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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
Unlike the majority of Paul’s
letters, the letter to Philemon
is very personal in tone and
message. Although Philemon was
the main recipient, Paul also addressed
the letter to Apphia and Archippus (Paul’s
coworkers and possibly Philemon’s
relatives). In addition, Paul wanted the
church meeting in Philemon’s house to
hear the letter (v. 2). We can assume Paul’s
message affected the entire congregation.
Paul was likely imprisoned in Rome
when he wrote Philemon and Colossians.
However, he might have been in either
Caesarea or Ephesus. Since Onesimus is
mentioned in Colossians 4:9, most
commentators assume that Philemon
lived in or near Colossae and that
Tychicus and Onesimus sent the two
similar letters simultaneously (Vinson,
682).
Paul wrote to Philemon and the
church with a specific request. Paul had
met Onesimus, a slave separated from his
owner, Philemon. Under Paul’s “parental”
guidance, Onesimus had become a
Christian. The name Onesimus literally
means useful, and Paul refers to
Onesimus’s transformation with a play on
words in verse 11: “Formerly he was
useless to you, but now he is indeed
useful both to you and to me.” Onesimus
was a common name for slaves during the
Athenian period; owners bestowed a

Teaching Guide

SPEAKING OF
CHALLENGE
Philemon 8-16

name meaning “useful” and “profitable”
in hopes that the slave would live up to
his name (Bruce, 402). Paul appealed to
Philemon and to the church to welcome
Onesimus’s return, not for his usefulness
as a slave, but for his usefulness as a
servant of Christ. Paul even hinted to
Philemon that he would enjoy keeping
Onesimus with him, but only if Philemon
agreed to send him back.
There is little in the text to explain
Onesimus’s separation from Philemon or
Onesimus’s ultimate fate. Regardless, this
“runaway” slave had not only broken the
law, but he had broken trust with
Philemon.
Slavery was a common part of firstcentury cultural and social structure.
Unlike slaves in America’s past, firstcentury slaves were not necessarily
distinguished by race, lack of wealth, or
even education. In fact, many slaves
during this time were more educated than
their masters: “Although slavery was not
always as miserable as it is popularly
supposed to have been, the laws were
particularly strict against runaway slaves
and persons who assisted them, and a
master could inflict severe penalties on a
slave who was returned to him”
(Marshall, 177-78).
Onesimus and Paul were in a difficult
situation. Paul knew it was his duty by
law to return Onesimus to his owner. As
much as Paul wanted Onesimus to assist
him in his missionary endeavors, Paul

knew it was more important to help
restore the relationship between
Philemon and Onesimus. It was not
enough for the slave/master relationship to be reestablished. Paul saw a
larger vision. The power of Christ had set
Onesimus free to become a part of the
body of Christ, and Paul knew Onesimus
would be most useful in the church at
Colossae.
Some wonder why Paul did not speak
directly to the issue of slavery. In other
letters, we learn more about Paul’s
understanding of slave and master relationships. He makes clear that there are
no distinctions of race, gender, or social
class under the love of Christ (Col 3:11;
Gal 3:28). Love does not discriminate.
Through faith, we are all set free and
clothed with the fabric of Christ’s love.
Even when Paul suggests that slaves obey
their earthly masters and that masters
should treat their slaves justly and fairly
(Col 3:22; Eph 6:5), it is in the context of a
complex social and political situation.
Remember, Paul and the early church
believed that the end of the age was near.
Paul challenged the church to change
inwardly and to realize that all believers
remain free in the Lord (1 Cor 21–24).
Paul preached the law of Christabiding love. Out of love, Paul challenged
Philemon and the household church to
accept Onesimus’s return and to affirm
his transformation. Paul obeyed the law
but confronted the practices of the
community. He used this opportunity to
bring about real change. Not only did
Paul hope for a restored relationship, but
he challenged the church to transform
their thinking. He knew it would take a
personal letter, written with careful
words, to help Philemon and the church
act outside the social and political norm.
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Introduction: The good news of Christ’s
love transforms Onesimus, a runaway slave.
Paul makes an appeal to his coworker and
friend, Philemon, that Philemon and the
congregation in Colossae receive Onesimus
as a brother in Christ.
I. Request Out of Love (Philem 8-11)
A. Paul appeals to Philemon on the basis
of love (vv. 8-9).
B. Onesimus, under Paul’s guidance, has
become a Christian and a “useful”
servant in the church (vv. 10-11).
II. It’s Up to You (Philem 12-14)
A. Paul sends Onesimus back to
Philemon (vv. 12-13).
B. It is up to Philemon and the church to
forgive Onesimus and to receive him
into the church (v. 14).
III. The Challenge (Philem 15-16)
A. Paul implies that God is at work in this
transformation (v. 15).
B. As God’s people, the church is called
to be a community (v. 16).

