 
Joseph found them, they let their hatred of him take over as they plotted 
to kill him.  Instead, when a band of travelers heading for Egypt to sell 
their wares came by, the bitter brothers sold Joseph as a slave to them 
for twenty pieces of silver.  To cover up their awful actions, they dipped 
Joseph’s coat in blood and told their father that Joseph must have been 
killed by a wild animal.
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Joseph was sold in Egypt to Potiphar, the manager of Pharoah’s 
household.  God was with Joseph and things went well for him until 
Potiphar’s wife tried to seduce him.  Joseph resisted her seductive ways 
by saying, “How could I violate my master’s trust and sin against God?”  
Eventually he fl ed her grasp, and she turned the tables and accused him 
of trying to rape her.  When Potiphar heard this, he placed Joseph in 
Pharaoh’s prison.  There Joseph remained for thirteen years.  During that 
time he lived unhindered by bitterness.  God was with Joseph and gave 
him great favor, allowing him to be highly respected by all.  

Eventually he interpreted dreams of fellow prisoners, which brought 
Joseph to Pharaoh’s attention when he had a perplexing dream.  After 
he interpreted the dream with God’s help, Pharaoh promoted Joseph as 
minister of fi nance in Egypt, second in command only to Pharaoh himself.  
He was given the responsibility of rationing grain to sustain the kingdom 
throughout the seven years of famine Pharaoh’s dream had predicted.  
This is where we pick up the story in Genesis 42.

1. Read Genesis 42:1-8.  Who enters his life again in verse 3?  What is his 
situation in verse 8 and what are Joseph’s options?  

2. After at time of processing his losses/past, and testing his brothers 
for repentance, Joseph shows he has fully forgiven and reconciles 
with them in Genesis 45:1-14.  What evidence is there that Joseph 
experienced deep grief as he processed his losses (see also 43:27-
34)?  What can we learn about the process of forgiveness from this 
passage?

3. To forgive deep wounds and injustice, it is necessary to trust God.  We 
must believe His word that God will work in us and in others as we 
forgive.  What glimpses might God have given Joseph that He was 
active in the lives of his brothers? (44:14-17)

4. Did Joseph’s brothers ever ask for forgiveness or apologize?  Read 
Genesis 50:15-21.  What was Joseph’s response?  

5. What can you learn from Joseph’s story about how to treat people 
who have off ended you?  What impresses you most about Joseph’s 
forgiveness story?

6. The Bible contains some compelling facts about forgiveness.  What 
do you see in these passages regarding consequences of not 
forgiving?

• Psalm 51:10-12
• Matthew 6:15; 18:23-35
• Mark 11:25
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 What compelling reasons to forgive do you see in the following 
verses?
• Matthew 18:21-22;
• Romans 12:17-21 
• Luke 17:3-5
• Ephesians 4:29-5:2
• Colossians 2:13-14
• Colossians 3:12-13
• Hebrews 12:15
• Psalms 130:3-4

7. Where have you struggled regarding forgiveness in your life?  What 
are the arenas where you sense God might be inviting you to work 
through a new level of either:

 a.  receiving God’s forgiveness?
 b.  forgiving yourself?
 c.  forgiving a person? 
 d.  forgiving ‘life’ or a set of circumstances?
 d.  forgiving God? 

We know we need to forgive.  Because God requires us to forgive and has 
so graciously forgiven us, we know we can do it.  Forgiveness is a choice 
that begins a process.  To think it’s a ‘one-time and it’s all over’ event 
sets you up for denial of the very real emotions that accompany deep 
wounds.  We don’t simply ‘forgive and forget.’  Part of the maintenance 
aspect of life and relationships is that, when tempted to dredge up an old 
hurt or wounding circumstance (and you will be tempted!), you remind 
yourself that “By God’s grace, I chose to give up my rights on that one and 
though the hurt and anger was real, I choose not to dwell on it,” to keep 
moving forward.  Then take your next steps.

