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By mutual agreement. . . 
and in fhe Holy Spirit's power 

We will rely on the Holy Scriptures as our final authority, 

Imowing that human ideas and opinions, 

even the ideas and opinions of God's people, will 

lil5ely stray from God's truth from time to time. 

We will ortend each session unless an 

emergency prevents our attendance. 

We will listen to each orher and show one another 

Christ-like love and concern. 

We will contribute to the discussion in positive ways 

as we are able to do that. 

We will keep everything we hear confidential, 

sharing it with no one unless doing so 

is a matter (literally) of life and death. 

We will use what we learn in this group to contribute 

even more fully to the overall ministry of 

(Pur your congregorion's name here.) 

We will respect one another's schedules by 

beginning and ending on time. 
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How to Use This Course 
Three ingredients will make it possible for you to maxi- 

mize the usefulness of this course. Let's look at  these ingredi- 
ents one a t  a time. 

Only as God invades our lives and touches our hearts can 
we grow up in Him. Ask and keep on asking for the Holy Spir- 
it's direction and help as you approach His Word. Even if you 
work through the questions in this study on your own (and 
perhaps especially then), you must rely on God to do His work 
in you, His holy work of drawing you to Himself. He's the only 
one who can connect us to Himself and keep that connection 
strong. He's the only one who can connect us to our brothers 
and sisters in the faith and keep those connections strong. We 
need to ask Him to do that. 

That is, care for one another in your group. Dietrich Bon- 
hoeffer once wrote, "Christianity means community through 
Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ . . . we belong to one another 
only through and in Jesus Christ." 

Only God can create the kind of care, the kind of commu- 
nity, the kind of connectedness that  we see modeled by the 
early Christian church. It's His gift to His people. We can't 
make it happen, no matter how slick our techniques, no mat- 
ter how smooth our approach. 
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But we can, by God's grace, encourage the kind of atmos- 
phere, the kind of love and acceptance, in which His people 
come to know one another as brothers and sisters in the faith, 
and not as third or fourth cousins. 

.$+ 3-As We Share 
How does that kind of love happen? We cannot drum it up 

by our own effort, no matter how up-to-date our methodology. 
Neither can we force any believer or group of believers to talk 
about their faith with one another, to share their needs and 
hurts with each other, or to admonish and console one another. 
We can, however, intentionally use what we know about 
human relationships to create a safe haven, an island of time 
and place, in which God's people can relax, get to know one 
another, and eventually feel free to let down their guard. 

In this kind of setting, participants can experience the 
freedom to talk about their hurts and their faith with each 
other, if they choose to do that.  They can encourage one 
another in the one true faith, just as the early Christians did 
and as the holy apostles also urge us to do as God's chosen 
people today (1 Thess. 4:18; 5:ll). 

+3 On to the Practical 
As you develop small-group ministry in your congrega- 

tion, you need to keep an overarching vision in mind. But to 
get small-group Bible study off the ground, and to keep it 
functioning effectively, you also need to think through some 
practical considerations. 

Leadership 
Talk with your pastor about this. He has both the right 

and the duty to oversee any Bible-study program in your con- 
gregation. He himself may lead some groups. And he may 
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decide to delegate some leadership tasks, approving those 
who will teach and taking care to see that they receive ade- 
quate training. 

In general, all those who lead small-group Bible studies 
will be people who 

demonstrate an understanding of Law and Gospel, sin and 
grace, not just intellectually, but in their relationships with 
God and with other people ; 
demonstrate an ability to communicate the truths of the 

Scriptures clearly; 
express a desire to be used by God to disciple others; 
show a commitment to the entire congregation and submis- 
sion to the spiritual authority of the pastor, not competing 
with other leaders or programs; 
know or be willing to learn techniques that enable adults to 
examine and apply their faith to their daily lives; 
pray for the group and the congregation regularly; 
have time to plan, prepare, and lead a small-group Bible 
study on an ongoing, consistent basis; 
demonstrate the emotional and spiritual maturity to accept 

responsibilities of leadership, to receive direction and 
sometimes criticism with wisdom and grace, to share per- 
sonal strengths and weaknesses with appropriate vulnera- 
bility, and to respond to others with Christ-like humility 
and love. 

Setting 
Many people find a home conducive to the relaxed, casual 

atmosphere you want to foster. In any case, you will need a 
meeting place where 

from 6-10 people can sit comfortably and see one another 
as they converse; 
the chairs are comfortable; 
the room is suitably lighted, ventilated, and a t  a comfort- 
able temperature; 
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coffee, tea, or soft drinks and an occasional snack can be 
served without danger of damaging carpets or upholstery; 
children can be adequately supervised while they play 
away from the Bible-study group. 

