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Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching

Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Bible Background
The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide. 

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they

are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text

meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.



Bible Background
God Chose Us
Ephesians 1:3-10 is a momen-

tous passage. One would be
hard-pressed to find anywhere in

Scripture where the theological signifi-
cance of Jesus’ death on the cross is more
clearly expressed. With just a few
sentences, the Apostle Paul makes a
multidimensional sketch of God’s
redemptive plan for humanity. This plan
includes the adoption of believers as the
children of God that is accomplished by
the ransom of Jesus’ shed blood.
Furthermore, Paul makes strikingly clear
that this plan was formed “before the
creation of the world” (v. 4).

This text begins as a doxology, an
expression of praise to God for all God’s
blessings—heavenly blessings in Christ
that could never be completely listed.
Then Paul moves quickly to praise one
specific blessing: “God chose us…before
the creation of the world. God destined us
to be his adopted children through Jesus
Christ because of his love” (vv. 4-5). This
theme of God choosing us is commonly
referred to as predestination. It has
created more than minor conflict within
the church for centuries.

Some schools of thought describe
predestination as a type of religious 
determinism that essentially states that
God has determined all events in advance
to unfold exactly as God intends, without

alteration. This determination extends to
those who will be saved and those who
will be damned. Associated most
commonly with Protestant theologian
John Calvin, but often referred to as the
Reformed position, adherents of this
doctrine believe that those chosen or
predestined for salvation have no ability
to resist God’s grace. They simply will be
saved. Likewise, those who have been
destined for damnation have no capacity
to accept God’s salvation. They are
doomed, their fate sealed before God
created the universe.

God Adopted Us
Yet to impose a Calvinistic view onto this
particular text is to mishandle Paul’s
words. In Ephesians 1, Paul is not laying
down the rules for a theological game
whereby God picks some to be on God’s
team while excluding others. No, Paul’s
emphasis is on worship. He is praising
God for God’s original, predetermined
intent to make humanity the children of
heaven. God’s plan all along has not been
to exclude people but to include them in
the family of God. So Paul never focuses
on the “who”: who is in or out of God’s
salvific plan, for all “who believed in his
name, he authorized to become God’s
children” ( John 1:12-13). Rather, Paul
focuses instead on the “how.” God brings
people into his family by adopting them
as his own children, and this is the cause
for Paul’s great praise.

1
Lesson Teaching Guide

GOD’S ETERNAL

PLAN

Ephesians 1:3-10



Adoption, as a description of God’s
salvation, is a theme unique to the
Apostle Paul. He uses the term here in
Ephesians 1 and also in Romans 8:14-
23, Romans 9:1-5, and Galatians 4:1-7. In
each reference he makes the same point:
adoption is the means and metaphor to
understand the placement of the believer
into God’s family. While Jesus is the
uniquely born “natural” Son of God,
believers become the adopted sons and
daughters of God and thus enjoy a status
not unlike Jesus’.

In both ancient and modern times,
adopted children are considered full-
fledged members of the family, just as if
they had been born of blood relation.
Adoption was a common practice, all the
way to the pinnacle of Roman society. The
Roman Caesars rarely handed their power
over to a natural-born son. Few such sons
survived the treachery and conspiracies of
Caesar’s palace! Instead, an heir—be it a
nephew, stepson, or loyal ally—was often
chosen and adopted as a son. Certainly
this practice frames Paul’s use of the
metaphor.

And it is clear that another ancient
practice influences Paul’s words about
adoption. It was not uncommon for
adoption to be a nearly miraculous rescue
from a life of incredible misery. Poor or
orphaned children were often forced to
learn a trade while still quite young. 
With no official training programs or
prohibitions against child labor, these
unfortunate youngsters learned “on the
job” by becoming house slaves. For a
predetermined number of years, the child
would be enslaved by a tradesman. The
tradesman provided food, shelter, and
training (with varying levels of compas-
sion and patience). In return, the child
provided his or her life with all the labor
that could be wrung from it.

The exception to this state of affairs
was adoption. A tradesman or head of
household could graciously adopt the
child as a son or daughter. This released
the child from slavery and granted all the
rights and privileges of other family

members. It was a revolution of status
and a literal salvation. Again, this is the
scenario that informs Paul’s unique
dialogue about adoption. And it is also
how he pivots from the use of the word
adoption to the subject of Jesus’ blood as
a ransom in verse 7: “We have been
ransomed through his Son’s blood.”

God Ransomed Us
Ransomed can also be translated
“redeemed.” It means “to remove from the
marketplace” and is a term straight from
the slave-trading auction block. For
someone to be ransomed or redeemed in
Paul’s day meant that they had been set
free from slavery. They had been removed

The Predestination of God’s Saving Plan for
Humanity (Eph 3:3-5, 10)

A. Paul’s Doxology (v. 3)
1. Praise to God as Father
2. Praise for All Blessings from

Heaven
B. God “Chose” and “Destined”

Believers (vv. 4-5)
1. God made his plan before the

creation of the world
2. God’s plan makes humanity his

children
C. God Has Always Intended to Unite

All Things in Christ (v. 10)

II. The Process of God’s Saving Plan for
Humanity (Eph 3:5-6)

A. God’s Plan Is Adoption (v. 5)
B. God’s Gracious Plan of Adoption

Sets Humanity Free from Slavery 
(v. 6)

III. The Price of God’s Saving Plan for
Humanity (Eph 3:7-9)
A. Ransomed (v. 7)
B. Forgiveness Based on God’s

Overflowing Grace (v. 7)
C. Accomplished through the Blood of

God’s Son (vv. 8-9)
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❍ Pictures of the Cross
Display old pictures of your family by
passing around an album, projecting
them on a screen, etc. Include pictures
from different stages and ages of your
family’s life.

Pictures tell the stories of our lives:
births, deaths, marriages, graduations,
and holidays. To reduce one’s life to a
single picture wouldn’t tell the whole
story. Likewise, the crucifixion of Jesus
tells the story of our faith. But to reduce
the cross of Jesus to a single picture
doesn’t tell the whole story. We must look
at all the pictures passed down to us to
tell the story of the cross. Ask the follow-
ing questions.

Questions
➤ What comes to mind when you think of

the cross? What understanding of
Jesus’ death has been handed down to
you?

➤ Looking at a picture album, you can see
how people change over time. How has
your view of the cross changed over the
course of your spiritual journey?

➤ What story do you think God is telling
with the cross of Jesus?

Today, we will look at one particular
picture of the cross found in Ephesians
1:3-10.

❍ The Cross Is Bigger
An apocryphal story has St. Augustine,
while writing a book about the cross,
walking along the seashore deep in
thought. He noticed a little boy pouring
seawater into a hole he had dug in the
sand. Augustine asked the boy what he
was doing. He answered, “I’m pouring the
sea into this hole.” Augustine smiled and
said, “Young man, it can’t be done. You
will never get the entire sea into that one
little hole.” To which the boy responded,
“Well, you will never get all of the cross
into that one little book.”

That little boy had good theology. The
crucifixion of Jesus is bigger than our
books, doctrines, and theories about it.
We can’t cram the totality of the cross into
one Bible study lesson. The best we can do
is focus on a few of the more significant
points.

The cross and crucifixion of Jesus Christ are likely the most written about,
spoken of, and iconic symbols in human history. In and of itself, however, the
cross is not uniquely Christian. Cultures all over the world have used this

emblem for millennia. What makes the cross “Christian” is that Jesus died on one. Christ’s
death on the cross has eternal, far-reaching significance.

A Way to Begin
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from the auction block. Or, in the immediate context of Paul’s writings here, they had
been transacted from house slave to honored child and heir.