SPIRITUAL EXERCISE:  
This week, set aside a couple of hours to go to a quiet place with your 
Bible, a pen/pencil and some paper.  Prayerfully enter into a basic process 
of forgiveness, like the one outlined below.  There is no ‘formula’ to work 
through resulting in immediate resolution to the emotions involved in 
the forgiveness process, but don’t wait until you ‘feel’ like forgiving to 
decide to forgive.  Instead, in surrender to God’s way of doing things, 
agree with Him today to journey toward a Jesus-like life, where you desire 
nothing to stand between yourself and God, especially the pride and 
bitterness of unresolved hurts that need forgiveness.  Ask Him to lead you 
into Christ like forgiving and He will.

A Basic Forgiveness process:  

1.   Ask God to help you evaluate your past wounds and betrayals, and 
name the specifi c off enses and losses that resulted.  It can be helpful 
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to make a list of people/off enses.  (It’s ineff ective to try to apply 
forgiveness to ‘that monster who was bad toward you.’  You need to 
know specifi cs of who/what it is you need to forgive.)

2.   Open yourself up to feel the full range of emotions related to what 
was lost for the purpose of healing.   (Grief is heavy.  It can feel 
like a mixture of anger, sadness, fear, despair and anxiety all at the 
same time.  Because we tend to avoid these feelings, you might be 
tempted to deny them.  Ask God, alone in the safety of His presence, 
to help you feel the pain that the wound caused in you as you seek to 
be healed by His tender touch.)

3.   Pray to begin to see the off ender or off ending circumstances from 
God’s perspective, to give you ‘new eyes’ (Smedes) apart from the 
hurt for them, gain understanding and/or empathy for them. This 
takes time, and usually comes gradually, but it can begin right now 
and is important.  One of the ways you can know when you have 
worked all the way through to forgiveness is that you wish them well.

4.    Choose to forgive specifi c people and off enses, releasing each one 
from your perceived right to get back.  For each name listed, you 
might pray out loud, “Relying on You, God, I forgive _____________ 
for _____________________ (list each hurt and pain and the feelings 
that surfaced in you because of it).  I release _________________ 
to You and my right to seek revenge.  I choose not to hold on to my 
bitterness and anger, and I ask You to heal my wounded emotions.  
In Jesus’ name, I pray, amen.”    (adapted from N. Anderson, Steps to 
Freedom in Christ).  

5.   If you made a list, burn it when you’ve worked through each 
thing, symbolic of the off enses being gone now.  You might even 
ceremonially nail the list into a tree in your yard to serve as a 
permanent reminder of your choice to proceed through forgiveness.  
Then remove the list and burn it before the Lord, who forgave you 
from the cross.

NEXT STEPS:
Read Forgive and Forget: Healing the Wounds We Don’t Deserve, Lewis 
Smedes, 1984, Harper Collins or The Art of Forgiving, Lewis Smedes, 
Ballantine Books, 1996
Pray and seek godly counsel if you know you are stuck somewhere in the 
forgiveness process.  
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We minister out of who we 
are.  As we embrace our 
new identity, engage in 

various spiritual disciplines 
to enhance growth, expose 

our wounds to the divine 
healer, surrender to His grace 
to fi nd forgiveness and grace 

to forgive, we experience 
new levels of divine life.  As 

we rely on God for every step 
along the journey toward 

wholeness, and He produces 
a life that bears much fruit.
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RELYING ON GOD FOR WHOLENESS: MOVING TOWARD WHOLENESS
IN CHRIST

One of the marks of the presence of God within an individual and a 
church is a hunger for wholeness, that he or she might more eff ectively 
carry out the mission of Christ (see Ephesians 4:11-16, James 1:2-4).  Some 
of the things that limit our potential for wholeness are wounds from the 
past, inability to accept God’s forgiveness, inability to forgive ourselves 
or to forgive those who have wounded us, inability to trust God or an 
unwillingness to live in community.  Wholeness is the opposite of being 
“divided.”  To be whole is to be perfect in every part or that which has all 
its parts.