A Way to Begin
The older I get, the more I want things to stay the same. Recently, I visited the small
town where I was born and raised. As we drove through the winding roads, I was
amazed at all the new businesses, tourist shops, and restaurants. My memories of
cow pastures and grassy hills turned into real snapshots of parking lots and mountaintop hotels. I
was disappointed that the area was not as I remembered. Sometimes it is hard to accept change. It
is especially hard to change our habits and ways of thinking. We like to experience the same traditions with our families around holidays. We like to sit in the same places in worship.
When it comes to our faith, if we are responsive to our calling as Christians,
then we must be open to change. Not only are our lives transformed through God’s love
and power, but we also are empowered to change the brokenness and injustices in our world. Paul
urged Philemon and the church in Colossae to change their thinking about Onesimus and, in the
process, to become a transformed church.

❍ Understanding Change

This week’s session focuses on changes in
the life of a slave and the life of a congregation. While the congregation at
Colossae may not have called their transformation dramatic, the message in Paul’s
letter to Philemon remains relevant today.
Each day we have opportunities to make a
difference in the world, but often we are
afraid of the consequences of our decisions. Yet our faith demands that we
bring about change inwardly and
outwardly: “God’s grace can intercept us,
intervene in our particular situations,
inspire hope in our hearts, and bring
about needed change in our lives” (Felder,
900).
Before reading the Scripture for
today’s session, write the word “change”
on the board. Allow group members to
describe what change is like and how it
affects them. Ask: Why are we reluctant to
change? Why does our faith challenge us
to change? In what ways can we bring
about change inwardly and outwardly?
The community in today’s Scripture
experienced challenge and change. Ask
your class to continue thinking about
change as they read the session’s text. Ask
them to point out where they see change
happening or where change is about to
occur in Colossae. This initial activity will
help learners understand the purpose of

Paul’s letter. It will also inspire their
thinking about the central question: How
is God calling us to change?

❍ Creating Change

God’s power creates real change in our
world. Not only is the Bible full of ordinary people God used to do great things,
but people throughout history have also
risked great persecution and sometimes
death in order to do what was right.
Martin Luther King Jr., Mother Teresa,
and Clarence Jordan (founder of Koinonia
Farm) all shared a common passion for
doing what they believed was right. These
ordinary people created extraordinary
change in the lives of many because they
acted out their faith.
Ask the group to think of specific
people in recent history who have created
positive change. Write these names on the
board. Then, as you review the list, ask
class members to think about people they
know personally who have brought about
positive change on a smaller scale.

Questions

➤ What motivates us to bring about
change?
➤ What risks are involved in following
God’s call in our lives?
➤ How do most people respond to
change?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Exploring Scripture often leaves us asking questions instead of finding quick answers.
Jesus even taught by asking questions so that people could discover and experience
truth for themselves. In this session’s text, Paul wants Philemon and the church
to realize for themselves God’s desire for them. Onesimus is an outsider, and they are
being asked to accept him into the church. Paul hopes that their “good deed” of accepting Onesimus
will be voluntary and not out of duty or force (v. 14). He wants their response to be genuine and
self-motivated. Not only had a transformation taken place in Onesimus’s life, but the church at
Colossae stood on the threshold of a transformation.
Consider writing questions that immediately surface as you read the text. As you explore the
Scripture together, allow these questions to guide your discussion of the text.