What God lovingly planned and what Jesus dramatically accomplished is far more
than a change in the human perspective. It is an actual change of status. It is not the
alleviation of the feeling of hopelessness. It is the alleviation of actual hopelessness. It is
not psychological therapy. It is actual rescue from slavery. The seriousness of sin, moral
failure, and evil within our world and within ourselves was actually dealt with by God’s
real grace and forgiveness in Christ.

Though this text can be debated and argued along well-marked theological lines,
when it comes to God’s plan for the world, one thing is without doubt: Jesus was sent by
a loving God to redeem humanity from its slavery by the foolishness of a cross. This
loving God welcomes all who will respond to become God’s children.



❍ But How?
Read Ephesians 1:3-10. Using information
from the Bible Background, highlight
Paul’s use of the concepts “adoption” and
“ransom.” Explain how these two concepts
were aligned in the Roman world. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ How is the cross a change of status for

believers? How is it liberation from
slavery?

➤ How does the death of Jesus appropri-
ate God’s forgiveness and grace? We
know what Jesus did, but how does
Jesus’ death result in human salvation?

➤ Is the theological controversy
surrounding this text (and the idea of
predestination) helpful or harmful in
understanding the importance of Jesus’
death on the cross? Explain.

➤ Besides adoption and ransom, what
other metaphors are meaningful to you
in explaining why Jesus died on the
cross? Why are you drawn to these
ideas or images?

➤ Can it be said that God loves humanity
as adopted children in the same sense
that God loves Jesus? Explain.

❍ God’s Plan
Read Ephesians 1:3-10. Divide the class
into pairs. Ask each of the suggested 
questions and allow participants to
discuss their answers with their partners.

Questions
➤ What verbs does Paul use to describe

what God has done for us in Christ?
➤ What words or expressions explain why

God did these things?
➤ Since God did these things, what

should be our response?

Bring the class together and allow
those who wish to share their insights.

❍ Adopted Children
Invite an adoptive parent or and adopted
adult to speak to your class about their
personal experiences. This can be a 
sensitive subject, so proceed with grace
and wisdom in whom you ask to speak.

Question
➤ How does hearing this testimony 

transform the text from mere theory to
reality?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
n today’s text, Paul explores the theological significance of the death of Christ.
He begins with an expression of praise, followed by a series of metaphors and

pictures of the cross, one after the other, as if he himself can’t grasp the entirety of
God’s redemptive plan. Believers are recipients of grace, adopted as sons and daughters, and
ransomed by the blood of Jesus. This radical act of salvation has eternal implications. It has
been God’s strategy for humanity since before the beginning of time.
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❍ The Orthodox Cross
Display the resource page
“The Orthodox Cross” to
the class. Read aloud the
explanation found on the

poster. Invite participants to share their
reflections on this imagery.

Close with prayer of praise and
thanksgiving for God’s gift of salvation, a
gift given before time began.

❍ Behold the Lamb
Play a recording of Dottie Rambo’s song
“Behold the Lamb” (New Spring, 1979). If
possible, provide copies of the lyrics for
participants. Challenge participants to
listen to the song and pray silent words of
thanks for the sacrifice Jesus made for
them.

Close with prayer of praise and
thanksgiving for God’s gift of salvation, a
gift given before time began.

❍ God’s Gift of the Cross
Distribute paper and pens or pencils to
each participant. Have them draw a cross
that is especially meaningful to them, as
simple or elaborate as desired. When
finished, ask for volunteers to share their
picture and explanation. Close with a
prayer celebrating God’s gift of the cross.

❍ The Meaning of the Cross
Gather the group in a large circle. One 
by one, go around the circle and ask 
participants to share briefly what the
cross of Jesus means to them personally
and how they plan to celebrate the cross
in the coming Holy Week.

After all who are comfortable sharing
have done so, close the meeting with
prayer or by singing a simple song about
the crucifixion such as “Near the Cross”
or “The Old Rugged Cross.”

Paul makes it clear that our salvation, as multidimensional as it is—involving
adoption, redemption, ransom, love, and outpoured grace—was not achieved by
happenstance. Human salvation has been God’s plan from before the beginning

of time. Before the first strand of the universe was created, God formed the blueprint that
would redeem us. God would give the only begotten Son to make us all sons and daughters.
This magnificent mystery of God’s love is beyond explanation. It can only be lived,
embraced, and enjoyed.

A Way to End
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2
Bible Background

Proclaiming the Resurrection
First Corinthians 15 is the

quintessential New Testament
text as it relates to the implica-

tions of Jesus’ resurrection. Here, the
Apostle Paul tackles the topic with greater
detail than any other early Christian 
disciple, in what is the longest single
chapter of all his writings. At times, Paul
possesses remarkable clarity and preci-
sion on the subject, and just a few
paragraphs later, he becomes disjointed
by his ambiguity and wordiness, 
struggling to find just the right 
description or clarification.

This should not come as a surprise.
Paul often ran afield with his writings.
But more to the point, the resurrection of
Jesus is the very underpinning of the
Christian faith and confession.
Something so important could not be
dealt with easily or lightly, especially
without the accumulated years of 
reflection and interpretation that the
early church did not yet possess.

First Corinthians 15:1-20 is part of a
larger discourse that makes up the entire
chapter, almost 60 verses in length.
Today’s text contains the full weight of
Paul’s argument for Jesus’ resurrection,
its importance to the Christian faith, and
its greater implication for believers today
and for all time.

Paul begins the chapter by affirming
the basic, saving message of the gospel as

he had preached it to the Corinthian
believers. He delivered to them what he
himself had received, the most important
aspect of the Christian faith: “Christ died
for our sins in line with the scriptures, he
was buried, and he rose on the third day”
(vv. 3-4). This is most likely one of the
earliest creedal statements of the faith. It
captures perfectly the essence of
Christianity. Christ died—not as a martyr,
but as a type of redemptive sacrifice. He
was buried. That is, he actually and liter-
ally died; his sufferings did not end
prematurely. And he rose on the third
day—he was indeed resurrected to life.

The word “rose” (v. 4) is important to
note due mainly to its grammatical form.
Used repeatedly throughout the chapter,
it is more accurate to render the word
“rose” as “was raised,” for Paul chose to
use the passive voice in Greek. He 
intentionally wrote “was raised” to
suggest that the resurrection was some-
thing God the Father did on Jesus’ behalf.
This change of voice is theologically
significant. The resurrection was an act of
God, a power imposed upon the dead
body of Jesus, and thus a deed that 
vindicated Christ as God’s chosen one.

Addressing Objections
This significance is brought to bear as
Paul begins to address the objection of
some that resurrection was impossible.
Some at Corinth held to a belief that
there was “no resurrection of the dead” 
(v. 12). As strange as this protest might

Lesson Teaching Guide
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seem to those of us within a Western,
Christian context, it was not an uncom-
mon belief in Paul’s context—nor is it
uncommon in parts of the world today.
Paul faced two groups of people, both
represented in Corinth, who would have
denied the bodily resurrection of Jesus.

The first group would have been
influenced by the Jewish sect known as
the Sadducees. This was more or less a
group of social and religious elitists. One
of their major defining theological beliefs
was a denial of the afterlife (see Mark
12:18). Granted, the concept of life after
death is vague in the Old Testament, and
the idea of a bodily resurrection wasn’t
introduced to Judaism until the decades
just before the first century. The
Pharisees, Jesus’ antagonists and the
order to which Paul once belonged, were
the ones who brought resurrection into
the Jewish mainstream.

But the group that likely had greater
influence in Corinth, and who Paul was
most directly addressing, was the Greek
philosophers. The Greeks held the view
that the soul was immortal but the body,
which was inherently evil, had to be jetti-
soned in order for one to live forever. To
be rid of the body, therefore, was the fore-
most step in achieving immortality. So
while the Corinthian philosophers
absolutely adhered to a form of everlast-
ing life, with equal fervor they rejected
the idea of a bodily resurrection.

