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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
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

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

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

Teacher Options
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.

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.
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Bible Background
God’s Oath and Abraham’s
Hope

An oath guarantees the truthfulness of one’s word. In the
ancient world, people would swear by one
of the gods of their culture, thereby
adding divine support to what they said.
But what happens when the God of Israel
wants to make an oath to confirm a
divine promise? The God of Israel has no
rivals and no one greater by whom to
swear. Therefore, “because he had no one
greater by whom to swear, he swore by
himself ” (6:13).
God made the oath to Abraham in
response to Abraham’s faith. God originally promised to make a great nation out
of Abraham’s family, blessing him with
many descendants (Gen 12:2). Along the
way, God instructed Abraham to sacrifice
his only son, Isaac: the sole hope in
Abraham’s mind of God’s promise being
fulfilled. Though it made no sense and
brought unimaginable pain, Abraham’s
hope in God was such that he was willing
to obey. Because of Abraham’s faith, God
provided a lamb for him to sacrifice
instead of his son (Gen 22:1-14).
In response to Abraham’s obedience,
God swore an oath to fulfill the promise
(Gen 22:15-17). This is the oath the writer
of Hebrews refers to when he says God
“swore by himself ” (6:13). The writer then
summarizes the promises made to
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Abraham in Genesis 22:15-17 by quoting
God as saying, “I will surely bless you and
multiply you” (6:14).
The congregation addressed in
Hebrews knew the story of Abraham.
Through this brief reference they are
reminded that they can move toward
“solid food” because God is faithful, and
also because they have an example of
someone else who lived by hope in God’s
promises. At Abraham’s moment of need,
God provided and Abraham “patiently
endured” (6:15).
Abraham “obtained the promise”
(6:15) not by wresting it out of God’s
hands but by believing it to be true. The
reality of the promise is based on God’s
faithfulness, but Abraham has to hope in
and live by the promise before he can fully
experience or obtain it. Likewise, the
writer of Hebrews encourages his readers
to believe God’s promises, put their hope
in them, and live by them so that they too
can obtain the promise.

The Need for an Oath

After recalling the example of God’s oath
to Abraham, the writer explains why
oaths are necessary in the first place.
When people swear by someone greater
than themselves, they add authority to
their words. The oath puts their words
above suspicion since “an oath given as
confirmation puts an end to all dispute”
(6:16). An oath raises the stakes and
moves the conversation to a new level.

God does not need to make oaths
since God has no higher authority to
which to appeal. Nor do the stakes ever
need to be raised when God is speaking. Therefore, the oath God makes to
Abraham is not for God’s sake but for
Abraham’s sake and the sake of his
descendants. In making an oath, “God
desired to show even more clearly to the
heirs of the promise the unchangeable
character of his purpose” (6:17). It’s as if
God is saying, “I’m as serious about this
as I can possibly be. I will fulfill this
promise. You can count on it.”
The oath functions as a guarantee
that the promise will be fulfilled (6:17).
The promise and the oath guaranteeing it
function as “two unchangeable things, in
which it is impossible that God would
prove false” (6:18). We can be doubly sure
that the promise will come true.

Seizing the Hope Set Before Us

God’s promises are guaranteed. Abraham
proves that it is possible to put one’s hope
in God’s promises and live a life of
extraordinary faithfulness. Now it’s up to
us to follow Abraham’s example and
embrace the hope God gives us.
Embracing hope begins as we take
refuge in it (see 6:18). Other translations
speak of fleeing to our hope. Both images
are of moving toward the hope God offers
and situating our lives in its presence.
In the presence of hope, we are
“strongly encouraged to seize the hope set
before us” (6:18). The image is of a person
grabbing hold of hope and holding on for
dear life. The writer challenges this
congregation prone to sluggishness (6:12)
and satisfied with spiritual milk (5:12) to
seize hope and hold on so that God can
pull them up to spiritual maturity.
Hope is a present reality: something
we now experience in part that gives a
taste of what is to come. Hope is also a
future reality: the day is coming when all
of God’s promises will be fulfilled. Seizing
this hope today enables us to live faithfully amid the pain, suffering, difficulties,
and disappointments of life.
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I. God’s Promise and Oath to Abraham
(Hebrews 6:13-15)
A. Having no one greater to swear by,
God utters a self-oath.
B. This self-oath is in response to
Abraham’s faith (Gen 22:1-17).
II. The Purpose of an Oath (Hebrews
6:16-18)
A. An oath raises the stakes and
communicates absolute commitment.
B. Though not necessary, God’s selfoath shows the “unchangeable
character” of God’s purpose.
C. The oath adds a second unchangeable thing to give us hope, the first
being God’s promise.
D. The oath guarantees the promise will
come true.
III. Seize the Hope (Hebrews 6:18-20)
A. The hope provided by God’s promise
and oath will not be forced on us.
We must seize it.
B. This hope is worth seizing, as it is an
anchor for our souls.
C. Hope functions as an anchor
because it attaches us to the very
presence of Christ in heaven.

Our hope is “a sure and steadfast
anchor of the soul” (6:19) and a sure
foundation upon which to build in an
unstable world. What makes this anchor
steadfast is its connection to God. The
writer pictures hope “as a cord attached
to an anchor” that “has been fastened
securely to the throne of God” (Long,
78). By our hope we enter God’s throne
room, the place where promises are made
and kept and where God’s presence
permeates all.
The writer makes reference to the
tabernacle of the Old Testament when he
speaks of “a hope that enters the inner
shrine behind the curtain” (6:19). As the

Israelites wandered through the wilderness, God’s presence journeyed in a tabernacle,
the innermost part of which was behind a curtain (Exod 26:31-35). Only the high priest
could enter this inner shrine, this most holy place.
Through his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus functions as a high priest, entering
not the desert tabernacle but the heavenly presence of God as “a forerunner on our
behalf ” (6:20). That means we too will one day join him in God’s complete presence.
Until then, our hope is a cord tethered to an anchor that Jesus carries with him into
God’s presence. The congregation to which Hebrews was addressed, if they seized the
hope set before them, would find themselves energized and empowered by an anchor
that connected them to the very presence of God.

A Way to Begin
Promises and oaths shape our lives in remarkable ways. The promises made at
weddings provide a foundation upon which husbands and wives build their
marriages. The oaths made in the courtroom become the foundation on which
our criminal justice system depends. Making a promise and taking an oath are serious acts,
not to be taken lightly.

❍ Promises Kept, Promises Broken

❍ The Nature of Hope

Questions

Questions

“Promises are made to be broken,” the
saying goes. This statement seems increasingly true in a world more concerned with
what is legal than with what is right.
Broken promises create unimaginable
pain, while kept promises create a foundation for the flourishing of human life.

➤ Why are kept promises so important?
➤ Why are broken promises so painful?
➤ Why can promises seem so hard to
keep?

Hope is central to life; without hope for a
better world, we would be hard pressed to
keep going when the pain and suffering
of this world closes in on us. But the
concept of hope has many meanings. It’s
important to name what we mean when
we speak of hope.

➤ Discuss the different meanings of the
word “hope.”
➤ What role does hope play in your life?
➤ What do you hope for this Christmas?
➤ What might Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, and other characters in the
Christmas story have been hoping for?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The good news is that God makes promises and backs them up with oaths. The
promises declare God’s loving purposes for humankind and the oath confirms the
promise. God’s promise and oath are thus the source of human hope.

❍ Abraham’s Story

The original recipients of this letter had
great familiarity with the story of
Abraham, so the writer of Hebrews could
make non-detailed references to Genesis
12 and 22 with confidence that they
would know what he was talking about.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“Abraham’s Story” (Page 28). Have class
members either discuss in groups or work
on their own to answer the questions
listed.