Supplies 
Everyone who attends should bring his or her own Bible. In 
addition you will need 

copies of this Study Guide for everyone (note the leaders 
materials in the back of this guide); 
pens or pencils, one for everyone; 
songbooks, hymnals, and perhaps an instrument to accom- 
pany singing during worship times; 
an empty chair or two placed prominently to remind every- 
one of the opportunity to invite guests-in particular, 
unchurched friends or relatives. 

That First Meeting 
The first time you're together, you will want to spend 

some time getting to know one another and establishing rules 
for the group. 

Introduce yourselves to one another. Do this even if only 
one person is unfamiliar to the others. Tell your name. Tell 
a little about your family. And tell how you've come to be in 
the group. Use a timer and allow each person to speak for 
about a minute. 
Agree on ground rules about questions like these: 
Who will bring snacks? How often? 
Will we provide childcare? If so, how? Will we take turns, hire 
someone and agree to all chip in to pay for it? Or? 
Will we meet in  one location? Take turns hosting the 
group? Or? 
When will we begin? End? (Include dates and also times.) 
Read "By Mutual Agreement" located on page 3 of this guide. 
Talk it over until everyone understands it and you truly have 
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reached mutual  agreement. Promise to reread this  
agreement as you begin each session, a t  least the first 
several times you get together. 
Talk about participation. This study asks group members 
to work with partners or with three or four other people. 
Agree to listen to one another with respect. Also agree to 
allow one another the freedom to "pass" on any question for 
any reason without having to state that reason. 
Remind one another that everyone is entitled to an opin- 
ion. However, in this group all human opinions must take a 
back seat to the Holy Scriptures. You will share lots of 
thoughts and feelings with one another during the next few 
weeks. Even so, we believe that absolute truth exists and 
that it can be known because the God who created the uni- 
verse has revealed the truth for us in His Word. We bow to 
His wisdom. We submit to His truth. 

+ Elements of Small-Group 
Dible Studies 
Most groups spend 60-90 minutes together in these four 

activities: 
Worship 
Bible study 
Prayer 
Fellowship 

Worship (5-1 5 minutes) 
As most small-group Bible studies begin, participants 

spend a few minutes in worship. Often this includes singing, 
especially if someone in the group can play the guitar or 
piano. If the group does not include a musician, someone in 
the group can usually find an alternative that  will allow 
everyone to join in singing two or three hymns or songs. Some 
groups find that they manage to sing quite well a cappella. 
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Some use prerecorded accompaniment tracks from cassette 
tapes or CDs. 

Keep in mind, though, that worship involves much more 
than simply singing a few random songs. Worship should help 
participants quiet their hearts as the Lord prepares them to 
hear what He will say to them in His Word. 

Therefore, opening worship will almost always include a 
prayer for His peace and for hearts ready to receive His truth. 

Dible Study (40-60 minutes) 
Our relationship with our Lord deepens as we immerse 

ourselves in His Word. In that Word He confronts us with our 
sin and then comforts us with His forgiving love in our Sav- 
ior. Small-group Bible study a t  its best includes both of these 
elements. 

Materials appropriate for small-group study avoid a lec- 
ture format. Rather, they involve a mix of individual thought 
and writing, one-on-one discussions, and give-and-take con- 
versations by the whole group. The leader facilitates, asks 
questions, provides nuggets of insight to push the group's 
process forward, and prays for participants while they think 
and talk with one another. 

Prayer-45-1 0 minutes) 
In  the  small-group Bible-study process, God's Word 

touches the hearts of His people. I t  probes pockets of hurt  
and  sometimes of hardness.  God's people talk with one 
another about life's most important issues. We think and 
laugh together. We question and cry together. It's only nat- 
ural tha t  we pray together too. It's not only natural ,  but 
necessary. 

This kind of prayer models itself after that  of the early 
church: 
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They raised heir voices together in prayer to God. . . . 
Afrer they prayed, the place where they were meeting 
was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit 
and spoke the word of God boldly. (Acts 4:24, 31) 

Committed by God's grace to one another and to the truth 
of His Word, God's people asked their Lord to intervene in 
their lives. Together they asked for His specific help with spe- 
cific challenges and needs. They united their hearts in praise 
to Him for all He had done and for all that He had promised 
yet to do. They received from Him the power they needed to 
live as His witnesses in a world that is, even now for the most 
part, hostile to the claims of Christ. We join them in the same 
kind of prayer. 