Consider, for example, what happened
when Paul debated the Greek philoso-
phers at the Areopagus in Athens, only
about fifty miles from Corinth 
(Acts 17:22-33). As Paul spoke about the
“unknown God” the Greeks sought to
worship, he found an eager and ready
audience (v. 23). That is, however, until he
brought up the resurrection of Jesus. The
meeting largely dissolved at this point, as
the Athenians could not tolerate the idea
of a resurrected body.

These two groups, the Sadducees and
the Greek philosophers, shape the context
into which Paul writes. On one hand,
there was the longstanding Jewish

thought that this life is all there is, and
on the other hand were the Greeks, who
discounted the resurrection because it
implied redemption of the whole person,
both body and soul.

If Christ Is Not Risen…
Within this context, Paul draws out the
implications of denying the resurrection.

I. A Good News Reminder for the
Corinthians (1 Cor 15:1-2)

A. The Good News That Paul Preached
(v. 1)

B. The Good News That the
Corinthians Believed (vv. 1-2)

II. The Good News Relayed to the
Corinthians (1 Cor 15:3-4)

A. Christ Died for Our Sins (v. 3)
B. Christ Was Buried (v. 4)
C. Christ Rose on the Third Day (v. 4)

III. The Good News Recorded for the
Corinthians (1 Cor 15:5-11)
A. Christ’s Appearance to Cephas

(Peter) and the Disciples (v. 5)
B. His Appearance to a Gathering of

500 (v. 6)
C. His Appearance to James (v. 7)
D. His Appearance to Paul (vv. 8-11)

IV. The Good News Repudiated by the
Corinthians (1 Cor 15:12-13)
A. Denial of Life after Death
B. Denial of Bodily Resurrection

V. The Good News’ Ramifications for the
Corinthians (1 Cor 15:14-20). If Christ Is
Not Raised:

A. Our preaching is useless (v. 14).
B. God has been misrepresented 

(v. 14).
C. Faith is worthless (vv. 14, 17).
D. Sin has not been forgiven (v. 17).
E. The dead are lost forever (v. 18).
F. Christians are to be pitied (v. 19).
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❍ What Is Easter All About?
On Easter morning a children’s Sunday
school teacher asked her class, “What is
Easter all about?”

A little boy answered, “Easter is the
holiday when we get together with our
families, eat turkey, and everyone is
thankful.”

The teacher answered, “No, not quite.”
Another child answered, “Easter is the

holiday when we grill hotdogs, shoot off
fireworks, and celebrate our country’s
birthday.”

Again, the teacher replied, “No, not
quite.”

Then a little girl said, “Easter is a
Christian holiday that celebrates the stone
rolling away from Jesus’ tomb. When
Jesus comes out, if he sees his shadow, it

means there will be six more weeks of
winter.”

No, not quite.
We think we might know what it is all

about. But do we? Can we? Today’s lesson
zeroes in on what Easter really means for
Christians.

❍ The Empty Chair
Ask a volunteer to read the “Reflecting”
section of the Learner’s Study Guide.

When we take a fresh look at the
resurrection of Jesus, it appears almost
outrageous. Could someone really be
raised from the dead? Could such a 
resurrection really make a difference in
the world? Today’s lesson addresses this
subject.

One could easily get swamped by all the details that Paul provides in 1
Corinthians 15, but this would neglect the actual focus of the text. Paul’s aim
was not to add theological jargon or speculation to the Christian lexicon. His

intent was to convey the meaning of the resurrection for believers. Paul is precise in explaining
why the resurrection is central to the Christian faith. The Easter event is much more than a
doctrinal position to affirm. It makes a real difference in believers’ lives—now and in the
future.

A Way to Begin
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“If there’s no resurrection…,” Paul writes, “then Christ hasn’t been raised either” 
(v. 13). That being true, then:

• Christian preaching is a useless waste of time (v. 14)
• Believers are misrepresenting God (v. 15)
• Our faith is worthless, completely in vain (vv. 14, 17)
• Sin has not been forgiven (v. 17)
• Those who have already died are lost forever (v. 18)
• Christians should be pitied more than any other group of people (v. 19)

This is a shattering list of consequences. If Jesus is not raised from the dead, the
Christian faith is a farce, Jesus is nothing more than a martyr, and eternal life is an 
illusion. But the affirmation of Paul, of the Christian faith, and of the very presence of
our Lord, is that Jesus Christ is risen indeed. God has done something unique and 
life-giving in his Son, and the life God gave has now entered the entire world. Christ is
only the beginning. His resurrection extends to us all (v. 20).



❍ Tracking the Resurrected Jesus
Divide the class into small groups. Assign
each group one of the following passages:
Matthew 28:1-10, 28:16-20; Mark 19:9-15;
Luke 24:13-42; John 20:11-20, 20:26-28,
21:1-14; Acts 1:9-11, 9:1-5.

Have each group determine to whom
Jesus appeared in their passage and
describe the encounter: what was its
purpose, and what did Jesus accomplish?

Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-20. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ Are the post-resurrection appearances

of Jesus “foolproof ”? Do they demand
belief, or is it possible to suggest an
alternative explanation? Explain.

➤ How much evidence should a person
need to believe in the resurrection of
Jesus? What sort of evidence is 
necessary?

➤ Why does Paul mention several of the
post-resurrection appearances in 
1 Corinthians 15:3-4? What is the 
importance of these encounters for the
faith of the early church?

➤ What would the resurrection have
meant to the earliest disciples? Would
they have grasped all the implications
Paul draws from the resurrection 
(1 Cor 15:14-20)?

➤ What does the resurrection mean to
you?

❍ Proclaiming and Defending
Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-20. In this
chapter, Paul both proclaims the 
resurrection of Jesus and defends against
objections that some in Corinth raise.
What is the right balance between
“proclaiming” and “defending” the 
resurrection?

Note the ramifications of denying the
resurrection listed in the Outline for
Teaching. As a class, brainstorm ways to
rephrase each of these as a positive 
statement about what the resurrection
means. For example, instead of “Our
preaching is useless,” one might say, “Our
preaching serves a divine purpose.”

❍ Jesus Is Risen! So What?
Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-20. We may all
believe in the resurrection, but have we
ever considered what it might mean for us
today? Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ A man died on a cross 2,000 years ago.

Even if he came back to life, what
difference would that make to you
today?

➤ How does that difference actually make
its way into someone’s life? How is its
power made active?

➤ Did Jesus really have to be resurrected
in order to complete our redemption?
Explain.

Easter can devolve into tedious analysis and reconciliation of the varied Gospel
accounts of the resurrection. Scientific objections can be addressed. Skeptics can

be scolded, and unbelievers can be marginalized. It is a vigorous workout in declar-
ing Jesus’ resurrection rather than experiencing it. Paul’s defense of the resurrection,
however, was for the purpose of showing that Jesus raised from the dead has dramatic,
redemptive consequences.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ The Easter Sermon
Distribute copies of the
resource page “The Easter
Sermon.” In the Eastern
Orthodox Church, the

Eastern Sermon of St. John Chrysostom
(ca. AD 400) is read every year. Let us read
a portion of it together as we celebrate
our Lord’s resurrection.

After the reading, close with prayer.

❍ Stones
Bring a collection of small pebbles or
stones, one for each participant. Place the
stones in a small basket and pass the
basket around the room, inviting each
participant to take one.

On the first Easter, Jesus was raised,
and the stone was rolled away from his
grave. It was more than a miracle; it is the
foundation of our faith and the hinge to
which Christianity is attached.

Invite participants to keep this stone
in their pocket, purse, or desk drawer to
remind them that the resurrection is not
an event lost in the past but a present
reality each day.

Close with prayer.

❍ One-Sentence Testimonies
Assemble participants in a circle. Share
what the resurrection means to you
personally in a single sentence. Then
invite each participant to do likewise.