❍ A Blessing to the Nations

In Genesis 12:2-3, God promises that
Abraham’s descendants will be a blessing
to the world. Christians understand that
the greatest fulfillment of this promise
is found in Jesus, a “son of Abraham”
(Mt 1:1) through whom the blessings of
Abraham are made available to all by faith
(Gal 3:6-9, 14, 16).

Questions

➤ Read Hebrews 11:13-16, 39-40. How
does the “patient endurance” of
Abraham and his descendants find
resolution in the coming of Christ?
➤ How does Abraham serve as a model
for endurance?
➤ Abraham’s descendants faced many
crises and setbacks in their long
history. How do you keep hope alive in
difficult times?
➤ How is Simeon (Lk 2:25-35) an example
of someone who “seizes the hope” set
before him?

6

Lesson 1

❍ Seizing Hope

Read Hebrews 6:18. A gift with our name
on it, wrapped and under the Christmas
tree, already belongs to us. But we will
not fully receive the gift until we tear off
the wrapping paper and open it. God
has already given us hope through the
promise and the oath, but hope will not
be fully ours until we seize it and live
by it.

Questions

➤ Why does God tell us to seize hope
instead of filling us with hope whether
we want it or not?
➤ Why does the author use an aggressive
word like “seize” to describe our role?
➤ What are the practices and attitudes by
which we seize hope?

❍ Jesus the High Priest

The role of a priest is to relate to God on
behalf of others. The writer of Hebrews
interprets Jesus’ life, death, resurrection,
and ascension in a priestly light. Jesus
enters God’s presence on our behalf,
thereby connecting us to God.
Read Hebrews 6:20. Discuss the
priestly role of Christ in our salvation and
our ongoing walk with God. How does
the Christmas story shed light on this
priestly role?

A Way to End
The hope the writer speaks of includes our hope of being with God in the life to
come. This hope for the future exercises incredible influence on the present. The
more we believe God’s promises and seize the hope set before us, the more our
present lives will reflect the life of Christ.

❍ Living According to God’s
Resolve

Hebrews 6:13-20 definitively establishes
that God keeps promises. This resolve
gives an “unchangeable character” to
God’s purposes. God’s will will be done:
that’s a guarantee. God’s resolve gives us
the freedom to participate in kingdom
work, knowing that the ultimate results
are assured.

Questions

❍ A Season of Hope

Discuss the paragraphs about Advent in
the “What About Me?” section of the
Study Guide. How can we put ourselves in
the shoes of the Israelites as they waited
for the Messiah? How does focusing on
Advent amid the holiday rush help us
seize hope?

Resource
Thomas G. Long, “Hebrews,” Interpretation: A Bible
Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: John Knox
Press, 1997).

➤ Discuss how the unchangeable character of God’s purposes creates energy
and motivation in us to work for those
purposes.
➤ What aspects of our lives cause us to
lose sight of God’s purposes?
➤ What would you have to give up in
order to fully live according to God’s
purposes?

❍ A Steadfast Anchor of the Soul

The writer uses a metaphor of stability to
illuminate the role of hope in our lives,
calling hope a “steadfast anchor of the
soul” (6:19). In an always changing world,
the hope given by our unchangeable God
brings strength, comfort, and sustenance.
Our hope is our anchor both in the
storms of life and when the seas are calm.

Questions

➤ How has hope been an anchor for your
soul?
➤ The Christmas season is often chaotic
and stressful. How can we embrace
hope as a source of stability this
Advent?

Teaching Guide
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Bible Background
Blessing, Weeping, Rejoicing

Christians place a premium on
being nice. We like it when
people are nice to us, and we do
our best to be nice to others. We like
being nice with good reason: a little kindness goes a long way and makes the world
a better place. Simple courtesies not only
show respect for others but also bring a
little sunshine into our everyday lives.
Especially at this time of year, when the
“Christmas spirit” fills our homes,
churches, and communities, we want to
spread and receive kindness.
Being nice, kind, and courteous goes a
long way toward helping us live in
harmony with the people around us. Too
often, however, we do not move beyond
common courtesy in our relationships
with others. The message of the angels
wasn’t “Kindness on Earth” but “Peace on
Earth,” and the biblical concept of peace
involves far more than merely an absence
of open hostility. In addition to being
kind, God wants us to bless others in rich,
life-changing ways. God wants us to be
present with people in the ups and downs
of their lives, feeling their pain and
sharing their joy. We are to bless even
those who persecute us.
Paul does not give tips on how to
avoid or endure persecution. Instead he
says to offer blessing to one’s persecutors:
“bless and do not curse them” (v. 14). He
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exhorts the Roman Christians to take the
initiative, reaching out to those who
persecute them and finding ways to bless
them. Such initiatives can only happen
when a person has not been conformed to
a world that says to strike back, but has
been transformed by the One who said,
“Love your enemies.”
A renewed mind does not focus solely
on its own circumstances but seeks to be
with others in their circumstances. Such a
transformed person knows that it is
“good and acceptable and perfect” (v. 2)
to join people in their sorrow and in their
joy. To “rejoice with those who rejoice”
and “weep with those who weep” (v. 15)
is to say that another person’s happiness
and pain are our happiness and pain. It is
to so identify with other people that we
experience life as they experience it.
Paul does not specify the people with
whom we are to rejoice and weep. Does he
mean people within or outside the
church? The answer is most likely both.
Since verse 14 instructs the churches in
Rome to bless those from outside the
church who persecute them, it seems
logical for Paul to instruct them to weep
and rejoice with those outside the church
as well. Love for those beyond the church
does not diminish love for sisters and
brothers within the church.

Working Toward Harmony and Peace

When you’re willing to rejoice and weep
with your neighbors, the chances of living

in harmony with them greatly increase.
When you do the same with sisters and
brothers in Christ, harmony within the
church becomes a way of life. “Live in
harmony with one another,” Paul says
(v. 16). This is a mark of a community
being transformed and renewed.
Humility further enhances the possibility of living in harmony. “Do not be
haughty,” Paul says. Do not hold yourself
above others and think of yourself as
better than them. Associate with those
considered “lowly” by society, and treat
them as unique creations of God. You are
no better than anyone else, so “do not
claim to be wiser than you are” (v. 16).
With echoes of verse 14, Paul now
says, “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,
but take thought for what is noble in the
sight of all” (v. 17). Again Paul assumes
that Christ’s followers are not exempt
from the evil of this world. We know evil
will visit us; the question is, “How will we
respond?” Christ’s followers are not to
take matters into their own hands and
give back the evil they have received. This
does not mean that evil is ignored; it
means the response offered must be
“noble in the sight of all.” As we respond
to evil with blessing and not curses, we
point people to Christ and give witness to
the hope within us.
Noble actions may not guarantee
peaceful living with everyone, but “if it is
possible, so far as it depends on you, live
peaceably with all” (Rom 12:18). Paul is
realistic in his instructions, knowing
“that there will be many times when
living at peace with every inhabitant of
the street, let alone the city will be impossible. But he summons Christians to
make every effort in that direction”
(Dunn, 714).

