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Foreword 
The Board for Congregational Services, through the direction of the Rural/Small Town Committee Ministry in 
partnership with Concordia Publishing House, developed this 20-lesson Bible study for rural/small town 
congregations.  

Today, after 150 years of ministry, we are able to count more than 2,000 rural/small town congregations and 
650,000 members who celebrate the Gospel of God's love through Jesus Christ.  

This Bible study, Life and Hope in Rural/Small Town Communities, guides us to be rooted in the Word. If individuals 
in our congregations are to have “life-vitality,” they must be grounded in Christ Jesus. His presence gives life to our 
efforts. “I am the vine, you are the branches. If a man remains in Me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 
from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).  

A rural/small town congregation with vitality is not afraid of new challenges or fearful of tackling familiar tasks in 
new ways. Jesus enables us to go on from what didn't work and to try new ways to reach others with the saving 
Gospel.  

A congregation with vitality is focused on the church's prime task, that of carrying out our Savior's command to 
“make disciples.”  

As each of you take time to study these 20 lessons in the Word, let the Holy Spirit implant the message of hope into 
your heart. May this Bible study guide you and your congregation to witness with vitality and compassion so that 
your unchurched friends and neighbors may grow in their relationship with Christ.  

 

Ralph Geisler  
Congregational Services  
Rural/Small Town Committee Ministry  
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Introduction 
Using Life and Hope in Rural/Small Town Communities  

Invitations  

Use the invitations to publicize the time, place, and topics for study. Simply duplicate the invitations and then 
distribute them. Consider  

• placing them in your church bulletin;  

• mailing them to potential participants-members and guests;  

• giving them to participants to share with friends;  

• including them in your church newsletter.  

Study Sheets  

Feel free to make enough copies of the Study Sheets so that each participant has a copy.  

The sessions are divided into the following sections:  

Prayer. Begin the session with a prayer that asks God's Spirit to work mightily through His Word-the portion of 
the Word you will study together. You may also wish to ask participants to share prayer requests. These requests 
may be brought to the Lord by the leader or the leader may provide time for volunteers to offer individual prayers.  

Introducing Scripture provides participants with definitions and explanations relevant to the day's topic. Briefly 
review these items by inviting volunteers to read them aloud or by asking participants to read them silently.  

Reading the Word. Read aloud or invite volunteers to read aloud the assigned portion of Scripture.  

Inquiry. Discuss the questions provided on the Study Sheet. The questions allow participants to review the 
Scripture reading in depth.  

Exploring the Word provides participants with additional information to help them understand the concepts, 
words, or phrases found in the Scripture reading. Briefly review these items by inviting volunteers to read them 
aloud. Understanding these items will help participants apply the Scripture lesson to their lives.  

Discussion provides for greater exploration of God's Word and a transition that will help participants to apply the 
truth found in God's Word to their lives and the lives of others.  

Integrating the Word into Life. The questions and activities provided in this section will help the participants 
answer the question, “What does this mean to and for me?” Provide enough time in your session for participants to 
complete this section. Also, this section may provide participants an opportunity for personal reflection during the 
following week.  

End your study of God's Word with a prayer thanking God for the faith-strengthening power He provides through 
His Word.  

Leaders Notes  

Answers to the Study Sheet questions are included in the Leaders Notes.  

May God bless you and those who participate in the Life and Hope in Rural/Small Town Communities Bible studies. 
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SESSION 1  

Deep Roots  John 17:14–18  

Inquiry  
1. Jesus asked His Father to protect His disciples from the evil one (verse 15). He teaches us to pray for protection 
from the evil one in the Lord's Prayer.  

2. As one of Satan's most effective temptations, he leads us to feel comfortable with our surroundings (e.g., friendly, 
helpful neighbors) and to forget that heaven is our home.  

3. In verse 16, Jesus said, “They are not of the world, even as I am not of it.” Just as Jesus was sent from above by His 
Father, so also those who have been “born from above” (or “born again” [John 3:5–7]) by water and the Spirit are 
sent by Jesus into the world (verse 18), but are not of the world.  

Discussion  
1. If we know no other home, it is far more difficult to turn from our rural roots to another home. In fact, even if one 
moves frequently, apart from Christ it is impossible to recognize that our home is in heaven. God commanded 
Abraham to depart from his homeland and to dwell in a tent in the land of promise as he waited for “the city with 
foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10). By never “putting down roots” Abraham never 
forgot that he was waiting for a far better home in heaven.  