Close with prayer.

If Jesus were only a man dying on a cross, his death meant very little. He was just
another innocent victim crushed by injustice. History is filled with such deaths.
But if God was in Christ dying for sin and living again, as the gospel proclaims,

then everything has changed. It means the humiliating cross, a symbol of death, has been
transformed into a symbol of victory. It means that God has uniquely entered the world
through a unique human being. It means that Jesus is victorious over all enemies—including
the grave—as God has vindicated him by raising him from the dead.

A Way to End
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Bible Background

Small Town, Big Ideas
The ancient city of Colosse was

a town of some importance.
Located in Asia Minor, in what is

now southwest Turkey, it was one of
several cities that enjoyed a good deal of
trade and economic expansion in its day.
Yet by the first century, Colosse had
declined sharply, eclipsed by other cities
in the area. When Paul wrote his letter to
the Colossians, Colosse was a small town.
The Christian church there may have
been the smallest congregation with
which the Apostle had correspondence.
Not even a footprint of the town survives
today.

The tiny size of Colosse, however,
didn’t prevent Paul from writing about
enormous, even majestic, matters of
importance. Here in Colossians 1, Paul
launches into an imposing discourse on
the identity and sufficiency of Christ.
Theologians refer to such doctrinal
discussions as “Christology” or the study
of the person and nature of Jesus Christ.
Paul’s Christology in Colossians 1 is
unique in both its context and its
substance.

First, the context drives Paul’s words,
as the particular situation of his letters
and congregations always did. Related to
Colosse, Paul did not know this small
congregation personally. He was not the
founder of the church. That distinction

seems to have belonged to one of Paul’s
associates, Epaphras (see Col 1:7). In addi-
tion to being mentioned here, Epaphras is
also referenced in Paul’s letter to
Philemon (Phmn 23). No doubt, Paul was
a mentor to this otherwise unknown
church planter. According to the
Philemon reference, they were also
imprisoned together. This was Paul’s
most direct connection with the church at
Colosse.

Mining deeper into the context, the
community at Colosse was a mixture of
both Greeks and Jews. Apparently, within
the Colossian congregation, the unique
outlooks of these two groups had merged
with ill effects on the local church. Left
unchallenged, this mixture of Greek
philosophy and Jewish legalism might
have undone the church’s doctrinal 
foundations.

Later in his letter, Paul addresses
more practical concerns within the
church. Initially, however, he writes to
correct this unhealthy merger of elements
the Apostle feared would be detrimental
to the spiritual health of the Colossian
Christians. This movement was gaining a
following, and Paul must have sensed it
was at least bordering on heresy concern-
ing the person and power of Jesus.

Heresy
“Heresy” is not a word to be used flip-
pantly or lightly. To be sure, not every
disagreement within Christianity or every
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fresh interpretation of the Scriptures
should be labeled “heresy.” More divi-
sion and harm has been created by
crying “Heresy!” than good. Properly
defined, heresy is a serious deviation
from the truth, a marked departure from
the core Christian faith. It is a departure
so egregious that the very nature of the
truth is redefined. Therefore, it is a word
that should be used cautiously. The
Colossian threat meets this definition,
however, as it threatens “a truth” of the
gospel, but “the truth” of the gospel: the
definition of who Jesus is.

This threat seems to have been an
early form of what would later be called
Gnosticism. Fully developed Gnosticism
did not arrive in the Roman world until
the second century AD, but its basic
thought-forms were in place long before
Paul wrote to Colosse. Most basically,
Gnosticism was the belief that all things
physical should be rejected and all things
spiritual should be pursued. This was
accomplished by a lifestyle of severe 
asceticism—a lifestyle that would have
been attractive to Jewish legalists. Such
rigorous practices would lead one 
eventually to the knowledge (Greek,
gnosis) or revelation of God.

Gnosticism was not as developed as it
would later become, and Jewish legalism
played more of a contributing rather than
a leading role. This challenge was 
localized to Colosse rather than being
widespread, and Paul had limited 
knowledge and experience with this local
congregation. Even so, all these factors
combined to move Paul to address the
situation. The result, especially
Colossians 1:15-20, is one of the Apostle
Paul’s masterpieces. It is Paul’s most
developed Christology, unlike anything
else he ever wrote (except for Philippians
2:6-11).

The Sufficiency of Christ
What makes this text so extraordinary? It
is this: Paul takes the accomplishments of
the human, physical Jesus and draws out
from them spiritual, universal, and all-

encompassing results. He reveals that by
God’s will and intention, Jesus of
Nazareth has become the exalted, cosmic
Christ. The physical and the spiritual
have mysteriously and wonderfully come
together in Jesus the Christ. He became
God in the flesh, and rather than being
something evil or limiting, the 
incarnation has redeemed the cosmos.
Paul is thus concerned with more than
Jesus’ identity. He is concerned with Jesus’

I. Paul’s Thanksgiving Prayer (Col 1:3-8)
A. Paul is thankful for the faith of the

Colossian believers (vv. 3-5).
B. Paul is thankful for the expansion of

the gospel throughout the world 
(v. 6).

C. Paul is thankful for Epaphras 
(vv. 7-8).

II. Paul’s Testimony of Persistence 
(Col 1:9-14)

A. Paul continues to pray as the
Colossians continue to grow 
(vv. 9-10).

B. Paul prays for the Colossians to learn
patience (v. 11).

C. Paul encourages the Colossians to
persist in their freedom (vv. 12-14).

III. Paul’s Telling of Christ’s Supremacy 
(Col 1:15-20)
A. Christ is the visible “image of the

invisible God” (v. 15).
B. Through Christ “all things” were

made (v. 16).
C. It is Christ who holds all creation

together (v. 17).
D. Christ is head of the church and

leads all who rise from the dead 
(v. 18).

E. The fullness of God is within Christ,
who has reconciled all things 
(vv. 19-20).
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❍ Easter Is Never Really Over
Bring an empty Easter basket to class.
When the class is seated, share with them
how you spent your Easter Sunday the
previous weekend (attending worship, a
meal with family, hiding eggs, etc.). Pass
the basket to a person in the group and
ask them to share how they spent the
holiday. Give several participants the
same opportunity.

Now that Easter is over, what is next?
As Christians, we often celebrate the
resurrection of Jesus with great enthusi-
asm, but then return to life as “normal”
thereafter. But should this be the case?

Easter is never really over. It’s not the
end of the Christian experience; it is the
beginning. Today’s Scripture lesson
focuses on the risen Jesus as the exalted
Christ. The tomb is empty, but Christ has

now filled up creation with his presence
and power.

❍ What God Looks Like
One day a little boy sat down with his
crayons and paper to draw pictures. His
mother came along, and noticing her son
hard at work, asked him, “Son, what are
you drawing?”

He answered, “I’m drawing a picture
of God.”

His mother smiled and said, “But no
one knows what God looks like.”

The boy replied, “Well, they will when
I get finished!”

In Colossians 1, Paul draws us a
picture of what God looks like. It is a
picture we have seen before: Jesus is the
visible image of the invisible God. He is
what God looks like.

Colossians 1, particularly verses 15-20, is one of the most debated texts in all
of Paul’s letters. Yet Paul’s purpose is not to confuse his readers. His intent is
to instruct them. By seeing Jesus in his proper, elevated place, believers will

be protected from settling for anything less than the exalted Christ, who is supreme over
all things. With soaring, poetic language, Paul invites the Colossians into a revolutionary
perspective: Christ is supreme over creation, human redemption, life after death, and the final
restoration of all things. Faith professed in anything less than this Christ is an inferior faith.

A Way to Begin
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sufficiency. God’s unique revelation in Christ is more than adequate, Paul says. It is
sufficient to redeem all things.