Robert Mulholland writes, “Christian Spirituality is a 
dynamic ever-developing growth toward wholeness 
in the image of Christ.  It is a journey of increasingly 
faithful responses to the One whose purpose shapes 
our path, whose grace redeems our detours, whose 
power liberates us from crippling bondages of the prior 
journey and whose transforming presence meets us at 
each turn of the road.  Holistic spirituality is a pilgrimage 
of deepening responsiveness to God’s control of our life 
and being.” 

In this lesson we will observe how Peter experienced ever greater levels 
of wholeness as he responded to the work of God in his life.  When 
Jesus fi rst intersected Peter’s life, Peter was known for being brash and 
impetuous, yet Jesus saw something in him and called him into His 
inner circle.  Peter had all the makings of a bully, but, because of how 
he responded to the shaping work of God, at the close of his life he was 
known for his humility, his deep love for God and his trust in God (see 
I Peter).  Because of his response to Jesus work in his life, Peter found 
freedom to follow God wholeheartedly.  

Note some of the powerful defi ning moments in Peter’s life.

Matthew 14 / Walks on Water
Jesus’s disciples were crossing the Sea of Galilee in a boat when a violent 
storm came up.  As they were struggling to survive, Jesus came walking 
on the water toward them. Naturally they were terrifi ed, so Jesus shouted 
to them, “Take courage!  It is I. Don’t be afraid.”  Peter responded with, 
“Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on the water.”  “Come,” Jesus said, 
and Peter actually stepped out of the boat and walked on water until fear 
overtook him.  When he shouted out “Lord, save me!” Jesus reached out 
and caught him.
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Matthew 16 / Identifi es Jesus as the Messiah, but then resists God’s 
plan 
While talking with His disciples, Jesus asked them, “Who do people say 
the Son of Man is?”  They replied with a variety of names.  Then Jesus 
asked, “But who do say I am?”  Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the 
Son of the Living God.”  Jesus affi  rmed him and expressed “. . . this was 
not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.  And I tell you 
that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates 
of Hades will not overcome it.”  However, when Jesus then expressed that 
he would go to Jerusalem and be crucifi ed, Peter took Jesus aside and 
rebuked Jesus saying, “Never, Lord!  This shall never happen to you!”  At 
which point Jesus said, “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block 
to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”

Matthew 17:1-8 / Hears a Voice from Heaven about Jesus’ Identity
Jesus took Peter along with James and John on a journey up a mountain 
where Jesus was transfi gured (“His face shone like the sun and his clothes 
became bright as light”).  Then Moses and Elijah appeared among them.  
Peter came up with idea of building three shelters: one for Jesus, one for 
Moses and one for Elijah.  While he was speaking a voice from Heaven 
said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.  Listen 
to him.”  The scripture say the disciples fell facedown on the ground, 
terrifi ed.  Jesus then touched them and told them not to be afraid.

Matthew 18 / Learns about Forgiveness
Peter asks Jesus, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when 
he sins against me?  Up to seven times?” (The rabbis of the day taught 
that one should forgive those who off end them three times, so Peter 
thought seven times would be very generous.)  Jesus responded with, “I 
tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” In other words, always 
forgive when ever someone is truly repentant – no matter how many 
times they ask. He then told a parable about a man who chose not to 
forgive and experienced harsh judgment.  Jesus wrapped up this parable 
with these challenging words, “This is how my heavenly Father will treat 
each of you unless you forgive your brother from the heart.” 

John 21 / Jesus restores Peter after failure
This defi ning moment in Peter’s life followed Peter’s denial of Christ.  Peter 
denied Jesus three times after Jesus had been arrested by the temple 
guards.  Jesus had prophesied this denial, so during a break in Jesus’ trial 
He glanced at Peter which caused Peter to fl ee. The scriptures report that 
Peter wept bitterly.  In John 21, days after the resurrection, Peter and a 
number of the other disciples decided to go fi shing.  

1. After all the previous defi ning moments that Peter had with Jesus, 
what was he doing here?  How far is the Sea of Tiberias (Galilee) from 
Jerusalem where Jesus was crucifi ed?  
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2. In view of the type of fi shing they were doing (all night, using nets) 
what do think Peter’s intention was? 