Vengeance Belongs to God

Paul builds on his earlier warnings
against cursing those who persecute us
and repaying evil for evil when he says,
“Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but
leave room for the wrath of God” (v. 19).
In other words, do not take things into

I. Proactive Neighbor Love (12:14-15)
A. Bless those who persecute you.
B. Rejoice and weep with your
neighbors.
II. Creating Peace in the Neighborhood
(12:16-19)
A. Promote harmony by not being
haughty and by associating with all
people, especially those considered
“lowly”; do not claim to be wiser
than you are.
B. Do not repay evil for evil.
C. Remember that people are watching
your actions, so make your actions
noble.
D. Do your part to live peaceably with
all, even if others do not do their
part.
E. Don’t take matters into your own
hands. Leave vengeance up to God.
III. Overcome Evil with Good (12:20-21)
A. Do not receive evil passively, but
proactively bless your enemies in the
hopes that they will repent.
B. Do not allow evil to overcome you;
overcome evil by doing good to your
enemies.

your own hands but leave vengeance in
the only hands faithful and righteous
enough to administer vengeance justly.
Human attempts at vengeance presume
too much, taking on a role meant for
God. Ultimately human vengeance gets in
the way of God’s vengeance.
Leaving vengeance up to God does
not mean passively accepting a wrong
done to us. We aggressively attack the
enemy, but with the weapons of kindness
and service. Paul quotes from Proverbs
25:21-22, saying, “No, ‘if your enemies are
hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give
them something to drink; for by doing
this you will heap burning coals on their
heads.’”
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The burning coals heaped on the heads of our enemies does not mean punishment,
which would contradict what Paul says about blessing those who persecute us (v. 14). To
give food and water to an enemy for the purpose of punishing him would simply be an
indirect way of seeking vengeance. Most likely the “coals of fire” refer to “the burning
shame of remorse for having treated someone so badly…. The point is then that treating
enemies kindly is not only appropriate behavior in its own right, refusing the vengeance
that would usurp God’s prerogative; it may also have the effect of turning their hearts”
(Wright, 715).
In Paul’s eyes evil must not be allowed to have its way, unopposed and unobstructed. Evil must be opposed, so Paul says, “Do not be overcome by evil” (v. 21). In
seeking victory, we must not be conformed to the world and seek to overcome evil with
evil. As people who are being transformed by the renewing of our minds, we “overcome
evil with good” (12:21).

A Way to Begin
God created us for community. We were made to love God, other people, and
all of creation. Yet sin disrupts community, tearing us apart instead of bringing
us together. The gospel calls us to live in harmony with our sisters and
brothers in Christ and with our neighbors. This call requires us to reach out to others, even
to our enemies, in service and in love.

❍ Close Enough to Weep Together

Recently, a friend of mine was taken to
the emergency room. He was not seriously
ill and soon returned to a normal state of
health. What was notable about the experience was that an ambulance was outside
his house for 45 minutes, and none of his
neighbors stopped by afterward to see if
he was okay. No one checked to see if they
could do anything to help.

Questions

➤ Would your neighbors stop by to check
on you if an ambulance was parked
outside your house?
➤ Would you check on them?
➤ Do the people in your neighborhood
know each other well enough to rejoice
and weep together?

10

Lesson 2

❍ Naming Conflict

Conflict is inevitable wherever human
beings gather. The goal of the Christian
life is not to avoid conflict but to respond
to conflict faithfully and with love. Living
in harmony with others requires the
ability to name conflicts and disagreements in order to work through them
faithfully.

Questions

➤ What was the last conflict in your
family, church, or community?
➤ How did you and others work through
the conflict?
➤ When have you experienced peace as
the Bible defines it in your human
relationships? (Refer to the Bible
Background section.)
➤ Why did the angels announce “peace
on Earth” at the birth of Jesus? How
does this announcement challenge or
critique the normal state of our
relationships?

A Way to Explore Scripture
In Romans 12:14-21, Paul describes how to handle conflict in a Christlike
manner. Conflict, whether with people we love or people we consider enemies, is
best faced with sacrificial love and service. Living in harmony with others requires
working hard for their well-being.

❍ The Context

The Christians in Rome experienced
frequent persecution, sometimes mild
and sometimes severe. The Roman
Empire demanded absolute loyalty from
its subjects. The emperors were considered semi-divine and worthy of worship.
Such expectations created difficulty for
Christians, whose ultimate allegiance was
to Jesus Christ. Competing expectations
of allegiance made conflict and persecution inevitable. It’s not surprising that
Paul writes about persecution; what is
surprising is how he instructs Christians
to respond.
Read Romans 12:14-21. Discuss the
class’s reactions to the passage. Ask them
to imagine how the Roman Christians
might have felt when they first heard
these words.

❍ Love for Enemies

Paul’s instructions regarding enemies
spell out what it means to obey Jesus’
command to “love your enemies”
(Mt 5:44). Discuss the nature of these
instructions using the Bible Background
from the Teaching Guide and the Study
Guide. Paul does not counsel passivity,
but rather commands aggressive engagement with the enemy through blessing
and service.

Questions

➤ For a minority group in the most
cosmopolitan and powerful city in the
world, what would the Roman
Christians stand to gain through blessing their persecutors?

➤ Why would they be tempted—and
why are we tempted—to take matters
into their own hands and avenge
themselves?
➤ What resentments might Joseph and
Mary have felt as they traveled to
Bethlehem for Caesar Augustus’s
census?
➤ Why is it wiser to leave vengeance in
the hands of God?
➤ Describe how Jesus lived out what Paul
commands in this passage.

❍ Transformed by the Renewing of
Our Minds

Paul’s ideals seem difficult if not impossible. Even the command to rejoice and
weep with others is difficult in our selffocused, busy lives. Such living is only
possible when our lives are being transformed and our minds renewed into the
image of Christ.
Read Romans 12:1-2. These verses
provide the framework for everything that
follows in the rest of the letter.

Questions

➤ In what specific areas would our minds
need renewing if we were to live out
what Paul commands in this passage?
➤ What conflicts did Joseph, Mary, and
the other characters in the Christmas
story face? How might they have come
to live in peace with one another
despite these challenges?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
It would be nice if we could say this passage applies only to those of greater spiritual
maturity than us, but the hard truth of Paul’s words cannot be avoided. Asking
God to transform us and renew our minds, we wrestle with what it means to
bless those who curse us, and we rely on the Spirit to help us follow where God leads.

❍ Persecution?

Few if any Christians in North America
today face the kind of persecution the
Roman Christians faced. In light of the
way many people in other parts of the
world follow Jesus at the risk of their lives
and are often shunned by their families, it
seems wrong even to use the word “persecution” in a North American setting.
Perhaps it is better to use words like
“inconvenience” when describing
instances of Christians being treated
differently in our secular culture on
account of their faith.

Questions

➤ When we are inconvenienced by others
who look down on our faith, how can
we bless those who inconvenience us?
➤ Every year a school system or municipality faces challenges for having a
Christmas play or display. How should
Christians respond in such situations
in light of Romans 12:14-21?
➤ How can we support and encourage
our sisters and brothers in other parts
of the world who face real persecution,
and how can they follow Paul’s
instructions?
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❍ Family Policy, Church Policy,
Foreign Policy

Since conflict is inevitable in any gathering of people, Paul’s instructions apply in
a variety of settings. Explore with your
class how this passage might guide families, churches, and nations in conflict.

❍ Practices of Attention

Living in harmony with others requires
giving others—even our enemies—our full
attention. Distribute copies of the
resource page “Practices of Attention”
(Page 29). Ask the class to discuss the
practices and add their own to the list.