❍ A Question of Slavery

Because of Onesimus’s relationship with Philemon, the issue of
slavery becomes a discussion
topic. As noted in the Bible
Background section, Paul was
aware of Onesimus’s situation,
but he does not specifically
condemn or refute slavery as an
institution. Paul may have
thought his message of freedom
and recon-ciliation in Christ,
rather than reforming social
establishments, would make more
of a difference in the short term.
Discuss Paul’s attitude toward
slavery, using the following questions.

Questions

➤ Why did Paul not make a
specific request for the freedom
of Onesimus?
➤ Does Paul’s appeal in Philemon
support or condemn slavery?
➤ How does the context of Paul’s
situation influence his appeal
to Philemon?
➤ What do Paul’s other letters say
about the relationship between
slaves and masters (see 1 Cor
7:21; Col 3:22–4:1; Eph 6:5-9)?
How do these statements align
with Paul’s overall theology?

6

Lesson 1

❍ The Demands of Law and Love

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, World War II German
theologian, once said, “The Christian must strive,
while fully aware of the demands of both Law and
Love, to discover and do what appears to be right
in any situation. Then, as the believer acts, he or
she must pray, ‘Lord, I am doing what I honestly
believe to be right. Forgive me where I am wrong’
” (Wellborn, 9). In Philemon, the church at
Colossae is dealing with the demands of law and
love. The law called for them to reject Onesimus,
allow him to be punished, even executed. Yet the
law of Christ called the church to respond to
Onesimus out of love and to receive him into the
fellowship of faith. Paul’s love for Onesimus and
the community urged him to offer a challenge.
After working through the session outline
with your group and exploring their questions,
guide them in a discussion of the social environment in which Paul wrote to Philemon. Begin by
discussing the above quotation by Bonhoeffer.
Discuss the challenges Bonhoeffer faced during
World War II. Based on his quotation, how did
his faith call him to take action? Did he believe
his faith would make a difference? Help learners
compare Bonhoeffer’s fears and challenges with
those of Paul, Philemon, and the church.

Questions

➤ How were the demands of both law and love an
important part of the Colossians’ and
Bonhoeffer’s situations? How did they respond
to these demands?
➤ What similar challenges do we face? Why does
our faith demand that we bring about change?

A Way to End
Paul’s challenge to Philemon and the church in his house is also ours. How many
Onesimuses do we know? Have we welcomed them into our households and churches
with love and acceptance? Are we afraid of what might be required of us to reach
outside our comfort zones? Maybe we are afraid of what our membership might be if we really
ministered to the marginalized in our communities. God has a purpose for each of us, and
we can become vessels of change if we allow God to work in us.
Guide your learners in a time of reflection and response to the challenge of transformation.
Encourage them to evaluate their individual opportunities for change, and challenge them to
respond by living out their faith. We can make a difference. Will we?

❍ Called to Be God’s People

Close the session with a reading adapted
from a hymn that calls us to act on our
faith in Christ. Before closing with the
reading, ask group members to reflect on
the following questions: How would my
life be different if I allowed God to transform me? How would my relationships be
different? Where in my community can I
make a difference? Will I be willing to
bring about change? Allow each person to
read one line of the hymn, or form groups
and read it responsively. You may want to
sing it together as a hymn of response.
We are called to be God’s people, Showing by
our lives His grace,
One in heart and one in spirit, Sign of hope for
all the race.
Let us show how He has changed us, And
remade us as His own,
Let us share our life together as we shall around
His throne.
We are called to be God’s prophets, Speaking for
the truth and right;
Standing firm for godly justice, Bringing evil
into light.
Let us seek the courage needed, Our high
calling to fulfill,
That we all may know the blessing of the doing
of God’s will. ( Jackson and Haydn)