3. Compare this story with Luke 5:1-11.  Why do you think Jesus might 
repeat this type of miracle now? 

4. Where did Jesus get the fi sh in verse 9?  How would you feel when 
you saw them and ate them if you had been fi shing all night? 

5. Why do you think Jesus repeated the same question three times? 
  
6. How was Peter to demonstrate love and loyalty to Jesus?
  
7. What was Jesus saying to Peter in verses 18 and 22? 

8. What do we learn about Jesus from this text?

APPLICATION
Over the years a number of authors have written about the stages of 
faith.  They claim few Christians move past stage four, which they identify 
as the “inner journey,” “deeper journey” or “second blessing” (AB Simpson).  
Failure, exhaustion, confl ict, sickness, frustration with ministry, legalism 
(which does not produce life), etc. tend to stimulate the inner journey in 
the life of the believer.  The good news is that God comes after His people 
in love in the midst of burnout, deadness and frustration.  However, in 
order to grow from the crushing, we must respond as Peter did.  After 
the second miraculous catch of fi sh Peter knew Jesus was more real than 
ever and still capable of working supernaturally.  He knew Jesus cared 
deeply for him and that He had forgiven him rather than giving up on 
him.  Because of God’s lavish love, Peter embraced his new mission with 
a sense of conviction.  Even though he knew he would someday face a 
painful death, Peter’s life was marked more by boldness than fear.  This 
encounter with Jesus set the foundation for the Spirit of God to work 
powerfully in his life (See Acts 1-5 and 10-12).  Rather than become a 
religious bully, Peter became a shepherd of shepherds (see I Peter 5:1-11)

9. Where are you struggling to live out the mission God has for you 
these days?  What trials, tests or traumas might God might want to 
use to move you to a new level of wholeness?  What might the Spirit 
be attempting to speak into your life on the journey to wholeness?  

Jesus is our best example of wholeness, and He called us to pursue 
this wholeness.  Jesus was undivided in His trust in the Father and was 
Himself at all times and in all situations refl ecting the triune God to 
perfection.  John expressed, “Jesus only did what he saw the Father doing 
and only said what he heard the Father saying.”  He lived fully alive and 
accomplished the work that had been given Him to accomplish even 
though some of His work was very challenging.  He demonstrated a 
wholehearted commitment to mission of the triune God.
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In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus challenged us to “be perfect as I 
am perfect.”   This command is in the future tense – making our goal to 
develop the heart of Jesus (His thoughts, attitudes and will, so naturally 
our behavior refl ects His).  This goal is only reasonable as we embrace the 
power of the Spirit that accompanies the kingdom of God.   

EXERCISE

As you fi nish up this series on relying on God at deeper levels, set 
aside an hour or so to look back over the six “R” studies.  As you do, 
identify and write down a couple of takeaways and prompts that God 
has brought to your attention for each study in the fi rst column below, 
then ask God to lead you in possible next steps to take for each one.  
Write down these next steps in the second column.  If you need help 
identifying next steps, ask a trusted group leader, mentor, pastor or 
friend to help you process what God is raising up in you.  Use separate 
paper if more space is needed. Then choose the one or two that seem 
most important or urgent and begin to take steps toward growth today.

“R” study Takeaways/Prompts from God 
of Areas Needing Attention:

Potential Next Steps

New Life

Identity

Growth

Healing

Forgiveness

Wholeness
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Examples of potential next Steps in growing in wholeness: 

1. Carve out time to be alone with God (like Jesus did) to discern the 
work of the Spirit in your life.

2. Pick up a copy of and read The Critical Journey by Guelich & Hagberg, 
or Waking the Dead, by John Eldridge.

3. Join a small group that encourages you to take “faith risks” in 
following Jesus or challenge your current small group to hold one 
another accountable for taking some of these next steps.
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LESSON 1:  NEW LIFE

Question 1:

 --Pharisee, religious leader of Jews, devoted to living every moment 
in obedience to the laws of God, to the letter