Fellowship (1 0-20 minutes) 

Christian fellowship means so much more than this 
spring's softball league or last Friday's fish fry. Of course, 
there is nothing wrong with playing softball or sharing a meal 
with other believers. But God intends that Christian fellow- 
ship (koinonia) cut more deeply below life's surface than that. 

As we said earlier, only God can create genuine fellow- 
ship. It's His gift to His people. We can, however, provide 
unstructured time over coffee or lemonade before and after 
the more formal group time. This will free participants to 
laugh together, to cry together, to ask one another about on- 
going personal and family concerns and simply to enjoy one 
another as members of God's family. 

We witness spontaneously to one another about what 
God has done for us  in Christ's cross and, then too, about 
what He is doing for us in our day-to-day lives. We have the 
chance to share specific prayer requests one-on-one and to 
become aware of needs God would use us to meet for each 
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other. In short, we have a chance to be the church, the family 
of God, for one another. 

+:+ As You Degin This Course 
Decisions, decisions! Life is full of decisions. Every day 

we must make choices. Some are easy. Others, because of 
their possible ramifications, are terribly dificult. 

Sometimes we wish that our heavenly Father would come 
to us with specific guidance. If only He would take a mega- 
phone and call out to us from heaven with answers. 

But this is not the way it works. The one who has taken 
the initiative, who has chosen us by His grace and has made 
us His children, has gifted us with His Word and with the 
Sacraments. He has granted us the privilege of prayer. 

He has given us relationships with other brothers and 
sisters in the faith-people who care about us and are willing 
to listen to us and to counsel us. 

Blessed with these gifts, we can launch into the sea of 
decision-making. Ever living in His love, we can be sure that 
even when we make mistakes, even when we fear those mis- 
takes may pull us down into the ocean's depths, He will be 
there for us. He will put His arms around us and whisper 
anew the comforting words He first spoke long ago, "Peace, be 
still!" 

May your time together around God's Word help you 
grow in the grace that will enable you to face decisions with 
the confidence that has its source in His love. SAMPLE



Setting Our Sights 
Together we will see how sin has compli- 

cated our ability to make wise choices. We will 
see how our freedom in Christ impacts (or can 
impact) our decisions. Our goal will be to let 
God work through His Word to equip us to 
reach decisions that reflect our faith in Christ. 

Getting Started 
Take a few moments to become better 

acquainted with one other person in your 
group. If you feel comfortable about it, share a 
decision you made in the past week. Was there 
anything that made the decision difficult for 
you? If so, what? why? 

Digsing In 
You've just touched upon some difficulties 

involved in making decisions. Now read aloud 
Romans 721-25 (on the next page). 15 
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1. Think about the words you have just 
read. 

a. What is the basic problem the apostle 
Paul describes here? 

b. In your earlier conversation about fac- 
tors that complicate decision-making, did you 
talk about this problem? Why or why not? 

2. On the one hand, Paul delights in a 

16 divine principle for good-theologians call this 
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"the New Nature9'-which is a t  work within 
him. Still he faces a disturbing principle, too- 
"the Old Nature." 

a. To what historical biblical event can we 
trace Paul's "Old Nature" (and ours)? 

b. What historical biblical event accounts 
for the "New Nature" that is at  work in Paul's 
life? 

3. Clearly the apostle finds himself very 
much frustrated by his quandary. 

a. Does Paul's dilemma ring a bell with 
you? Explain. 
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b. Share (if you can do so comfortably) a 
situation from your own life that  illustrates 
your kinship with Paul in this regard. 

Jot some notes to yourself below. Then talk 
with a partner about the incident. 

c. Which tends to shape most of your deci- 
sions, "God's Law" or the "law of sin"? Explain. 

4. Reread the last two sentences of Romans 
7:21-25 aloud and in unison. As complicated 
and frustrating as Paul's predicament is, it's 
not hopeless! Work together with your group to 
create a statement tha t  tells how Jesus 
enables us to rise above our bondage to the 
"law of sin." 
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Hitting Home 
Beth and Mark Jones, both Christians, 

are agonizing over a terrible problem. Beth's 
father was critically injured in an automobile 
accident a month ago. He has not regained 
consciousness and has been on a life support 
system since the day of the tragedy. Yesterday 
the doctors told Beth that there is no hope for 
her dad's recovery. They suggested that she 
authorize the removal of the life support and 
let him die. It would be all over, they estimat- 
ed, within 24 to 48 hours. 