Granted, the Greek pagans—including those influencing the Colossians—were
extremely familiar with the union of the divine and the physical in a human form.
Greek mythology is filled with tales of heroes such as Perseus or Heracles, who claimed
paternity from the gods but were born of human mothers. These demigods often took
redemptive action on the behalf of others, served as worthy examples (some of the
time), and saved the day many times over. But in Christ, such a narrative is elevated
further. In human flesh, both God and man, Christ has done far more than save the day.
He has and will save the universe.

How has he done this? Not by being a mere representative of God. Not because he is
a muddy mixture of divinity and humanity. And not because he contained a spark of the
divine that he was able to develop. Rather, in a wondrous enigma, Jesus’ humanity
contained the fullness of God. Christ is the power, substance, and essence of God. To
know this Christ is to know God. To experience Jesus is to experience God. To look
upon this man from Nazareth is to see God (see John 14:9-11). Thus, as fully God in
fully human form, Christ has achieved supremacy in all things, reconciling the universe
to its Creator.



❍ Questions for Discussion
Read Colossians 1:3-20. Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ What other New Testament texts can

you think of with similar themes?
(Examples might include John 1:1-14;
Phil 2:6-11; Heb 1:2-4.)

➤ Paul speaks of Christ “reconciling” all
things. What does this mean?

➤ Do you think Paul is speaking about
universal salvation? Why or why not?

➤ Certainly Paul had a limited view of the
world, scientifically speaking. With the
scientific information available today,
do you think Paul would make the
same claim about Christ holding all
things together? Why or why not?

➤ If Christ is supremely powerful, what
does that power mean for you?

❍ Putting the World Back Together
Bring a small mirror to class. Using great
caution, shatter the mirror with a
hammer. (Suggestion: wrap the mirror in
a towel and hammer it on the floor.)
Comment that the world looks a lot like
the mirror: shattered and broken. So are
many people.

Yet Paul’s testimony is that Christ has
the power to put all the pieces back
together.

Read Colossians 1:3-20. Focus on
verses 19-20. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ What might verses 19-20 mean for

people experiencing various kinds of
brokenness?

➤ What makes it possible for Jesus to
accomplish this reconciliation?

➤ What does Paul want us to understand
about the centrality and sufficiency of
Christ?

❍ The God Particle
Distribute copies of the
resource page “The God
Particle.” Divide the class
into groups of two or three.

Have participants read the brief summary
and then ask the suggested questions.

(Suggestion: search the Internet for a
short video explanation of the Higgs
boson that you can share with the class
before dividing them into groups.)

A Way to Explore Scripture 
The victory of Christ on the cross through his resurrection and exaltation above
all things does much more than forgive our sins (as if salvation could be reduced

to “sin management”). His victory also transforms and remakes human beings.
What God is doing in Christ with the universe—“reconciling all things”—God is doing
within the individual believer as well. Christ has the supreme power to repair, redeem,
restore, and reverse the damaged image of God inside each person. While Christ’s victory is
cosmic in its scope, this doesn’t mean it fails to be deeply personal and individual.
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❍ Game Over!
In every contest, there comes a point
when the decisive move is made. In chess,
football, or any other game, there is the
turning point where yes, the game 
continues, but it might as well be over.
There is no hope of recovery by one of the
opponents because the final outcome has
been effectively determined.

After his crucifixion and resurrection,
Jesus was elevated to the supreme place in
the universe. God has made the decisive
move. There will still be struggles, losses,
and at times the world will remain 
shattered; but full redemption will come,
for Christ is over all.

Close with prayer.

❍ If You Really Believed
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ If you really believed that Christ was

all-powerful, how differently would
you begin to live your life?

➤ If you really believed that Christ was
all-powerful, how would it change the
way you approach your problems, fears,
and challenges?

➤ If you really believed that Christ was
all-powerful, how would it affect your
future?

Close with prayer asking God to make
Christ supreme in each individual’s life.

❍ Above All
Arrange to play a recording of the song
“Above All” by Lenny LeBlanc (Integrity
Music, 1999). Ask participants to listen
reflectively. If possible, provide copies of
the lyrics for them to read as they listen.

Close with prayer.

The opening verses of Colossians 1 are more like a poem or a hymn than a doctrinal
treatise. Thus, the centrality of Christ is a truth to be discovered, celebrated,

and lived rather than analyzed and argued. Paul would never have wanted these
words to serve as fodder in a debate, but fuel for grateful, empowered living. This kind of life is
possible because our Lord is indeed God’s greatest revelation and is supreme over all things—
including our sins. He holds the universe together, and this includes our faith and our future.

A Way to End

Teaching Guide 17



Bible Background
The Secrecy of God’s Wisdom
In 1 Corinthians 2:6-16, Paul

underscores that God’s wisdom
is not the same as earthly wisdom.

Rather, God’s wisdom is supernatural by
nature. Paul’s discussion of this kind of
wisdom can be grasped by considering
three words: secrecy, source, and 
superiority.

First, Paul speaks of God’s wisdom as
a divine secret. It is something that has
been kept hidden for ages, and only in the
redemptive plan of God has this wisdom
been revealed (vv. 6-9). Where the
Common English Bible uses the word
“secret,” many other translations are even
more enigmatic. They use the word
“mystery” to describe the wisdom of God,
as in verse 7. Both words are attempts to
convey the meaning of the Greek word
mysterion. Paul uses this word nearly two
dozen times in his writings. He almost
always associates it with some facet of
redemption, from the mystery of the
resurrection to the mystery of the
indwelling Christ in the life of the
believer.

A mysterion is not, however, something
incomprehensible. Paul is not saying that
elements of the Christian faith are
intended only for an elite few. Rather, 
a mysterion is something that was previ-
ously unrevealed. The term comes from
the so-called mystery religions of the

ancient world, in which secret teachings
were revealed to adherents as they passed
through various stages of initiation.
Similarly, Paul says that those who have
been properly initiated into the Christian
“mystery” become the recipients of divine
knowledge. They have learned the secret.
This is how Paul speaks of God’s wisdom.
For those who love God, Paul says in verse
9 (a loose quotation of Isa 64:40), God
will reveal to them things they could
never imagine.

It is improper to apply this verse to a
pie-in-the-sky heaven. The application is
for today. Believers are in on the secret, so
to speak, when it comes to the wisdom
God offers. This wisdom is hidden from
the world and the world’s leadership.
Furthermore, this wisdom that comes
from God is not simply knowledge. It is
the ability to correctly apply and integrate
knowledge into one’s life, leading to
proper and God-pleasing outcomes.

The Source of God’s Wisdom
What is the source of divine wisdom?
How does one get it? Paul answers in
verses 10-13. God’s wisdom is revealed by
the work of the Holy Spirit. It is not
obtained by human efforts. It is from
God, proceeds out of God, and is appro-
priated by the Spirit of God. The Spirit’s
production of wisdom in one’s life trans-
forms a person into a “spiritual” being
rather than a “worldly” one. This is
evident in verse 12, a marvelous summary
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of this entire text: “We haven’t received
the world’s spirit but God’s Spirit so
that we can know the things given to
us by God.”

The words “Spirit” and “spiritual”
raise an important but often overlooked
point. We rarely define what “spirit” is,
and there is great misunderstanding of
what the New Testament writers, Paul in
particular, meant when they used the
word. In the New Testament, the word for
spirit is pneuma. This word is used exten-
sively to refer both to the Spirit of God
and the human spirit. With reference to
humans, the spirit appears to be what
makes human beings alive. It is the intan-
gible but very real life element.

The spirit is different from the “soul.”
In the Bible, the soul (psyche in the Greek)
is simply the person as a human being. It
is mortal existence. Thus, humans are
souls (beings) that contain spirit (life). In
my opinion, neither of these is inherently
immortal. Eternal life is a supernatural
result of the resurrection, not a natural
result of being a human, having a psyche.
The power of the resurrection is what
gives humans the Spirit of God and
immortality. So, in the context of 
1 Corinthians 2, to receive wisdom from
the Spirit is to receive an advance on the
resurrection itself. It is a heavenly, divine
gift given for today.