Resources
James D. G. Dunn, “Romans 9-16,” Word Biblical
Commentary, vol. 38b (Dallas: Word, 1988).
N. T. Wright, “Letter to the Romans,” The New Interpreter’s
Bible, vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002).
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Bible Background
Facing Trials

It is easy to express joy about
the coming of God’s Son into
the world. We may forget,
however, that the Christmas story is also
a story of struggle. Joseph struggled with
the news that his betrothed carried a
child that was not his. Despised and mistrusted, the shepherds struggled on the
margins of Jewish society. Every family in
Bethlehem that lost a son to King Herod’s
slaughter of the innocents struggled with
the horror of what they experienced. How
can there be joy in the midst of so much
pain and confusion?
When James says, “Whenever you face
trials of any kind” (v. 2), he acknowledges
the inevitability of trials. There is nothing
uniquely biblical about this observation;
what it significant is that he does not say
that following Jesus makes us immune to
trials. He does not have specific trials in
mind since he refers to “trials of any
kind,” nor does he appear concerned with
defining a trial; he’s concerned about
facing them faithfully when they occur.
He “says not a word about why we face
trials or from whence they came. The
focus, instead, is on where they may lead”
(Gench, 92).
Because they can lead to endurance,
James says when trials come, “consider it
nothing but joy” (v. 2). In no way does
James suggest that trials are enjoyable,
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nor does he imply that God sends trials
our way. He does not say we should go
looking for trials or that we should
endure them passively. James simply
observes that God develops endurance in
us through our trials. We consider the
trial joy not because we like it, but
because God will increase our endurance
through it.
The trial produces endurance because
it tests our faith (v. 3). The idea is not that
God sends a test by which we are graded.
Rather, the testing is like that of an
athlete whose practice habits are tested in
the game, or that of a dancer whose hours
of rehearsal are tested in the performance. The time of trial is when we see
what really makes up our faith.
The appearance of a trial requires a
decision about how we will perceive it.
Will we consider the trial simply a
nuisance or an aggravation? Will we
consider it an inconvenience to be passively endured? Or will we consider it a
joy and enter into its difficulties, knowing
God is at work in us through the process?
The testing of faith “produces endurance.” Endurance cannot happen apart
from the trials that produce it. God does
not bestow endurance as a gift apart from
the context of the trial. The joy comes
when we find ourselves in a context where
God is at work producing endurance.
Endurance is a crucial component of
Christian development, affecting every
aspect of our growth in Christ. Maturity

and completeness will not be ours until
we see Jesus face to face, so “the perfection achieved lies in the future, when
God’s judgment establishes the new
creation. Christians are its ‘first fruits’”
(Perkins, 97) according to James 1:18.
Until that day, however, endurance helps
us become more mature and move toward
completeness by developing within us a
deep trust in God.

Asking for Wisdom

If we were perfect, we would not need
wisdom. The statement, “If any of you is
lacking in wisdom,” is rhetorical.
Everyone lacks wisdom, which means
everyone needs to ask God for it (v. 5).
This statement is a great equalizer: asking
God for wisdom is not just for church
leaders and super-spiritual saints but for
all God’s people.
James does not say, “If you lack
wisdom, study hard” or “think deeply
through a problem” or “consult with
someone wiser than you.” He says to ask
God. God can speak through study, reflection, and conversation with wise friends,
but we need to ask God to do so. Asking
communicates our awareness that God is
the source of wisdom and acknowledges
our dependence on God to give us
wisdom.
God is not tight-fisted with wisdom;
we do not have to pry wisdom from God’s
hands. Rather, God “gives to all generously and ungrudgingly” (v. 5). God does
not hesitate to give wisdom, does not
hold wisdom back, and does not resent us
when we need wisdom. Like God’s overflowing love toward all people, wisdom
flows freely from its generous source to
those of us who need it so badly.

Do Not Doubt

The fruit of endurance is a deep trust in
God regardless of circumstances. When
endurance is being produced in people,
they ask for wisdom in faith that it will be
given. But when someone avoids the trial
or panics in the midst of it, their request
for wisdom may not come from a place of
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I. Trials are inevitable (1:2).
A. James says “whenever you face trials,”
not “if you face trials.”
B. James is not thinking of specific trials
but trials “of any kind.”
II. Trials produce endurance, which means
we can consider trials with joy (1:2-3).
A. James does not ask us to be happy;
trials can be incredibly painful. He
speaks of an inner joy that comes
from knowing what the trial will
produce in us.
B. The trial tests our faith, and the
testing of our faith produces
endurance.
III. Endurance is a crucial characteristic
needed for Christian discipleship (1:4).
A. Endurance can have a “full effect” in
us, producing maturity and
completeness. We will not be fully
mature and complete until Christ
returns, but endurance can move us
toward maturity.
B. Endurance does not have its full
effect on us automatically. We must
“let endurance have its full effect.”
IV. Asking for Wisdom (1:5-8)
A. God loves to give us wisdom and is
not irritated when we ask.
B. We ask in faith, believing God will
give. To doubt God’s willingness to
give is to deny God’s generosity.
C. Asking but not believing we will
receive makes us double-minded
and unstable. James does not
denounce all doubt. Instead, he
stresses the importance of trusting
God when we ask him to do something for us.

trust. James urges us to “ask in faith,
never doubting, for the one who doubts is
like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed
by the wind” (v. 6). The person who does

not ask in faith displays a lack of trust in God. He or she implicitly questions God’s
ability or desire to give wisdom, which is an affront to the One “who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly.”
Francis Gench observes, “Their hesitancy in asking stands in contrast to God’s
complete lack of hesitancy in giving” (93). Asking but doubting in the process is more
an act of wishful thinking than an act of trust and reliance. The one who doubts is
tossed about on a windy sea, the opposite of the person who finds stability through
endurance and wisdom.
God does not honor the “wishful thinking” prayers of doubters, “for the doubter,
being double-minded and unstable in every way, must not expect to receive anything
from the Lord” (v. 8). The statement sounds harsh, but it is actually common sense.
Prayer is not wishful thinking but asking boldly for what we need in the belief that God
will supply our need.
Remember the context: James focuses on the endurance trials produce and on
asking God for wisdom to get through them. His strong words are meant to encourage
faith and joy amid trials. Therefore, this is not a blanket statement about doubt in all
circumstances. The Bible gives ample evidence that God can handle our doubt and that
doubt is often part of the journey of faith (see, for example, Ps 13).
God’s grace is unmerited, unearned, and unpredictable. The doubter “must not
expect to receive anything from the Lord,” but God’s grace has a way of showing up
when we least expect or deserve it.

A Way to Begin
Everyone faces trials. There are times in our lives that are relatively trial-free,
but sooner or later trials will come our way. The question is not how we can
avoid trials or reduce them, but how we can face them faithfully.

❍ Naming Trials

In order to face trials faithfully, we must
first name trials faithfully. By recognizing
and naming trials, we become better
prepared to view trials as opportunities
for growth.

Questions

➤ Define a “trial.”
➤ What were some of the trials faced by
the characters in the Christmas story?
(Some are suggested in the Bible
Background section and in the Study
Guide.)
➤ We think of Christmas as a season of
joy, but what trials may be especially
hard to bear at this time of year?
(Examples: bereavement, financial
strains, loneliness, family disharmony)

➤ In what ways do trials “test our faith”?
➤ What are some common responses to
trials?

❍ The Importance of Endurance

Endurance perhaps is not the first characteristic that comes to our minds when we
think about traits needed for following
Jesus, yet it is central to James’s vision of
discipleship. When endurance is produced
in us, a whole host of positive byproducts
follows, and we are on our way to becoming more like Jesus.

Questions

➤ Define “endurance.”
➤ Why is endurance important for
following Jesus?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The letter of James echoes the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament, the best
example of which is Proverbs. Wisdom literature articulates the wisdom that
comes from experience with life and with God. In James 1:2-8, the author offers
basic biblical wisdom on facing trials, the importance of endurance, and the need for
wisdom.