2. Jesus instituted the Lord's Supper that we might receive it in remembrance of Him. Working through the Lord's 
Supper, the Holy Spirit delivers forgiveness of our sin, strengthens our faith, and helps us remember Christ and His 
sacrifice for us that we may live with Him eternally in His heavenly home.  

3. Jesus prayed this prayer and then departed with His disciples to Gethsemane, where He was betrayed by Judas 
and arrested by the Jews. Then He was tried before Caiaphas, Annas, Herod, and Pilate, and then abandoned on the 
cross by the Father-all for us. While we may feel worthless because of our situation in life, our lives are precious 
because of the great price Jesus paid to redeem us. We were redeemed not with gold or silver, but with the holy, 
precious blood and innocent suffering and death of Jesus Christ that we may be His own and live under Him in His 
kingdom (Revelation 5:9–10; Luther's explanation of the Second Article). When calamity strikes those with rural 
roots, Jesus reminds them that they can trust God; their true roots are in heaven.  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. God would have us live in peace with others. Nevertheless, Paul wrote to the Romans to “watch out for those 
who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away 
from them” (Romans 16:17). We have been given the God-breathed Scripture for “teaching, rebuking, correcting 
and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). The power of the Gospel also compels us to point out errors so 
that the Good News of Jesus will not be diminished. Comment that teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training take 
on a unique dimension when we deal with those we have known all our lives and with whom we must live and 
work.  

2. The Lord would not have us overlook open, unrepentant sin for the sake of harmony. Instead, if someone is 
caught in a sin, God would have us “restore him gently.” Because God reminds us of our heavenly roots through His 
Word and Sacrament, we can lovingly approach our brothers and sisters in Christ and share the Word of God with 
them, that they, too, may live in heaven forever.   
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SESSION 2  

Trust and Security  Psalm 46  

Inquiry  
1. Answers will vary. The Hebrew word for refuge describes a shelter where there is trust and hope. Strength is 
described as force, security, majesty, boldness, might, and power. Help refers to coming to someone's aid.  

People generally know each other better in small town settings. As a result they have the opportunity to know how 
people will respond in certain situations. We can trust the accuracy of Psalm 46:1 because God has demonstrated 
His trustworthiness throughout all generations.  

2. The unbeliever cannot experience the hope, joy, and peace that the believer experiences as a result of knowing 
Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. For the believer, the past has been taken care of (forgiveness) and the future is 
secure (eternal life).  

Discussion  
1. Informal controls might include neighbors who watch out for one another's property as well as people who are 
not afraid to get involved in the lives of others. Informal controls in the church would include the love and care that 
believers share with each other and the encouragement received from worshiping together.  

2. Trust grows through familiarity and from the confidence of knowing how someone will act. In rural areas there 
are fewer people moving in and out than there are in urban neighborhoods, which contributes to neighbors 
knowing one another better. Some people show a high level of trust by leaving cars and houses unlocked. We can 
trust by trust God knowing He is for us, knowing He is always near, and knowing He is our refuge, strength, and 
help no matter the circumstances.  

3. Answers will vary. Some are tempted to find security in the number of acres farmed, the kind and size of 
equipment used, the types of hybrid seeds developed that can provide a crop in many kinds of weather, insurance 
available to counteract losses of varying kinds, etc. We can resist such temptations by keeping our eyes focused on 
Jesus Christ. We can do that by regular worship attendance, regular participation in the Lord's Supper, and 
participation in corporate and private Bible study.  

4. The stillness the psalmist suggests does not refer so much to quietness or meditation but is an encouragement to 
stop relying on our own efforts and to put our trust in God. We can do this by being more attentive to His voice in 
Holy Scripture.  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. We can remind ourselves of God's presence by beginning every day with prayer and the study of God's Word. We 
can also be intentional in looking for God's guiding hand in all we do.  

2. Answers will vary. While we certainly don't want to dwell on all the bad things that could happen, it might prove 
helpful to consider how we would respond to things that could happen to us in this sinful world. Martin Luther did 
that as he wrote the hymn based on this psalm, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” (Read and comment on verse 4.)  

3. We can help others to be secure by sharing the Good News of Jesus with them. The Holy Spirit can create faith in 
their lives just as He did in ours—and that gives security, real security.  
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SESSION 3  

Friendliness   John 15:13–15  

Inquiry  
1. Jesus' relationships with people were not developed by how well they met all the pharisaic laws or the standards 
of society. Jesus met people where they were and touched their lives at that point. Whether it was with forgiveness 
and grace or with a parable told to illustrate a point, Jesus' goal always remained to save souls. Through the faith 
instilled in them by the Holy Spirit, people trusted Jesus and His words. As a follower of Christ, we develop 
relationships through which we, too, can speak of God's grace and forgiveness.  