❍ Real Change

Like the church in Colossae, we are
encouraged to see beyond the labels and

laws of our day. We must remember that
change begins within us.
Ask the class to hear the following
statement as a meditation: “Real change
happens when we restore our own
relationships, when we minister to the
hurting and lonely, when we share our
voice in the community, and when we see
the ‘down and out’ as our brothers and
sisters.” Then close the session by reading
the following prayer of challenge and
response:
God of our community and the whole
community of believers, it is right and
good that we think about the way
your Spirit moves among us. We
wonder how we can reach out to those
with whom we pray who are
struggling with pain we cannot
comprehend. We wonder how we can
make a difference in a hungry world.
We wonder how we will meet the
demands of this week. Give us the
strength we need to be your church, to
accept the cost of joy and discipleship,
to be gracious in service of others, to
proclaim the gospel to all the world.
When our call seems overwhelming,
teach us the value of one hand
extended in love, one word expressed
in care, one plate of food for a hungry
person, one moment of rest in a day of
work, one voice of hope lifting a
lonely spirit. May we be vessels of your
love and grace. Amen. (Sledge, 98)
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Bible Background
Second Timothy is one of
three letters commonly called
the Pastoral Epistles. First
Timothy and Titus complete this
trio of writings, which are all similar in
style and vocabulary. Second Timothy is a
more personal letter than the other
Pastorals. Paul speaks directly to
Timothy, offering words of encouragement and renewal for this young minister.
In our session’s text, Timothy is challenged to stay committed to his work and
to endure the sufferings that come with
spreading the gospel. The urgent tone of
the letter likely indicates Paul’s belief that
the end of the age is near and that there is
no time to allow persecution or fear to
lessen one’s devotion to the task.
Timothy, the “beloved child” and traveling companion of Paul, lived in Lystra
in Asia Minor. His father was Greek, and
his mother was a Jew who had become a
Christian (Acts 16). Timothy’s grandmother Lois and his mother Eunice
helped him develop a “sincere faith” (2
Tim 1:5). When Paul invited Timothy to
join him on his missionary journey, he
had Timothy circumcised so that the Jews
would not alienate him because of his
Greek heritage. Perhaps Paul also realized
that Timothy’s background and knowledge would help them build relationships
with both Jews and Gentiles.
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This letter reveals that Timothy was
discouraged, even fearful. In the first
chapter, Paul reminds Timothy of the
“spirit of power and of love and of selfdiscipline” that God has given him (v. 7).
He also assures Timothy that he is not
alone in his sufferings. In 2 Timothy 1:1618, we learn of Onesiphorous, who
continued serving when others turned
away from the gospel.
These words and stories set up the
appeal to Timothy in our session’s text.
The appeal is for Timothy to be strong,
stay committed, and endure! Be like the
farmers, athletes, and soldiers, for they never
give up. The soldier is not distracted from
his task, and he knows to whom he
answers. The good soldier also “shares in
suffering” (2 Tim 2:3). Here, the text
refers to the common faith Christians
share, which inevitably involves suffering.
Because we suffer together, we are responsible for caring for and carrying one
another through difficult times.
An athlete always has his or her mind
on the goal. The hardest-working farmer
earns the best share of the harvest. All
three metaphors point to the same idea—
commitment and discipline—yet each
image is different. Whatever our work or
ability, we all work toward the same goal
with endurance. At the end of his illustrations, Paul asks Timothy to think about
what he has just read. There is value in
pondering the text, because we must
uncover the truth for ourselves.

Paul then points to his own commitment to Jesus Christ, which has not yet
been fully rewarded (2 Tim 2:9). Still,
he continues to trust in the gift of
eternal life with Christ. Despite his
physical limitations, he is witness to the
unlimited power of God’s word to echo
through the prison walls. His imprisonment is not in vain, and God’s work
continues.
In verse 10, Paul claims his endurance
is for the sake of the “elect.” This term
supports Paul’s claim that the salvation
into which the Gentiles were entering was
the salvation promised to his own people
by the God of Israel (Dunn, 843).
The final phrases of the text are a
carefully crafted “faithful saying.” Paul
often used these sayings as summaries of
the gospel message. This particular saying
could have been part of a hymn sung in
the early church. With these confessions,
Paul reminds us of God’s undying faithfulness and the hope to which we look,
even through our suffering.
The last three lines are difficult. How
can God remain faithful, yet deny those
who deny God? The author’s intention is
to provide a warning for those who turn
completely away from God. The final line,
however, provides hope for those who are
struggling; ultimately, Paul depicts God’s
intention for all people to experience
salvation.