❍ A New Kind of Joy

James encourages us to find joy in our
trials. At first glance this might seem the
opposite of wisdom. Shouldn’t we avoid
trials or at least get through them as
quickly as we can? However, James stresses
that joy comes not in the experience of
the trial, but in the endurance it produces
in us.
How does the idea of joy amid trials
challenge common definitions of “joy”?
What would be a more adequate understanding of what joy is all about?

❍ Testing Produces Endurance

We don’t like to be tested, but it’s only
through testing that we grow. James never
says God sends tests to help us grow, but
he knows that faith cannot become strong
if it is never put to the test.

Questions

➤ Which individuals in the Bible grew in
endurance through facing trials?
➤ Do you know anyone who gained
endurance through the testing of their
faith?

❍ The Full Effect of Endurance

God intends to make us like Jesus so that
our lives reflect the life and love of Christ.
One day the process will be complete, but
until then we’re on a journey toward
maturity and completeness. James says
endurance is a crucial character trait that
helps us grow in Christlikeness.

Questions

➤ Why is endurance needed on the road
of discipleship?
➤ How can endurance make us more like
Jesus?
➤ How can endurance produce the skills
we need to live faithfully so that we are
“lacking in nothing”?

❍ Asking for Wisdom

When you get lost while driving, how long
does it take before you stop and ask for
directions? If you keep driving, convinced
you will eventually find your way, you
might have trouble with James’s solution
for gaining wisdom: ask God. James does
not discount deep reflection and seeking
advice from others, but he highlights the
importance of asking God for wisdom
and trusting that God will give it.

Questions

➤ Why is it sometimes hard to ask for
wisdom?
➤ When have you asked for and received
wisdom? How did God give it to you?
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A Way to End
We long for joy, especially as Christmas draws closer. The carols, parties, decorations, and wonder of children invite us to adopt a joyful attitude, but joy is not
always easy to come by. Strange as it may seem, joy takes discipline and planning
to achieve. Help learners understand that joy is a choice they must make for themselves,
not because of their circumstances but often in spite of them.

❍ Focused on the Long Haul

Perhaps one of the biggest obstacles to
considering our trials nothing but joy is
our short-term focus. We tend to focus on
what we’re experiencing and how we’re
feeling at the present moment instead of
thinking about who we are becoming.
James focuses on the long haul and challenges us to see the Christian life as a
marathon, not a sprint.

Questions

➤ What disciplines can you practice to
help you focus more on who you are
becoming?
➤ How does a short-term focus make it
more difficult to face trials faithfully?

❍ Advent Prayers

Distribute copies of the resource page,
“Advent Prayers” (Page 30). Lead the class
in praying these prayers, first silently and
then out loud as a group. Invite class
members to pray these prayers during the
week to come.

Resources
Frances Taylor Gench, “Hebrews and James,” Westminster
Bible Companion (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
1996).
Pheme Perkins, “First and Second Peter, James, and Jude,”
Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching
(Louisville: John Knox Press, 1995).

❍ Advent Joy

’Tis the season to be jolly—but often it is
hard to be joyful during the holidays. It
may be the most wonderful time of year,
but it is also the most hectic time of year.
There are plenty of trials in December,
offering multiple opportunities for
growth in endurance.

Questions

➤ What trials often surface during the
holidays?
➤ Do you normally embrace those trials
with joy, or do they overwhelm you
with anxiety, resentment, disappointment, etc.?
➤ How can observing the Advent season
amid the Christmas rush help us face
holiday trials faithfully, looking to God
to produce endurance in us?
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Bible Background
God, the Source of Love

Throughout his letter John
addresses his audience with the
word “beloved.” The word is
certainly appropriate at the beginning of
today’s passage, which celebrates God’s
love for humanity and calls forth the
human response of love for neighbor.
Every sister or brother in Christ should be
beloved in our eyes and treated as such.
John sets the tone by calling his audience
“beloved.”
The central message of 1 John 4:7-12
is that, through Jesus Christ, God took
the initiative in reaching out to the world.
This is the good news we celebrate every
December when we remember how God
took up human existence and dwelled
among us. There is no dispute; God made
the first move and got the ball rolling
when it comes to love, entering our world
in a Bethlehem manger.
A call to love one another is not
unusual. What sets John’s command apart
is the motivation for love (v. 7). John does
not appeal to love as a universal ideal
toward which all should strive, nor does
he argue that love exists within each
person and simply needs to be tapped and
brought to the surface. God is the source
of love. From beginning to end and in
every form, love originates with God.
Simply because love is from God is reason
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enough for us to practice love for each
other.

Knowing God and Loving Others

Love for each other is not an option if one
wants to know God. To know God is to
know one’s own existence originates with
God’s love. This knowledge produces love
for others. The absence of love for others
suggests a person has no personal knowledge of the source of love. John says,
“Everyone who loves is born of God and
knows God. Whoever does not love does
not know God” (vv. 7-8).
John does not mean that faith has no
place when it comes to knowing God. In
the preceding chapter he says, “And this is
his commandment, that we should believe
in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and
love one another, just as he commanded
us” (3:23). Belief and love are both
commanded; neither can be left out. In
light of 1 John 3:23, it seems best not to
make an ironclad rule out of 1 John 4:7-8.
We cannot say that anyone who gives
evidence of love is a follower of Jesus or
that everyone who does not give such
evidence is not part of Christ’s body. John
is not interested in giving a formula to
determine who is in and who is out of the
kingdom. Instead, he is emphasizing the
truth that belief in Jesus and love for
others cannot be separated. Faith and love
go together.
Love for others reveals that a person
loves God because “God is love” (v. 8).

When you know God you know love,
and such personal knowledge leads to
love for others. That God is love
“means not simply that love is one of
his activities, but that all his activity is
loving” (Smalley, 239). Every thought,
word, action, and intention of God originates in and proceeds from love. Anyone
who truly knows God loves others
because love and God cannot be separated.

The Revelation of God’s Love

We do not discover God’s love through
exploration or earn God’s love through
worthy behavior. God’s love is revealed to
us. The love of God is made known to us
on God’s initiative and according to God’s
plan. Thus John says, “God’s love was
revealed among us in this way…” (v. 9).
The specific revelation John speaks of has
already occurred (“God’s love was
revealed”), and it happened up close and
personal (“revealed among us”). God did
not speak love from afar but came among
human beings to reveal love in human
flesh.
This is the way God’s love was
revealed: “God sent his only Son into the
world so that we might live through him”
(v. 9). A Christmas carol declares, “Thou
didst leave thy throne and thy kingly
crown when thou camest to earth for me”
(Elliott). It was love that compelled God
to leave heaven and enter the realm of
human experience. Christians confess the
loving nature of God precisely because of
what we see of God in God’s Son Jesus
Christ. God sent Jesus into the world. The
One who is love came to those who are
not love, lived among us, died for us, and
was raised from the dead so that we might
live. This life is “through him,” and life
through the Son of the One who is love
will be a life characterized by love.
Since God is love, all of God’s actions
simply are love, so John can say, “In this is
love, not that we loved God but that he
loved us and sent his Son to be the
atoning sacrifice for our sins” (v. 10).
God’s decision to send Jesus into the

I. The Origin of Love (4:7-8)
A. God is the source of love, the One
from whom love originates, the One
who defines, displays, and gives love.
B. God is the source of love because
God is love. Every thought, word, and
action of God is a loving thought,
word, or action.
II. The Revelation of Love (4:9-10)
A. God’s love is “revealed among us”
according to God’s initiative. This
knowledge is given up close and
personal.
B. God’s revelation is focused in one
historic person who lived at a specific
time in history, Jesus of Nazareth,
who gave “the atoning sacrifice for
our sins.”
III. The Human Response to God’s Love
(4:11-12)
A. God loved us first. Our response to
this love is to love each other. Jesus
displays what love looks like and calls
us to follow his example.
B. The love of God was revealed through
the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus.
1. When we follow Jesus’ example
and love each other, God’s love is
revealed through us. People see
God when we love as God loves.
2. The more we love, the more we
know God and the more God’s
love is perfected in us.