To receive something from heaven
doesn’t mean one has to go to heaven to
get it. That includes receiving heaven’s
wisdom. While rightfully often spoken of
as the final home for the believer, heaven
is also the place where God’s lives and
reigns. It is the storage place for all that
God has and all that God offers. If I come
home from the supermarket and tell my
children, “There are groceries in the car,” 
I don’t want them to go get in the car to
eat, drink, or have their meals. I want
them to go get those groceries and bring
them inside.

Paul speaks of the wisdom that comes
by the Spirit—and all gifts of the Spirit,
for that matter—in the same way. He
doesn’t mean that one has to go to heaven

to get it, but that it is in heaven ready to
be delivered and brought home. Certainly,
no wisdom of earth is of this unique
source and character.

I. The Secrecy of God’s Wisdom 
(1 Cor 2:6-9)

A. God’s wisdom is hidden from this
world and this world’s leadership 
(v. 6).

B. God’s wisdom has remained a
mystery since before time began 
(v. 7).

C. God’s incomprehensible wisdom
was a part of the plan of redemp-
tion (vv. 8-9).

1. Had the world understood
God’s wisdom, Jesus would not
have been crucified (v. 8).

2. God’s secret wisdom is at work
in the world and in individuals
when they are not aware of it 
(v. 9).

II. The Source of God’s Wisdom (1 Cor
2:10-13)

A. The Spirit reveals the wisdom of
God (v. 10).

B. The Spirit knows and represents the
depths and wisdom of God (v. 11).

C. The Spirit of God, not the spirit of
the world, teaches the believer the
things of God (v. 12).

D. The Spirit of God makes people
“spiritual,” not human wisdom 
(v. 13).

III. The Superiority of God’s Wisdom 
(1 Cor 2:14-16)
A. God’s Spirit divides people into the

“foolish” and the “wise” (v. 14).
B. The wisdom that comes from God is

true, but not always understood by
others (v. 15).

C. God’s wisdom produces the “mind
of Christ” in the believer (v. 16).
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❍ Wise Up
Write the letters of the word “WISDOM”
vertically down the board. Invite the class
to suggest words or phrases beginning
with each letter that define or describe
wisdom. As a class, seek to arrive at a
good working definition of the word
“wisdom.” How can we tell whether or not
someone possesses wisdom?

Today we are going to do more than
simply define wisdom. We are going to
learn about God’s wisdom—wisdom God
wants all of us to have—and how it differs
from the wisdom of the world.

❍ Wise People
Divide the class into pairs. Have each
participant share with his or her partner
the answer to the following questions.

Questions
➤ Who is the wisest person you have ever

known?
➤ What made this person so wise?
➤ What did this person teach you, 

specifically?
➤ Can this person’s wisdom be passed

along to others?
➤ Could you ever be as wise as this

person yourself?

Many of us have been fortunate
enough to have genuinely wise people in
our lives. What they have taught us is
incalculable. God wants all of us to be
wise—in God’s way—and have the guid-
ance we need for living. That is the focus
of today’s lesson.

The Apostle Paul did not have access to today’s advanced studies in psychology
and science. Our Western divisions of the body, soul, and spirit would have
been foreign to his understanding of the matter. The Hebrew concept of

personhood was more holistic and overlapping than compartmentalized. Thus, wisdom that
fed the “spirit” was not something that could be regarded as “sacred” as opposed to “secular.”
God’s wisdom is for the whole person. It is comprehensive in its scope and application.

A Way to Begin
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The Superiority of God’s Wisdom
Finally, Paul describes God’s wisdom as superior to all others. The Apostle draws a
powerfully effective contrast in verses 14-16. He explicitly shows that those without the
wisdom of God (that is, those who operate under the guidance of this world) are foolish
and unspiritual.

The original language is telling. A person considered unspiritual does not merely
lack spiritual awareness or depth. The Greek terminology suggests that such a person
functions on animal instincts alone, bereft of the capacity to think clearly or accurately
assess his or her surroundings. Paul contrasts this situation with a classic phrase that
has come to define Pauline spirituality: “But we have the mind of Christ” (v. 16).

What is the mind of Christ? It’s difficult to say with full assurance, for “mind” is an
English word that has no single parallel in the Old or New Testament. In the Bible,
“mind” can mean soul, heart, spirit, desire, imagination, opinion, purpose, and a few
other things.

Here, the word rendered “mind” typically represents reasoning power or the ability
to decide. It may mean more than this, but it cannot mean less. And this appears to be
the best definition and the most proper way to bring a discussion of wisdom to a close,
for if God’s gift of wisdom doesn’t shape the believer in such a way that he or she thinks
and decides as Christ would, then the gift is given in vain.



❍ Group Exploration
Divide the class into three groups. Assign
each group to study one of the following
passages:

➤ 1 Corinthians 2:6-9: The Secrecy of
God’s Wisdom

➤ 1 Corinthians 2:10-13: The Source of
God’s Wisdom

➤ 1 Corinthians 2:14-16: The Superiority
of God’s Wisdom

Have each group prepare to summa-
rize their passage. In particular, what do
these verses teach about the wisdom of
God?

Use the Outline for Teaching to guide
the discussion when the groups come
back together.

❍ Spiritual Wisdom
Read 1 Corinthians 2:6-16. Use informa-
tion from the Outline for Teaching and
the Bible Background to highlight Paul’s
use of the word “spirit” (vv. 10-15) and his
intended meaning. Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ How would you compare God’s wisdom

to the world’s wisdom? Are there any
similarities? What are their biggest
differences?

➤ How can we know when a person is
operating with God’s wisdom guiding
his or her decisions? Explain.

➤ Explain the concept of “mystery” as
discussed in the Bible Background.
Since God’s wisdom is a “mystery,” how
do we obtain it?

➤ How is God’s wisdom a mystery to you?
➤ Do people today even want the wisdom

of God? Explain.

❍ Compare and Contrast
Summarize information in
the Bible Background about
worldly versus Godly
wisdom. Distribute copies of

the resource page “Compare and
Contrast.” Have participants work in
groups of two or three to brainstorm as
many differences between these two types
of wisdom as they can.

Allow time for groups to share their
insights with the class.

All wisdom is not created equal. Worldly wisdom, built on limited human under-
standing, is faulty and suspect. At its best, human wisdom is knowledge or

information about a subject. At its worst, it is little more than animal instinct.
God’s wisdom is far superior—even if not everyone can grasp it. It raises people up from
foolishness to right living and gives us the mind of Christ. This enables Jesus’ followers to have
more than the thoughts, feelings, or intuition of Christ. It empowers us to live with a true
understanding of life.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ No Eye Has Seen…
Within today’s Bible verses is a quotation
from the Old Testament book of Isaiah.
Quoting from Isaiah 64:4, Paul said, “God
has prepared things for those who love
him that no eye has seen, or ear has heard,
or that haven’t crossed the mind of any
human being.”

Paul isn’t talking about what happens
after a person dies. Paul is applying these
words to the wisdom God wants to give us
now: in this world, today. What God
wants you to know and understand is
beyond anyone’s imagination.

Close with prayer asking God to give
wisdom to those who need it.

❍ Wisdom for Today
Write the phrase “Wisdom for Today” on
the board. Provide paper and pens or
pencils for each participant.

God has promised divine wisdom to
all who ask for it. This wisdom is beyond
anything we could imagine.

Question
➤ In what situation do you need God’s

wisdom today?

Invite participants to write a specific
situation for which they are seeking God’s
wisdom. Allow any who wish to share this
request with the class.

Close by gathering in a circle for
prayer.