Mark feels strongly that they ought to fol- 
low the doctors' advice. After all, there truly 
is no hope that Dad will regain consciousness, 
let alone get well. 

Besides, his insurance coverage is limited. 
This means that  Mark and Beth will likely 
have to get involved in paying for medical 
expenses. Mark says that  this would not be 
fair to their four children, who would then be 
deprived because of it. 

Beth doesn't think the decision is so obvi- 
ous. After all, her father's life is at  stake. She 
and her dad were very close, and he constant- 
ly made sacrifices for her through the years. 
Beth points out that doctors are only human 
and can make mistakes. Three years ago, 
Aunt Judy's physician gave her only six 
weeks to live-and she's still alive and enjoy- 
ing life, too! Besides, God hears our prayers 
and performs miracles also in our day. 

Beth and Mark both have compelling rea- 
sons to feel the way they do. But a decision 
must be made. 19 
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1. How could the "law of sin" affect their 
thinking? 

2. How might the "law of God" apply here? 

3. What do you think Beth and Mark 
should do? Why? Talk with your partner about 
your opinion and the reasons you feel as you 
do. 

4. How would you explain the freedom we 
have in Christ to Beth and Mark in a way that 
might help them with their decision-making 
process. 
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5. Share, if you feel comfortable about it, a 
difficult decision you have had to make in the 
past or one you face now. What light has this 
lesson shined on that decision? Share, if you 
can do so comfortably, with your group. 

Wrapping Up 
Spend a few moments in silence, reflecting 

on personal decisions you have recently 
made-or failed to make. In 1 Corinthians 
10:31 Paul writes: "So whether you eat  or 
drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory 
of God." 

How might this passage apply to our deci- 
sion-making? 

The Extra Mile 
Review-Abraham was able to make 

some tough decisions because of the faith that 
God gave him. Read about this in Galatians 
3:6-14. 21 
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Preview-study 1 Peter 2:18-25. In verse 
21, the Greek word for "example" means liter- 
ally "tracing over" Christ. If He is indeed the 
example for our decision-making, would you 
think the priority in our decisions lies in being 
"correct" or in loving and serving? 

Is there always a difference? Explain. 
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Helps for the Leader 
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1-Free to Choose 

Getting Started 
(10-12 minutes.) Welcome the participants warmly. If 

this is the first experience some of them have had with small 
group Bible study, you may want to spend some time going 
over "How to Use This Course." Focus attention as well on 
"By Mutual Agreement" (p. 3 of this guide). Even if your 
group has completed several other studies from the Connec- 
tions series, you will want to review this agreement. 

Then ask everyone to turn to the last section of the intro- 
ductory material, "As You Begin This Course." Read it to the 
group. Stress that, as much as we at  times might wish other- 
wise, God has chosen to communicate with us through the 
means of grace-His Word and the Sacraments. He wants 
very much to help us in our decision-making, but He does not 
shout out guidance from the heavens or hire skywriters 
directing us to move to Chicago o r  to  buy the house on 45th 
Street. We use the tools He's given us, and we stay close to 
our Lord as  we meditate on His Word. The better we know 
our Savior, the more our decisions will reflect His wisdom and 
His priorities for our lives. 

It is also important to emphasize that we do not and can- 
not make decisions about the most critical life-issue. Jesus 
Himself has told us: 'You did not choose me, but I chose you" 
(John 15:16). The Holy Spirit leads us to faith in Christ. As 
we follow our Savior, we respond to His magnificent grace, 
seeking to make those decisions that will honor Him who first 
loved us. 
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Don't belabor these points. Simply mention them, return- 
ing to the principles later when the issues surface again-as 
they almost certainly will. 

Read "Setting Our Sights," which charts your path for 
this first lesson. Then move into the "Getting Started" activi- 
ty. Use this time to help class members get to know one 
another. You might use an ice breaker of some kind. Perhaps 
you could ask a few questions such as these: 

Who was born farthest away from here? 
Who thinks he or she has the most unusual hobby? 
What was the best job you ever had? 

Then ask class members who feel comfortable in so doing 
to share with one other person a decision they made in the 
past week. Tell them you are not asking anyone to talk about 
a traumatic decision, but simply any decision-no matter how 
trivial-that comes to mind. Encourage them to discuss 
briefly anything that may have made the decision difficult 
and why this factor complicated it. 