world flows from God’s love for us.
Human love for God did not prompt God
to send Jesus. The initiative was entirely
from heaven.
We prove that we are not love through
our sins, which separate us from God.
Love cannot coexist with sin, since sin is
the opposite of love. God wants to live
with us and therefore must remove the
barrier of human sin. On the cross the
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very best of God—God’s only Son—was sacrificed in order to atone for our sin and make
us “at one” with God.
Our love for others is in response to God’s love for us (v. 11). God makes the first
move and comes to us. Our response is to love one another. Love for each other does
not earn anything from God but is a response to what God has already given us.
When we respond to God’s love with love for each other, people see God through us.
“No one has ever seen God,” but “if we love one another, God lives in us” (v. 12). This
means that our love for each other gives partial glimpses of God. Since God is love and
God lives in us through our love, our love reveals God to the world.
The more we love and the longer we live with God living in us, the more God’s “love
is perfected in us” (v. 12). A wonderful cycle emerges. God initiates a relationship with
us by sending Jesus into the world. Jesus is God’s first move of love. We respond by
believing in Jesus and loving our neighbor, enabling us to know God and causing God
to live in us. The more we know the One who lives in us, the more we love others. The
more we love others, the more we know God and the more God’s love is perfected in us.

A Way to Begin
John emphasizes the responsive nature of human love. Human beings do not
generate love on their own because love is from God and God is love. Love is
not our invention but our response. We love because God loved us first.

❍ God Makes the First Move

In every relationship someone makes the
first move. Someone strikes up a conversation, extends an invitation, or walks
across the room or the street and makes
an introduction. If someone does not
take the initiative, both parties miss out
on the friendship that might have been
established.

Questions

➤ Recall a time when you initiated a
relationship or someone initiated a
relationship with you. What were the
circumstances? What was your motivation? What was theirs?
➤ Do you find it easy or difficult to initiate a relationship? What might make it
hard?
➤ In Jesus Christ, God made the first
move with us and invites us to respond.
What was God’s motivation?
➤ What were the difficulties involved in
God’s first move? For what reasons
might God have chosen not to bear
these difficulties?
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❍ Love God, Love People

In Matthew 22:36, a lawyer asks Jesus,
“Teacher, which commandment in the law
is the greatest?” Jesus’ response is
twofold: love God and love your neighbor.
Notice the lawyer asks “which commandment” and Jesus answers with two
commandments, indicating that love for
God and love for neighbor are inseparable. We have a hard time keeping the two
together, though. It’s easy to focus on
prayer, Bible study, and corporate worship
to such an extent that we forget the needs
of a hurting world. It’s also easy to be so
focused on meeting needs that we neglect
these important spiritual disciplines that
bring us closer to the God of love.

Questions

➤ When have you found yourself obeying
one commandment but not the other?
➤ How can we make sure we love God and
love neighbor at the same time?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Love is many things to many people. To some it’s a universal ideal toward which
we all should aspire. To others it’s a feeling we have toward the person with whom
we’re in love. Biblically speaking, however, love is about God. God is love, God
loves us and initiates a relationship with us through Jesus (the highest expression of God’s
love), and God calls us to respond to divine love with love for each other.

❍ The Source of Love

Read 1 John 4:7-8. Note that all of John’s
reasons for loving each other have to do
with who God is. God is the source of love
and God is love. These are reasons
enough for us to love each other.

Questions

➤ John says love each other “because love
is from God.” Why does he not say,
“because it is the right thing to do,” or
“because it will make your life more
fulfilling and bring peace and harmony
to your relationships”?
➤ What are some other reasons why we
love each other—both faithful and less
than faithful reasons?
➤ How does love for others lead to the
knowledge of God, and why does the
absence of love for others indicate a
lack of knowledge of God?

❍ Love in Scripture

Distribute copies of the “Love in
Scripture” resource page (Page 31).
Working in teams or individually, have
group members list the characteristics of
God’s love as found in each Scripture
passage.

❍ The Ultimate Expression of
God’s Love

Read 1 John 4:9-10. When John says God
is love, he’s speaking from experience.
Having seen Jesus with his own eyes (1 Jn
1:1), he has personal experience with the
visible and ultimate expression of God’s
love, Jesus. Through his life, death, and
resurrection, Jesus displays God’s love for
humanity.

Questions

➤ What is the significance of God
“sending” Jesus into the world as
opposed to communicating to us from
afar?
➤ What does it mean for Jesus to be “the
atoning sacrifice for our sins”?

❍ The Human Response

Read 1 John 4:11-12. God loves us first.
We do not evoke, earn, or awaken love in
God’s heart; it’s already there and was
demonstrated through Jesus. The
response God requires is for us to love
each other.

Questions

➤ Why does John say “love one another”
instead of “love God”?
➤ Why does John connect God living in
us with our love for each other?
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A Way to End
Two fundamental realities of life are addressed in this passage: God loves us, and
God calls us to love each other in response. If we get these two things right, we’re
on our way to living a faithful and fulfilling life. When we receive the overwhelming love of God, we cannot help letting it overflow from us to those around us. God’s
love comes to us on its way to others.

❍ Love and the Knowledge of God

When John speaks of knowing God
(4:7-8), he does not have academic or
intellectual knowledge in mind but rather
personal intimacy. He refers to knowing
God with heart and soul, in the very core
of our being. This kind of personal knowledge of God can only happen when we
love others in a deeply personal and
significant way.

Questions

➤ Drawing on your personal experience,
describe the connection between
personal intimacy with God and loving
your neighbors. How has love for
neighbors strengthened your knowledge of God?
➤ Have you ever based your intimacy with
God solely on prayer and Bible study?
➤ How can we begin to view love for
neighbors as not merely a command
but as a spiritual discipline through
which we see God?
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❍ Making the First Move

Since God made the first move toward us,
we ought to make the first move toward
others. Love doesn’t wait for others to act
but proactively seeks to bless others. A
person who loves is a person who initiates
and nurtures relationships.
Christmas is a few days away. Parties
and work and church remain, and family
gatherings await. Toward whom is God
calling you to make a “first move”? A new
neighbor? A colleague who has no family
in town? A grieving church member? A
family member who feels left out?

Resource
Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, Word Biblical
Commentary, vol. 51 (Dallas: Word, 1984).
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Bible Background
The Conviction of Things Not
Seen

“Now faith is the assurance of
things hoped for” (Heb 11:1). If
something is “hoped for,” it is not something we currently see or experience. We
hope it will one day be a reality in our
lives, but when hope is rooted in faith we
have assurance that what we hope for will
one day come true. Christian hope tells us
that one day the kingdom of God will be
fully established, and all will be as God
desires it to be. We cannot see God, nor
can we see the kingdom of God in which
all things are done according to the Lord’s
will. But what we cannot see with our eyes
we believe with our hearts. There is
enough evidence for us to believe that
God exists, to believe that God’s will will
be done and that our lives are in God’s
hands. At Christmas, we recall that since
God has come to us in Christ, we can be
assured that God will be with us in the
future.
Faith is also “the conviction of things
not seen.” We cannot see God with our
eyes, nor can we see conclusive proof that
the kingdom of God is among us already
and will one day be fully established.
Wasn’t this Mary’s inspired vision when
she sang the Magnificat (Lk 1:46-55)? The
coming of Christ is a promise that one
day all will be as God desires it to be. We
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are physically blind to the reality that
Christ is Lord of the universe. But faith as
“the conviction of things not seen” means
that Christ’s lordship is the central truth
around which we lead our lives.
While faith looks back, trusting in the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, faith
also has its eyes on what is to come. Far
from producing passivity, the hope and
conviction of faith leads us to work now
for God’s kingdom, knowing that God’s
promises will one day be fulfilled.