Even though the wisdom of God is a mystery, it is not something God intends to
keep from believers. God wants Christians to be wise. As James writes,
“Anyone who needs wisdom should ask God, whose very nature is to give to every-

one without a second thought, without keeping score. Wisdom will certainly be given to those
who ask” (Jas 1:5). This wisdom is for our good, the good of others, and the good of the
world. It produces maturity so that followers of Jesus will lead lives of genuine understanding
that are pleasing to God and more abundantly free.

A Way to End



Bible Background
Defending Paul’s Ministry
The New Testament contains

two letters from the Apostle
Paul to the Corinthian church.

Collectively, these two letters constitute
the largest single section of Paul’s writ-
ings. In other words, we have more of
Paul’s correspondence with the church at
Corinth than any other congregation.
There is evidence that Paul wrote to
Corinth on other occasions, but those
letters have been either lost or integrated
into the existing manuscripts of 
1–2 Corinthians.

Not all of this correspondence is 
positive, however. At times, Paul’s rela-
tionship with the Corinthians was as
contentious as it could be with the rela-
tionship managing to remain intact. The
Corinthians often put Paul on the defen-
sive. He sometimes had to defend his
calling as an Apostle and even defend his
credibility generally. This is how today’s
text begins, with Paul once again making
an appeal to the Corinthians to accept his
sincerity and to understand what was in
the heart of his preaching (see v. 12).

What is in his heart, Paul writes, is the
love of Christ. This is more than an
emotional or sentimental feeling. It is the
motivating force to live his life for Christ,
and in turn to love others. The remainder
of today’s text focuses on how this loving
service works itself out in the believer’s
life and in the world.

The Love of God
First, each believer must embrace this
love personally, which is the act of conver-
sion. One who accepts this love, who
becomes “in Christ”—which is Paul’s
favorite description for the Christian
life—thus becomes part of the new
creation. “The old things have gone 
away, and look, new things have arrived!”
(v. 17). Paul’s description of conversion is
not a renovation or an improvement of
what once was. It is a complete, fresh
formation of a person. It is as if God were
speaking a new person into existence, so
radical is the transition that takes place.

And let it not be missed that this love
comes from God. That would appear to
be obvious, but that is not always the
case. Many believers are eager to sing,
“Jesus loves me, this I know,” but are reti-
cent to say the same thing about God
because they just aren’t sure. In many
faith traditions, God is portrayed as
forever angry, a bloodthirsty monster who
is impossible to please. Jesus, then, mirac-
ulously, holds God at bay from smiting
humanity. This is a tragic misrepresenta-
tion of the gospel and of the love of God.
It is a distortion of this very text.

The cross was not something God did
to Jesus. It was God hanging on that
tree—that is the wonder of it all—not
someone God sent there. As Paul says,
“For God was in Christ, reconciling the
world to himself, no longer counting
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people’s sins against them” (v. 19, NLT).
God is not divided, as if the Father and
Son must play “good-cop/bad-cop,” with
Jesus offering grace and kindness while
God the Father only wishes to hurt and
punish. On the contrary, God loves with
an inexhaustible love and has shown that
love supremely through Jesus Christ the
Son. To believe in anything less than that
is to believe less than the gospel.

Thus, Jesus did not come to save
humanity from a vengeful God. No,
Jesus was sent by God to show the
world who God really is. The more we
get to know this Jesus, the more we get to
know God, and the more we get to know
God, the more we discover and uncover
this inexhaustible love he has for us. It is
a love that makes the new creation 
possible, and a love that compels us to
love others.

Ambassadors of Christ
The practical outworking of this love
toward others is described by Paul as the
work of an ambassador. He says, “So we
are ambassadors who represent Christ” 
(v. 20). The Greek word for “to serve as an
ambassador” is presbeuo. This word
describes a precise role within the Roman
Empire of the time.

The Roman Empire had two types of
territories within its boundaries. The first
type was called a senatorial province. As
the name implies, a Roman senator
governed these provinces. Such provinces
enjoyed a high degree of autonomy,
stability, and prosperity. Further, they
were free of military occupation. Corinth
was situated within the province of
Achaea, which was a senatorial province.

The second type of territory was an
imperial province. Such territories, 
typically, were more bothersome in terms
of governance. The imperial provinces
were more volatile and likely to rebel.
They therefore often had Roman legions
stationed within their borders. They also
generally enjoyed less prosperity. These
territories were governed directly by
Caesar himself. Judea, the setting for

Jesus’ life and ministry, is an example of
an imperial province.

There were dozens of these imperial
provinces, so Caesar appointed ambassa-
dors who were responsible for many of
the day-to-day operations. Two major
responsibilities are worth noting, respon-
sibilities that Paul must have had in mind
as he wrote these words. First, the

I. The Defense: Paul appeals to the
Corinthians for acceptance 
(2 Cor 5:11-13).

A. Paul is moved by God in his ministry
(v. 11).

B. Paul wants the Corinthians to give
him their confidence (v. 12).

C. Paul’s testimony is validated by his
experience (v. 13).

II. The Drive: Paul’s motivation for living is
God’s love in Christ (2 Cor 5:14-15).

A. That Christ died for all is proof of
God’s love (v. 14).

B. That Christ died for all is the motiva-
tion to live for Christ (v. 15).

III. The Description: God’s salvation results
in a new creation (2 Cor 5:16-17, 21).
A. Christ is much more than worldly;

he is God from God (v. 16).
B. Those who are “in Christ” are made

into new creatures (v. 17).
C. All this is possible by the saving

death of Christ (v. 21).

IV. The Diplomacy: Those who are recon-
ciled to God have been given the
ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18-
20).
A. Reconciliation is the forgiveness of

sins (vv. 18-19).
B. The message of reconciliation has

been given to Christians to share
with others (v. 19).

C. Christians are God’s ambassadors to
the world (v. 20).
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❍ Totally Not Arm Wrestling
Divide the class into pairs. Demonstrate
each pair assuming the position for an
arm-wrestling match—hands clasped with
elbows on the table. Do not use the words 
“arm wrestle.”

Explain that one gets a point if the
back of your partner’s hand touches the
table. The goal is to get as many points as
possible. Say, “Go” and give the pairs
10–15 seconds. Note that you never said
this was a competition. It is likely that
most if not all pairs assumed there had to
be a winner and a loser.

If pairs were working together cooper-
atively, however, what are some “non-
traditional” ways of gaining points?
Suggest pairs might have flip-flopped
their hands back and forth or repeatedly
tapped one player’s hand on the table,
then alternate.

Even Christians fall into the trap of
thinking in terms of winners and losers.
Maybe we think we have “won” because
we know Christ, and those who do not
have lost out. In today’s lesson we learn
how we are called not to win arguments
but to win people to the way of Jesus.

❍ A-maze-ing Grace
Provide a selection of mazes from chil-
dren’s magazines and puzzle books. Have
participants attempt to trace their way
from one side of the maze to the other.
After a few minutes, ask participants to
tell how they did.

Finding one’s way to Christ isn’t
always easy, and it’s certainly not a game.
But it shouldn’t be an impossible puzzle
to solve, either!God has given us to the
world to remove the obstacles that keep
people from finding their way to God.

Paul’s assurance that the old things have gone away and new things have
arrived has comforted countless Christians who have traded their past lives for
the newness of God’s salvation. The salvation of the individual, however, is not

the end of the story. It is the beginning. Those who have come to be “in Christ” are not
converted for their sole benefit. Christians are sent out into the world with a redeeming
message: “Be reconciled to God.” Those who have received God’s grace are charged with
passing that grace on to others.

A Way to Begin

appointed ambassador directly represented Caesar. His words were Caesar’s words, his
power was Caesar’s power, and his reputation was Caesar’s reputation. Second, the
imperial territories were often those areas in the process of being annexed into the
Empire. These were populations of new people, unfamiliar with life under Roman rule.
The appointed ambassador was the Empire’s designated representative to deliver the
terms of peace to the province.