 --At night/secret, perhaps afraid or ashamed to be identifi ed with 
Jesus

 --He was a seeker after truth

 --Apparently dissatisfaction existed inside him with the way of life of 
Pharisee, sought something more

 --The Holy Spirit would have been drawing him to Jesus

 --Recognized Jesus as a teacher, which for the Pharisees indicated He 
was from God

Question 2:

 --The truth is, to see and enter the kingdom of heaven, you must be 
born again

 2nd part:
 -Born again, of water (baptism) and spirit

 -Physical birth

Question 3:

 -Wind is a symbol for how the Holy Spirit works to bring new life.  
Jesus was trying to explain that we cannot control the work of the 
Holy Spirit.  He works in ways we can not predict or fully understand.  
Just as we could not control our physical birth, so we cannot control 
or force a spiritual birth.

Question 4:  

 When the Israelites were wandering in the desert, God sent a plague 
of snakes to punish the people for their rebellious attitudes.  Those 
doomed to die from snakebites could be healed by obeying God’s 
instruction to look up at the elevated bronze snake and by believing 
that God would heal them if they did.  Similarly, our salvation 
happens when we look up to Jesus, believing He will save us.  God 
has provided this way for us to be healed of sin’s deadly bite (v. 13-
15).
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Question 5:

 - Belief involves intellectual agreement that Jesus is God, that we are 
sinners in need of a savior and that believing in Jesus alone to save us 
gives us new life.  It involves putting Christ in charge of our present 
plans and eternal destiny.  It involves trusting that His words are 
reliable and relying on Him for the power to change and grow as a 
follower of Christ.

 -Many other verses reinforce the truth that relying on/believing in 
Jesus and His work on the cross is essential for moving from the 
kingdom of darkness (ruled by Satan) and new life/eternal life (in the 
kingdom of God).

Question 6:

 -It will be seen plainly, referring to fruit which will naturally 
accompany new life 

 –fruit that refl ects the love and goodness of God, and dependence 
on God

Question 7:

 -Nicodemus had become a believer in Jesus Christ, evidenced by his 
actions of tenderly helping Joseph prepare Jesus’ body for burial.

Question 8:

 -On-going spiritual life from within from the Holy Spirit
 -Freedom from the penalty of sin
 -Eternal Life with God—both present and future

Question 9:

        --Our spirits are eternal and must be reborn from sin/death into life
 --Going through the birth process into something radically diff erent 

and new

LESSON 2:  IDENTITY

Discussion Questions   
1.  He desires followers of Christ to take full advantage of the blessings 

that come from Christ’s work on the cross.
• He desires them to be free in Christ and live the life Christ came to 

bring
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• Sin produces bondage and death

2.  
We are dead to sin (v. 2)
• Those who are buried with Him in baptism are also raised with Christ to 

new life. (v. 4)
3.   
• Also united with Him in His resurrection (v. 5)
• Body of sin done away with so we no long slaves to sin (v. 6-7)
• Death no longer has mastery over us (v. 9)

4.  
• Cannot die again  (v.9)
• Death has no mastery
• Died to sin once and for all (v. 10)
• God is the authority now, the one He lives for/toward

5.  
• Count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus (v. 11)
• Do not let sin reign in your body so that you obey its evil desires (v. 12)
• Do not off er your body parts to sin, instruments of wickedness
• Off er yourself wholeheartedly to God and his way of doing things (v. 

11-13)

6.   
God’s grace: living life in the freedom and goodness of God (v.14)
 “The law reveals God’s standard but does not provide the spiritual 

power to measure up to that standard.  Grace, on the other hand, 
cancels out our sin and lets us start over with a clean slate.  Grace 
brings us into a relationship with God and permits us to look to Him 
for the strength necessary to live a righteous life.  Knowing God 
personally as we depend on Christ through faith—not knowing His 
law alone—helps us overcome sin.  (Quest Study Bible, Romans 

 14)

Question 7:

Not living out new identity      vs           Living out identity by faith

Produces bondage/slavery to sin           Slave to righteousness-freedom

Impurity/ever-increasing wickedness      Path to holiness

Wages of sin is death            Gift from God is eternal life 

Create a table with headings above in the Bible study section.  
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Slavery: “Everyone is a slave to something or someone.  
It’s the master who determines whether slavery results 
in life or death.  Apart from the grace of God, we are 
slaves to sin.  And when sin is master, we die.  Bu by 
grace, we can be slaves of God.  When God is master, we 
live.  Slavery does not have to be a negative image:  A 
kite is free to fl y only when “a slave” to the string.  Cut 
the string and the kite’s freedom to fl y is severed as well.  
Slavery to God frees us to fully be what we were created 
to be!” 