Approval

Instead of explaining what it means to
live by the conviction of things not seen,
the writer of Hebrews shows us.
Beginning with verse 4, chapter 11 is a
roll call of people from the Old Testament
who based their lives on a reality they
could not see. In a summary introductory
statement, the writer says, “Indeed, by
faith our ancestors received approval”
(v. 2). The phrase “received approval”
literally means “received testimony.” Their
testimony is recorded in the Bible. The
fact that their stories are recorded in
Scripture “is the equivalent of saying that
God testifies to their faithfulness. The
brief sketches in the roll call that follows
are there to be read as God’s testimony
about their lives” (Craddock, 131). God
testifies to their faithfulness so that we
will follow their example.

Creation

Before examining the roll call of people
who exemplified faith, the writer appeals
to the doctrine of creation as an example
of believing in what cannot be seen,
saying in verse 2, “By faith we understand
that the worlds were prepared by the word
of God, so that what is seen was made
from things that are not visible.” God
spoke creation into being. Everything
owes its existence to and finds its origin
in God.
Such knowledge comes only through
faith in what cannot be seen. This is not
to deny the importance of scientific study
but rather to remind us that in addition
to what can be tested, measured, and
defined, there is a reality that transcends
us and is beyond our comprehension.
From the transcendent realm God spoke
the worlds into being, which means that
“to the eye of faith, the universe is not
simply an aimless swirl of energy and
matter but a creation, an expression of the
love of God sustained by God’s hidden
providence” (Long, 114).

make him an example of true faith, since
“without faith it is impossible to please
God” (v. 6).
Since Enoch was rewarded by God, he
is an example of someone who sought
God, for God “rewards those who seek
him” (v. 6). The writer is not talking
about a generic faith that God exists as
opposed to a view of the universe with no
room for God. Instead, the sense is that
even though God cannot be seen, God is
active, invested, and involved in all of
creation. God wants to be sought and
rewards those who do the seeking, even
though they cannot see the One they seek.
Noah is commended because he heard
God’s warning “about events as yet
unseen” (Heb 11:7) and acted on that
warning—even though it seemed like a
crazy idea to build an ark and gather all
the animals two by two. Noah had no way
of envisioning the great deluge, but he
obeyed God anyway, and thus became an
example of living by “the conviction of
things not seen.”

The Roll Call Begins

Abel and his older brother Cain both
brought sacrifices to God, “and the
LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had
no regard” (Gen 4:4-5). We’re not told
why Abel’s sacrifice was acceptable and
Cain’s was not. What matters for the
writer of Hebrews is that Abel was found
faithful and remains an example to be
followed. Even when the result of our
sacrifice might lead others to do us harm
(such as when Cain murdered Abel), we
are to do what is right and faithful.
Enoch “walked with God; then he was
no more, because God took him” (Gen
5:24). The details of Enoch’s story are
sparse. The important detail in this text is
that Enoch “walked with God.” By New
Testament times, this cryptic phrase was
interpreted to mean that Enoch passed
into heaven without experiencing death.
The fact that he did not die and that he
pleased God (Heb 11:5) is enough to
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I. A Celebration of Faith (11:1)
A. Faith is the assurance of things
hoped for.
B. Faith is the conviction of things not
seen.
II. Two General Statements about Faith
(11:2-3)
A. “By faith” our ancestors received
God’s approval (v. 2).
B. “By faith” we understand that God is
the creator (v. 3).
III. The Roll Call of Faith Begins (11:4-7)
A. “By faith” Abel offered an acceptable
sacrifice (v. 4).
B. “By faith” Enoch pleased God
(vv. 5-6).
C. “By faith” Noah heeded God’s word
(v. 7).

Verse 7 says that by his faith, Noah “condemned the world,” most likely meaning that
his trust in God exposed his neighbors’ lack of faith. Also, by faith he “became an heir
to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith.” Through faith and trust in God’s
word, Noah “inherited the capacity to live in righteousness, to make the right choices”
(Long, 118).
All that Abel, Enoch, and Noah received from God was a result of their faith, a faith
not defined simply by believing certain things about God but by a willingness to act on
what they could not see. So we too are called to put faith into action, living for a
kingdom we cannot see but that will one day be fully revealed. We are called to trust
that the promises of God are true, and live accordingly.

A Way to Begin
Within the Christian tradition there are many practices that strengthen our
faith. Prayer, reflection, and rigorous theological study often deepen our understanding and experience of God. Stepping out in faith in some form of service
often leads to wonderful encounters with God, and we find our faith strengthened. But one of
the simplest yet most profound ways to strengthen our faith is to spend time with people of
deep faith. As we observe, interact with, and imitate faithful persons, our own faith grows.

❍ “Roll Calls” of Faith

Hebrews 11 contains a roll call of faith,
listing faithful servants from the Old
Testament and describing how they lived
by faith. In a moment we’ll look at the
first three people on the list. If we were to
compose a similar list of faithful people
from our own day, who would be on it?

❍ Who Shaped Your Faith?

There is no such thing as a self-made
Christian. Someone introduced us to
Jesus, modeled discipleship for us, and
helped us grow in faith. Invite class
members to name and describe the people
in their lives who have strengthened their
faith.

Questions

➤ Make a list of public, well-known
Christians in our lifetimes who display
(or displayed) great faith.
➤ Make a list of people in your church,
past and present, who have lived by
faith.
➤ What characteristics do you see in these
people that mark them as possessing
great faith?
➤ How has God used their faith to make
a difference in the world, in your
church, and in your community?
➤ What prevents you from imitating the
faith they display?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The phrase “blind faith” is usually used in a derogatory way to criticize someone
who acts in ways inconsistent with visible evidence. Yet biblical faith certainly
has a “blind” element to it, as we base our lives on a God we cannot see and a
reality (the kingdom of God) we do not fully experience. What does it mean for Christians
to live according to an unseen reality?

❍ Receiving Approval

Read Hebrews 11:2. A natural question
that arises from this verse is, “Does this
mean that showing great faith is a way of
earning God’s approval? What about
God’s approval as a gift we cannot earn?”
Explain that the concept of receiving
testimony in verse 2 refers not to the
earning of salvation but to the way God
testifies of each person’s faith by recording their story in the Bible. God approves
the faith of our ancestors because their
faith was pleasing to God and because it
serves as an example for us to imitate.

❍ Seen and Unseen Realities

Read Hebrews 11:3. The writer includes
this verse not to raise questions about
science versus creation, but to emphasize
that God made what is visible out of what
is not visible. Belief in creation involves
belief in what is not seen.
In the Christmas story, the (visible)
birth of Jesus came about because of the
(invisible) work of the Holy Spirit.

Questions

➤ Are there other examples in Matthew 1
and Luke 2 of God working invisibly to
bring about visible changes in the
world?
➤ How did God’s invisible working pose a
challenge for Joseph, Mary, and others
in the Christmas story?
➤ How does God’s invisible working pose
a challenge for us?
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Lesson 5

❍ Abel, Enoch, and Noah

Hebrews 11:2 summarizes the faith of our
Old Testament ancestors. Verse 4 begins
the “roll call” of faith that continues for
the rest the chapter.
Divide the class into three groups.
Assign each group to read the story of one
of the three heroes of faith in these verses:
Abel (Gen 4:1-10; Heb 11:4), Enoch (Gen
5:18-24; Heb 11:5-6), and Noah (Gen 6:1114, 22; Heb 11:7). Have them discuss the
following questions, then share their findings with the class.