Digging In 
(18 minutes.) Have someone in the class read the text 

printed in the lesson (Rom. 7:21-25). Then work through the 
questions that follow. 

1. (a) Paul finds himself in a battle, and he's not only a t  
war with himself, he's also the battlefield! He delights in 
God's Law, but there is another law, "the law of sin," he calls 
it, that makes him a prisoner. 

b. Let the class comment on this. 
2. (a) The fall into sin is responsible. All of us have inher- 

ited Adam's sinful nature. 
b. Because Jesus suffered, died, and rose again to pay for 

our sins, God can give fallen human beings new life through 
faith in what the Savior has done. This "new nature" comes to 
us as God's gift, not because of anything we have done to earn 
or deserve it. As time will allow, refer participants to Rom. 
6:l-6 and 2 Cor. 5:17-21. 
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3. (a) No doubt everyone will be able to identify with Paul 
in his dilemma. Ask for comments and specific evidence as 
time will allow. 

b. Encourage partners to keep this sharing light, so that 
no one feels threatened by it. You should probably share an 
example from your own life first to help break the ice. 

c. Answers will vary. Perhaps participants would feel 
more comfortable sharing with a partner rather than with the 
whole group. Or let everyone think about this and jot down 
some notes for their own eyes only. In any case, encourage 
some "self-examination" here. 

4. The previous questions, no doubt, will lead partici- 
pants to see their sin, their failures to obey God's Law. This 
question applies the Good News of God's forgiveness to our 
hearts. I t  affords the group an opportunity to think through 
this matter creatively. 

A sample statement might include some of the following 
thoughts: Jesus died on the cross to free us from the shackles 
of sin. In Christ, we have been placed into a beautiful rela- 
tionship with our heavenly Father. We have become part of 
His family, fully forgiven in Christ, free to manifest His love. 
We can make our decisions within the  framework of His 
grace, knowing that even when we make bad choices, He still 
loves us, we can still call ourselves His children, and we can 
still rejoice that we have been forgiven through the precious 
blood of Jesus. 

Hitting Home 
(12 minutes.) Ask volunteers to share in reading a portion 

of the dilemma Beth and Mark Johnson face. You might want 
to ask the class to form groups of four. Discuss, either in 
small groups or all together, the questions that  follow the 
story. 

1. Answers will vary. For example, Beth and Mark might 
be tempted to consider the question selfishly. What decision 
would be personally easiest for them? How could they avoid 
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major expenditure of family funds? Or what would evoke the 
least emotional burden? 

2. Again, answers will vary. As Beth and Mark respond 
to God's redeeming love for them, the "law of God" can take 
over. They can consider one another's needs, Dad's needs, and 
the love that God's Law commands them to show. 

3. Various ideas will probably be forthcoming. Try to get 
the class members to share the rationale they used in coming 
to their conclusions. 

4. Surely a Christian will not want to act contrary to 
anything tha t  God makes clear in His Word. The love of 
Christ constrains us to desire to honor Him. His love for 
us  frees us from our selfishness to consider how we might 
best  demonstrate His love in  any decision we face-no 
m a t t e r  how complex. And His  love f rees  u s  from t h e  
paralysis of th inking we mus t  make perfect decisions, 
only and always. 

Because we live in a fallen world and because the "Old 
Nature7' will cling to us until we go home to live with Jesus 
forever, our decisions will often carry the taint of selfishness. 
Then, too, we're not omniscient. Our insight is limited. 

Relying on Christ's love, we make the tough decisions we 
must make. And even as we do that, we trust that it is not the 
correctness of our decisions that keeps us right with God, but 
always and only His grace. On that we can rely. 

5. By this time, the members of the class may feel more 
comfortable sharing significant situations and feelings. Give 
them time to talk about this question with a partner or with 
the whole group. 

Wrapping Up 
(3 minutes.) Encourage individuals prayerfully to consid- 

er 1 Cor. 10:31 and how it relates to any decisions they face 
now. It would be appropriate, after a couple of minutes have 
elapsed, to close with a prayer, inviting those who would like 
to do so to add a brief petition of their own. 
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The Extra Mile 
(2 minutes.) Point out two parts in this section-review 

and preview. Encourage class members to look this section 
over and involve themselves in the questions as they have 
time and opportunity in the days ahead. Ask them especially 
to think about the "tracing over" idea set forth in the preview 
section. This will prepare them for the material to be present- 
ed next time. 
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