(Quest Study Bible, Romans 6:18)

Question 8:
• Sons of God or God’s children

Question 9:
•  Chosen People
•  A royal Priesthood, 
•  A holy nation, 
•  A people belonging to God

Spiritual Exercise (for leader):

You might schedule a social group time to watch any of these movies.  
Movies engage the other side of the brain from where we typically 
live.  Maybe next time together don’t do a study, but choose one of the 
suggested movies or select clips from each movie related to the character 
embracing his/her identity to watch.  Include accountability as you 
process this concept—e.g. “In one month ask me about this…so I don’t 
just drop it…”

LESSON 3:  LEADER’S NOTES FOR GROWTH:

Question 1:
• Pruning – that they might bear more fruit (v. 2)
• God will remain in those who remain in Him (v. 4)
• Bear much fruit (v. 5)
• Ask what you wish and it will be given you (v. 7)
• Love (v. 9)
• Friendship with God (v. 14)
• Joy (v. 11)

Question 3:
• Envisioning union with God and delighting in His embrace (v. 4)
• Learning and embracing Jesus’ commands (v. 7)
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• Responding to Jesus just as He responded to the Father (v. 10)
• Prayer (v. 7, 16)

Question 5:
-Counselor, Spirit of Truth, to be with you forever
-He lives with you and will be in you
-Holy Spirit sent in Jesus’ name, will remind you of everything Jesus had 
said to them.  Encouraged not to fear, and to receive Jesus’ peace
-It will be better that the Spirit is there with them.  Convict world of guilt, 
sin, righteousness and judgment.  
-Holy Spirit will guide into all truth.  Will only make known what the 
Father has said.

Question 6:
God’s part:  The Holy Spirit draws us; plants seeds thru people and 
experiences; trials, tasks, transitions, tests and even temptations and 
other diffi  culties meant for evil can be used by God for good in our lives.

Our part: spiritual practices or disciplines to cultivate openness, and 
responding to Him.

Spiritual Exercise Q. 1:

Scripture Passage Spiritual Practices of Jesus you observe

Luke 2:41-52 • Hunger and study of scripture, 
• Love to dialogue with others about 

Scriptures
• Loved being in His Fathers house with 

people of God

Luke 4:1-12 • Followed the Spirit into solitude and silence
• Fasting
• Knew the scriptures and how to use them

Luke 4:16 • Worship on the Sabbath, which was his 
custom

Luke 8:1-2 • He choose to live in community

Spiritual Exercise Q. 2

• Luke 5:16 – after healing a leper
• Luke. 6:12 – before Jesus chose the disciples He spent the night alone 
• Mark 1:35 – after a long successful day of ministry
• Mark 6:31 – after sending out His followers to carry out His ministry
• Matt 14:13 – after hearing of John the Baptist’s death
• Matt 14:23 – after feed 5,000 and before walking on water
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• Matt 17:1-9 – Transfi guration 
• Matt 26:36-46 – Immediately before the cross

LESSON 4:  HEALING

Question 2:
God is the place to go when we are overwhelmed or crushed from the 
losses and trauma of life in a broken world.
Honesty with God about our struggles is a way to process loss and 
deepen our relationship.  

Question 3:
Lies – God had abandoned him.  God does not care about me.  I have to 
make life work on my own because I can’t trust God to come through 
when I really need him.  (The phrase “How long is used four times in the 
fi rst two verses.)
Truth – One of Yahweh’s core attributes is unfailing love, Yahweh is good.  
God is attentive to our prayers.