Questions

➤ How did your assigned person act by
faith?
➤ What could they not see that required
them to trust God?
➤ Why does the writer of Hebrews
include them in the roll call of faith?
Finally, have participants suggest appropriate endings to sentences such as
“By faith Mary…” or “By faith the
shepherds….”

A Way to End
How is our faith strengthened? Hebrews 11:1-7 names strong faith as the ability to
live by our convictions and by what we hope for. The writer does not call us to
generate hope and conviction on our own but to rely on the examples of others
who live by faith. Faith grows when it is lived within a community of faithful people who
help each other live by hope and conviction.

❍ Living by Our Convictions

Faith is not solely an intellectual exercise
in which we establish what we believe and
then logically defend our beliefs. Faith is
also something we practice daily. If what
we believe does not transform the way we
live, our faith is not strong. When faith is
the assurance of things hoped for and the
conviction of things not seen, it influences every aspect of our lives.

Questions

➤ How does your life reflect an assurance
of hope and the conviction of things
not seen?
➤ What would it look like for your faith
to guide your steps each day? What
new things would you do? What would
you stop doing?

❍ Looking Back

It’s important for us to reflect regularly
on our lives, and the ending of the calendar year is a good time for reflection.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“The Year of Faith in Review” (Page 32).
Give group members an opportunity to
read and discuss the worksheet. Alternatively, let them take the page home and
work through it in private.

❍ Looking Forward

We love to celebrate the birth of Jesus, but
how now shall we live in light of God’s
presence among us? When we live by
faith, we show that there are greater
things in life than what can be seen. This
assurance helps us carry Christmas with
us all year long.

Question

➤ What new spiritual discipline can you
add to your life in the year to come?
➤ What hindrance to faith can you strive
to remove?
➤ What will you do in 2009 to live more
faithfully as a disciple of Christ?

Resources
Fred B. Craddock, “Letter to the Hebrews,” The New
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 12 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998).
Thomas G. Long, Hebrews, Interpretation (Louisville: John
Knox, 1997).
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ABRAHAM’S STORY
Genesis 12:1
God’s call is for Abram to leave what is familiar (country, relatives, family home) and go to an
unfamiliar place (“the land that I will show you”). Imagine what it would be like for you to
leave these familiar things in your life. Imagine what it would be like to set out on the road
and not know where you are going, but to trust that God will show you the way.
• Do you know anyone who has actually left everything to go to an unfamiliar place that God
has shown them?
Genesis 12:2-3
• List the ways in which God made a great nation
out of Abram’s family.
• How was Abram blessed and his name made
great in the process?
• How have all the families of the earth been
blessed through Abraham?
Genesis 22:1-14
The sacrifice God asks Abraham to make is
unimaginable to us. Yet Abraham is prepared to
obey, no questions asked.
• Why did God make such a demand, and why is Abraham so willing to obey?
• Do you think God intentionally puts us to the test today, or was this test of Abraham given
because of Abraham’s central role in Israel’s history?
• Abraham named the place where God provided a lamb, “The Lord will provide.” Are there
places in your life to which you could give similar names, specific places where you experienced God’s provision?
Genesis 22:15-17
• In what ways did God elaborate on the original promise made in Genesis 12?
• If God was so excited and amazed and responsive to Abraham’s obedience (making an oath
to fulfill a promise already made), how do you think God responds to our obedience?
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PRACTICES OF ATTENTION
Showing attention to “enemies” far from home
• Pray for the enemies of our country. If we truly believe that God wants everyone to
repent and follow Jesus (2 Pet 3:9), then we will pray for Osama bin Laden,
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Kim Jong-Il, and any other person or country considered a
threat to world peace.
• Support efforts to provide humanitarian aid, especially to places hostile to the
United States.
Showing attention to “enemies” close to home
• Instead of inwardly stewing against people with whom we’re in conflict, disagree
with, or dislike, commit to pray for their well-being.
• Go out of your way to remember that person’s birthday, compliment that person, or
offer your support in a difficult time.
• Ask God to create opportunities to converse with that person. Ask them to tell you
their story so that you can discover what their life is like. You’ll come to a greater
understanding of why they are the way they are, and they will appreciate the fact
that you listened to them.
Getting to know our neighbors so we
can rejoice and weep with them
• Host a neighborhood Christmas party.
• Go Christmas caroling in your neighborhood.
• Invite your neighbors to dinner, one
family at a time.
• Make Sunday afternoon “neighborhood
day” at your house. Spend the afternoon
walking through the neighborhood or
sitting on the porch, asking God to bring
neighbors into your path. Organize a
neighborhood kickball, football, or soccer game for kids and adults. Bake
cookies and take them to your neighbors.
• Go to the ballgames of your neighbor’s
children, especially if your neighbor does
not have extended family that live nearby.
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ADVENT PRAYERS
Gracious God,
Thank you for the trials of the year that is ending.
Some have been harder than others.
Some have required more from me than I thought I could give.
In some it’s easy to see what you were teaching me;
In others I’m still not sure what I need to learn.
But in all of the trials, you have walked with me.
As the year nears its completion, thank you for producing
endurance in me through these trials.
Thank you for loving me enough to allow my faith to be tested,
so that I might become more of who you created me to be. Amen.

!

Gracious God,
I pray for joy, true joy in my life.
The joy that comes from Christmas parties, presents, and carols is real,
and I don’t want to miss a moment of it.
But I know there is a deeper joy than these holiday traditions can give.
It’s a joy that knows trials, suffering, and disappointment.
It’s a joy that knows that you are always with us, especially in the trials.
It’s a joy that embraces trials because of what they bring: endurance.
Produce endurance in me today through the trials I face.
Make me complete, and give me a joy that transcends my circumstances.
In the name of the One who endured the trial of the cross so that we might live. Amen.

!

Gracious God,
I pray for all who experience trials today.
For those facing the trial of illness, bring healing.
For those facing the trial of grief, bring comfort.
For those facing the trial of loneliness, bring community.
For those facing the trial of hunger, bring sustenance.
For those facing the trial of homelessness, bring shelter.
For those facing the trial of danger, bring safety.
For those facing the trial of despair, bring hope.
Use the trials your church faces to bring endurance to your people,
that we might give witness to the gospel through our words and lives.
Use the trials of this world to bring endurance to its inhabitants, that we might
learn to live as you created us to live.
Use our trials to bring us face to face with our need for Jesus, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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LOVE IN SCRIPTURE
Text: more text

God is the source of love and God is love, so if we want to love we need to understand
how God loves. What do the following Scripture passages tell us about God’s love?

!

“In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; you guided
them by your strength to your holy abode.” (Exod 15:13)

“O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; for his steadfast love endures forever.” (Ps 106:1)

“For I the LORD love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing.” (Isa 61:8)

“…for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” ( Jon 4:2)

“And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am
well pleased.’” (Mt 3:17)

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” ( Jn 3:16)

“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or
rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does
not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” (1 Cor 13:4-7)
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THE YEAR OF FAITH IN REVIEW

Text: more text
Describe a moment in the past year when you lived by “the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen.”

Describe a moment when you could have lived by “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction
of things not seen,” but did not take advantage of the opportunity.

How was your faith strengthened during the Advent season we’ve just observed?

Who is on your “roll call” of faith for the past year? What did you see in them and what did you learn
from them?

If you were on someone else’s roll call for the past year, how would they describe your example?
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