This context frames Paul’s explanation of the Christian vocation. Followers of Jesus
are sent into the world to represent God with authenticated word and power, and with
the terms of God’s reconciling peace: the distance between God and humanity has been
removed. A new order had indeed arrived, and Christians deliver it to the world. This is
our calling, to believe the great revelation that Jesus Christ, God in the flesh and sent by
God, has embarked on a transformative, redeeming mission.

Yet here is something even more astounding: the Christ sent from God as God, now
sends us into the world to do his work and bear his image as authorized, empowered,
commissioned ambassadors of heaven. “As the Father sent me,” Jesus said, “so I am
sending you” ( John 20:21). This sending will continue until Christ returns.
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❍ Questions for Discussion
Read 2 Corinthians 5:11-21. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ Why might the Corinthians have resis-

ted Paul’s leadership?
➤ How is Christ’s love a motivation for

ministry?
➤ How does love motivate differently

than rules or force?
➤ What does it mean to be a “new

creation”?

Use information from the Bible
Background to explain Paul’s usage of the
imagery of an ambassador for Christ. Ask
the following questions.

➤ What are some practical ways a
Christian can serve as an ambassador
for Christ?

➤ Is the ministry of reconciliation limited
to “spiritual” matters? Why or why not?

➤ If not, what are other ways the church
can help bring reconciliation to the
world?

❍ Group Exercise
Divide the class into three groups. Assign
each group one of the following passages: 
(1) 2 Corinthians 5:11-15; (2) 2
Corinthians 5:16-17; (3) 2 Corinthians
5:18-21. Have each group study their
passage and prepare to share their find-
ings. Ask the suggested questions for each
passage.

2 Corinthians 5:11-15
➤ Why would the Corinthian church be

resistant to Paul’s leadership?
➤ How does love motivate us in ministry?

How does this differ from duty as a
motivation?

➤ How might service to others in Christ
seem irrational to outsiders? Is this
fair?

2 Corinthians 5:16-17
➤ What does it mean to be a “new

creation”?
➤ What are the characteristics of the

“new creation” of which Paul speaks?
➤ What does it mean to be “in Christ”?

2 Corinthians 5:18-21
➤ What are some practical ways a

Christian can serve as an ambassador
for Christ?

➤ Is the ministry of reconciliation limited
to “spiritual” matters? Why or why not?

➤ How do you feel knowing that God has
trusted us with the message of 
reconciliation?

Becoming a Christian is a means, not an end. It is a means to bless and serve the
world. Christians do not exist for themselves, but for others. Churches were never

intended to be self-absorbed, therapeutic organizations where members are
obsessed with their own spiritual needs. Churches were never meant to devolve into collections
of self-interested people creating a “What’s in it for me?” society. As the redeemed and loved
people of God, the church is to enthusiastically love and seek the redemption of others.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Sharing God’s Love
We have all received the love of God in
Christ. How can you share that love with
others in the coming week? Go around
the circle inviting participants to respond
to this question.

Close with prayer for the entire group
to be motivated by God’s love to serve
others.

❍ Reconciliation
Write the word “Reconciliation” on the
board. Explain that reconciliation means
that two parties that once had great
distance between them are now brought
back together. Barriers to the relationship
have been removed. Ask the following
questions, listing participants’ responses
on the board.

Questions
➤ What barriers can we, as Christians,

help remove in our world so that
people can know that God loves them
and invites them into a relationship?

➤ What barriers can we assist in 
removing that would reconcile people
with one another?

Close with prayer asking for God’s
reconciling love to motivate each 
participant.

❍ I Am an Ambassador
Distribute copies of resource
page “I Am an Ambassador.”
Have learners complete the
assignment. Assure them

that their responses will not be shared
with others.

Close with prayer that God will fill
each participant’s heart with Christ’s love
and that this love will spill out to others.

Resource
Susan Doctoroff Landay, “Arm ‘Wrestle’ Exercise,” Energize
Learning! Blog, 27 October 2011 <http://blog.trainer-
swarehouse.com/arm-wrestle-exercise/>.

Those who know Christ have a unique role of bringing new people into the peaceful
reign of God. Because we have been reconciled to God, we can share this 
reconciliation with others. In fact, God has entrusted us with this responsibility.

Yet we carry out this responsibility because of love, not duty or manipulated obligation.
Serving others in Jesus’ name isn’t a matter of taking on more obligations but rather of experi-
encing more of God’s love in Christ. The more we understand this love, the more we want
others to know it as well.

A Way to End
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THE ORTHODOX CROSS

Protestants generally prefer to display an “empty” cross, symbolizing that Jesus is
risen from the grave. By contrast, a crucifix depicts Jesus on the cross to remind us of
Jesus’ sufferings. In the Russian Orthodox tradition, the cross has three crossbeams.
The small one at the top represents the sign that Pilate nailed above Jesus’ head:
“Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” The central beam is where Jesus’ hands were
nailed. The small beam at the bottom, usually slanted, is a footrest. 

One explanation within the Orthodox tradition is this crooked footrest was created
as Jesus’ sufferings grew intense. He pressed down on one foot, breaking the wood,
and in the process breaking humanity free from its slavery.

Credit: Madboy74. 
Wikimedia Commons, 

CC-BY-SA-3.0,2.5,2.0,1.0
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THE EASTER SERMON

One: Let no one grieve at his poverty,
for the universal kingdom has been revealed.

All: Let no one mourn that he has fallen again and again,
for forgiveness has risen from the grave.

One: Let no one fear death, for the death of our Savior has set us free.
He has destroyed it by enduring it.

All: He destroyed Hell when he descended into it.
He put it into an uproar even as it tasted of his flesh.

One: O death, where is thy sting?
O Hell, where is thy victory?

All: Christ is risen, and you, o death, are annihilated!
Christ is risen, and the evil ones are cast down!
Christ is risen, and the angels rejoice!

One: Christ is risen, and life is liberated!

All: Christ is risen, and the tomb is emptied of its dead.

One: For Christ, having risen from the dead,
is become the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep.

All: To him be glory and power forever and ever. Amen!

Source: “St John Chrysostom’s Easter Sermon,” Anglicans Online <http://anglicansonline.org/special/
Easter/chrysostom_easter.html>.
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THE GOD PARTICLE
In 2013, Peter Higgs and François Englert were awarded the
Nobel Prize in Physics for their confirmation of the Higgs
boson—a subatomic particle nicknamed the “God Particle.”
This Higgs boson is a kind of cosmic glue that holds matter
together. 

For the Apostle Paul, Christ is the glue that holds the 
universe together.

Questions for Discussion
(1) How might the Higgs boson be an appropriate metaphor for the work of Christ in 
holding all things together (Col 1:17)? Where might this metaphor break down?

(2) When Paul speaks of Christ holding all things together, what sorts of things does he have
in mind?

(3) What would it mean for all spiritual things to be held together in Christ?

(4) How is this related to Christ’s work of reconciling all things (v. 19)?

(5) If Christ is supremely powerful, what does that power mean for you?

Source: Ned Potter, “The Higgs Boson and the Nobel: Why We Call It the ‘God Particle,’” Forbes.com, 9 November 2013
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COMPARE AND CONTRAST

How many differences can you think of between worldly and Godly wisdom?

Worldly Wisdom Godly Wisdom
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I AM AN AMBASSADOR
You are a representative of God’s love each and every day. Think about ways you can do this
by answering the following questions:

• Who in your life needs to know the love of God? 

• What barriers stand in the way of this person knowing God’s love?

• How would this person be changed by experiencing God’s love and reconciliation?

• How would you be changed by sharing God’s love with this person?

• In what practical way will you share God’s love with this person in the days ahead?