Question 6:
When we embrace God’s truth in the midst of trauma, we fi nd healing 
and hope.

Question 7:
Grief and anger are replaced with joy and peace
We learn God is enough
We develop the capacity for more compassion and love

Question 8:
Jesus wants us to rely on Him to fi nd healing that we might experience 
His comfort and healing grace

LESSON 5:  FORGIVENESS  
LEADER’S GUIDE FOR FORGIVENESS:

Question 2:
• True forgiveness can only come after we have assessed the loss and by 

God’s grace let those who off ended us go free.
• True forgiveness can bring on powerful emotions
• Joseph forgave because he saw that God intended all that had 

happened to him for good.

 Question 3:
• Judah said, “How can we prove our innocence?  God is behind this, 

exposing how bad we are.  We stand guilty before you and ready to be 
your slaves—we are in this together, the rest of us as guilty as the one 
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with the chalice.”  (The Message)

Question 4:
• They off ered themselves as slaves
• The relationship had not fully been restored until this point.
• Joseph saw God’s hand in taking his wound and transforming it into a 

means to serve and save lives.  God is a master in taking the wounds we 
experience from living in a broken world and using them to help others 
heal.  He is a master at developing “wounded healers.”

Question 5:
• Must seek God for and to be given grace to see the situation from 

God’s perspective to forgive authentically (gain ‘new eyes’ toward the 
off ender/empathy)

Question 6:
• Psalm 51:10-12
 -Break in fellowship with God and Holy Spirit 
  no joy, unsustained
• Matthew 6:15; 18:23-35
 Your sins will not be forgiven
 God will not have mercy on you unless you forgive from the heart
• Mark 11:25
 When praying, forgive (let it drop) so the Father in heaven may also  

forgive your failings and shortcomings and let them drop.

What compelling reasons to forgive do you see in the following verses?

• Matthew 18:21-22;
 Jesus instructed Peter to forgive seventy times seven times, not just the 

accepted three times
• Romans 12:17-21 
 Our unforgiveness gets in the way of God’s work toward justice.  Trust  

God to bring justice.
• Luke 17:3-5
 Instructed to forgive brother if he repents, even seven times in one day, 

forgive
• Ephesians 4:29-5:2
 Christ’s love motivated His sacrifi ce for us.  Forgive as Christ forgave 

you.
• Colossians 2:13-14
 As our response to Christ’s death and forgiveness of all our sin while we  

were still dead in our sins (not alive to Him)

 Forgiveness breaks the cycle of pride, blame, pain, bitterness, 
attitudes…

• Psalms 130:3-4
 We stand forgiven.  Let our response be to forgive.
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LESSON 6:  LEADER’S GUIDE FOR WHOLENESS

Question 1:  
about 40 miles

Question 2:  
Find a way to provide for his family by returning to fi shing

Question 3:  
both miracles were followed with Jesus calling Peter to serve him; fi rst as 
a fi sher of men and later as a shepherd

Question 4: 
amazed with the supernatural dimension of kingdom ministry

Question 5:  
Peter denied Jesus three times.  Each time Jesus asked Peter “Do you love 
me?” He use the Greek word “agape” for love (unconditional, sacrifi cial 
love – as God loves), and each time Peter responded with the Greek word 
“philleo” (brotherly love or family love).  It was as though Peter had been 
humbled to the point that he was no longer going to make promises to 
Jesus that he could not keep.  This experience seemed to lead Peter to a 
new level of dependence on the Spirit of the Living God.  

Question 6:  
Feed the people of God - from this point on Peter became the key leader/
teacher in launching the early church (see Acts 1-5 and 10-12).

Question 7:  
Peter would become a martyr.  According to early church authors. Peter 
was crucifi ed under the Nero persecution of the church in the mid 60’s 
AD.  Peter, according to their report, insisted he be crucifi ed upside down.

Question 8: 
That He does not give up on those He has invited into His life and mission.  
He intersects our lives time and again to help us experience ever higher 
levels of wholeness.
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