2. Barriers could be a close-knit community unwilling to open to outsiders. The adage “We've never done it that 
way before” comes up often, limiting change as well as limiting those who come with vision and hope for the 
future. Cliques are also a deterrent to making friends. Other barriers might consist of the opinions we form early in 
a relationship or what we hear about others from another circle of people.  

Rural/small town relationships are often developed for the long term. Those in rural/small town communities 
typically form friendships that they want to last, just as they hope their communities will last. Some are willing to 
give of themselves deeply in friendships, allowing for a long- term relationship. In small town/rural areas people 
depend on others to be there for them. This offers a sense of security. Also, because the community is small, some 
feel it is not as dangerous to risk being a friend.  

Discussion  
1. The love spoken of is agape-that all-giving love of God. By the Spirit's power, Christ in us comes out, and the love 
He has given us is given to those we call our friends-not out of necessity, but out of a desire to serve the living Lord!  

2. Jesus has called us by faith to Himself. Through the Holy Spirit we are gathered, enlightened, and sanctified to be 
God's own. In being God's own we are also called to give of ourselves through friendliness and caring relationships, 
to the point of being willing to give of ourselves completely, just as Christ Himself died on the cross.  

3. There is a war that is going on between God and the world. Therefore as Christians we cannot be friends to the 
world. At the same time, as disciples of Christ, we have a mission to carry out that touches the lives of some who 
are in the world. The difference is that as Christ's people we must stand up and fight the good fight, but we must be 
ready for the fight by putting on the “full armor of God” (Ephesians 6:10–18).  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. In our fallen human nature we are probably restrictive in how much of ourselves we are willing to give. We have 
various reasons or excuses when it comes to sacrificial giving. The degree to which we are willing to give of 
ourselves in developing relationships probably depends on our available time, energy, and need for supportive 
relationships. Because of our natural self-centeredness, we might even think of what we might get out of a 
relationship before offering much to it.  

2. A small town/rural area depends on people to share more of themselves than the bigger city does. In the church, 
people grow close to one another because of the need to be involved and helpful.  

Personal faith grows to encourage us to continue reaching out to others. Inviting, sharing over coffee, and allowing 
others to see our faith alive and visible in the things we do and say every day are all ways to reach out to the 
community.  
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Session 1  

Deep Roots   John 17:14–18 

Prayer  
Begin the session with a prayer.  

Introducing Scripture  
• Our real roots are in Christ (Ephesians 3:16–19; Colossians 2:6–7).  

• Many living in rural/small-town America have very strong ties to this 
world. Their rural roots run deep. They find comfort in familiar, safe 
surroundings and the friendly faces at the local cafe and grocery or 
hardware store. Many find it difficult to remember that we are but 
strangers in this world.  

Reading the Word  
Read John 17:14–18.  

Inquiry  
1. From what or whom did Jesus ask His Father to protect His disciples?  

2. Why is comfort one of the greatest tools of the devil?  

3. How do the words of Jesus' prayer help us remember where our true, 
deep roots are to be found?  

Exploring the Word  
• Jesus was praying for all who will be brought to faith by the preaching 
of the Word (verse 20; Romans 10: 17).  

• Jesus did not leave us defenseless in this world. He gave us His Word 
through which the Holy Spirit makes us holy (verses 14, 17).  

• Jesus left us in this sinful, evil world that we might bear witness to the 
truth and that others may be brought to faith by the working of the Holy 
Spirit through the Word.  

Discussion  
1. Few rural people have moved out of the area in which they were born. 
Some may not travel out of their home state for decades. What impact 
does this have on our feeling of where home is? What did God command 
Abraham to do to help him remember where his home was 
(Genesis 12:1; Hebrews 11:8–1O)?  

2. Many farm people take great pride in the fact that the farm has been in 
the family for generations-often a century or longer. When sons or 
daughters choose not to continue the tradition and abandon their family 
roots, the parents may be deeply hurt. What did Jesus give us to help us 
remember where our true roots are to be found (1 Corinthians  
11:23–25)? 

3. Many farm businesses struggle and eventually fail. While the 
businesses may fail, people do not, but it is difficult to separate the two 
when ties to the land are so strong. How do Jesus' words in the text 
provide comfort to the family struggling with the loss of their rural roots 
and their feelings of personal worthlessness?  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. Some rural people choose to overlook behaviors and personal faults 
for the sake of harmony. Is this what the Lord would have us do?  

2. When we recall that our roots are not in this world, what should we do 
when a neighbor engages in open, unrepentant sin (Galatians 6:1)? This 
practice often goes against the way we were raised. Why is it so 
important (verse 18; Hebrews 10:26)?  
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Session 2  

Trust and Security   Psalm 46 

Prayer  
Begin the session with a prayer.  

Introducing Scripture  
• Psalm 46 describes a fearless trust in God, who is an ever-present help.  

• God establishes a relationship of trust with His people. We find our 
ultimate security in God. He loved us enough to send His Son to die that 
we might live. 

• A sense of security and trust is often the result of knowing well those 
who live nearby. The psalmist knows God well enough to describe Him 
using words like refuge, strength, and help.  

Reading the Word  
Read Psalm 46.  

Inquiry  
1. Someone has said, “Our safety and sense of well-being depend on the 
degree to which we can trust the people we deal with.” How is this true 
in a rural/small town setting? How do we know we can trust God  
(Psalm 46:1)? (See also Psalm 90.)  

2. How is that basic human need for a sense of security or safety met for 
the Christian in a way the unbeliever does not understand  
(Romans 15:13)?  

Exploring the Word  
• The psalm begins with words of hope because of who God is, what He 
has done, and what He will do. This hope centers in Christ Jesus, the Son 
of God and Savior of the world (see 1 Peter 1:3). 

• In rural and small town areas trust is built when actions of neighbors 
are seen and appreciated over time, especially in difficult times. The 
psalmist speaks of God's help for His church (verse 5; see also  
Matthew 16:18). We have the security of knowing God's promises are 
sure and that He is “for us.”  

• God calls us to trust in Him (Proverbs 3:5).  

Discussion  
1. Research indicates that crime is less frequent in rural areas, where 
greater informal controls deter crime. What are some of these? What 
informal controls protect the Christian?  

2. Do you think people trust each other more in rural communities? Why 
or why not? What things, mentioned in the psalm, motivate you to 
greater trust in God?  

3. How can we resist the temptation to find security in ourselves, our 
possessions, or technology?  

4. The psalmist suggests being still before God. How can such stillness be 
practiced in your life?  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. What are some ways you can daily remind yourself of God's presence 
in your life?  

2. One commentator suggests that perhaps we should regularly imagine, 
as the psalmist did (verses 2, 3, and 6), the worst possible thing that 
could happen to us as a way of preparing ourselves to say in the midst of 
difficult times, “We will not fear” (verse 2). What do you think of such an 
exercise?  

3. How can we help others to be secure?   
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Session 3  

Friendliness   John 15:13–15 

Prayer  
Begin the session with a prayer.  

Introducing Scripture 
• Jesus Christ has called us into a relationship as “friends.”  

• As God's friends we know God's love for us in Christ and share it with 
others.  

Reading the Word  
Read John 15:13–15.  

Inquiry  
1. Jesus came to earth to give the gift of salvation through the sharing of 
His Word, often in the relationships He built with others. How does the 
ministry of Jesus compare to friendship?  

2. In the rural/small town, what are some of the barriers to making 
friends? What are some advantages commonly associated with making 
friends in a rural/small town setting?  

Exploring the Word  
• In remote rural/small town communities, friendship is a necessity. The 
Holy Spirit works among members of the church to reach out to bring 
others into the caring community of Christ's kingdom through 
befriending others and developing friendships.  

• In John 14:6–10, Jesus is speaking about knowing the Father by 
knowing Jesus and having a relationship for eternity. Through the “eyes” 
of Jesus we see others as persons needing Jesus as a friend.  

• James 2:23 calls Abraham “God's friend” because he listened to God 
and obeyed. By the Spirit's power we, too, are friends of God. 

Discussion  
1. Today, even in rural areas and small towns, people move in and out, 
passing through the lives of those who have been around for a long time. 
In John 15:12 Jesus commands, “Love each other as I have loved you.” 
What does love have to do with being friendly?  

2. Christ gave up His life-the ultimate sacrifice-for us and our salvation. 
Why does Jesus tell His disciples, “Greater love has no one than this, that 
he lay down his life for his friends” (verse 13)?  

3. What does James 4:4 intimate about the relationships of friends? Are 
our friendships with the world or in the world? What's the difference?  

Integrating the Word into Life  
1. How sacrificial do we become as we develop friendships with others? 
What do you willingly give in developing that relationship with friends?  

2. What keeps friendliness alive in rural/small town areas? How can the 
church and its members, as friends of Christ, reach out to the community 
for Christ?  

  