Introduction: Paul knew what it was to
suffer and face rejection for the sake of
spreading the good news. Timothy needed
a dose of encouragement and a renewal of
commitment to this overwhelming task.
Paul makes an urgent appeal that Timothy
rely on God’s strength to stay committed to
his work despite the daily wrangling and
strife.
I. Stay Focused (2 Tim 2:1-2)
A. Stay focused on the task. Be strong!
(v. 1).
B. The message of Christ must be passed
on from generation to generation
(v. 2).
II. Stay Committed (2 Tim 2:3-7)
A. A soldier executes a mission through
suffering and pain (vv. 3-4).
B. Before winning the crown, an athlete
must endure the difficulties of competition (v. 5).
C. The farmer who does the work reaps
the benefits (v. 6).
D. Consider all these examples (v. 7).
III. Endurance Is Possible—Endurance Is
Gain (2 Tim 2:8-13)
A. Paul reminds Timothy of his own
endurance (vv. 8-9).
B. Enduring life’s difficulties is possible
when we trust God’s faithfulness (vv.
10-13).
C. We gain abundant life (vv. 10-13).
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A Way to Begin
No one wants to suffer. In fact, most of us hope to avoid suffering as much as possible. However, our text says believers not only share a common bond of suffering,
but that we must endure. Christians are not immune to bad days, low points, or
suffering. We know God remains faithful even as we suffer, but how are we to respond to the obstacles we face?
Our text helps us ponder how to handle life’s difficulties. A soldier, athlete, and
farmer illustrate commitment and endurance. They stay focused on their tasks and are rewarded in
the end. In contrast to these able and effective workers is Paul, imprisoned and physically unable to
work at his task. Yet God continued working through him, and Paul’s endurance was gain.
This Scripture is both encouraging and challenging. As people of faith, we know we can rely on
God’s strength when faced with hardships. However, we must remain focused and aware of God’s
presence in our lives. Consider opening the session in one of the following ways.

❍ Looking Back

After reading this session’s text, help your
group connect their stories to the
Scripture through personal reflection.
Although we cannot fully understand the
persecution Timothy experienced with the
community in Lystra, we all understand
suffering and hardship. We all want to
make sense of life’s difficulties.
When we reflect on our lives, we
remember the mountaintop experiences
where joy and love abounded. Maybe it
was a wedding day, the birth of a child, or
even several years in a fulfilling job. Yet
we also remember low times when suffering seemed endless. Watching disease
destroy the physical well-being of a family
member or experiencing the tragic death
of a loved one cause extreme pain. In
these times of distress, we wonder how we
will endure.
Ask class members to reflect on the
highlights and low points of their lives.
Then invite volunteers to share some of
their journey. Ask learners to consider
their relationship with God through this
journey.

Questions

➤ When have you sensed that you were
close to God? Did you feel God’s
presence?
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➤ When have you felt that God was far
away or absent? Did you think you
would make it through this difficult
time?
➤ What did you gain through your
suffering?

❍ Making Sense of Suffering

After reading the session text, use the
following story as a discussion starter:
Don struggled with the agonizing
death of his young daughter, Carol. While
leukemia destroyed her body, her father
cursed a God who seemed to be nowhere
around. He went on to curse the church
for not being there to help. Although he
continues to question God’s existence and
the relevance of the church, Don returns
again and again to the church in town.
Sometimes he sits in silence, observing
the images of Christ throughout the sanctuary. And sometimes he weeps
uncontrollably.
Kathy Findley, the author of the story,
asks, “Why did Don return again and
again to that church?” (18).

Questions

➤ How are we to make sense of suffering?
➤ Does suffering come from God, or is it
part of the evil in the world?

A Way to Explore Scripture
A good teacher passes on information to students. A great teacher helps
students become critical thinkers. Our text exemplifies the work of a
great teacher. Paul realized Timothy’s fatigue, and not only did he want to encourage Timothy as a friend, but he also wanted Timothy to ponder his mission from a larger
perspective.
Instead of restating a familiar “call to duty,” the text uses three metaphors to provide new insight.
Timothy is urged to see his purpose in a different light, with renewed hope. The everyday affairs of
the soldier, athlete, and farmer become powerful images upon which we, too, reflect. The
metaphors communicate a message of commitment and discipline, yet each metaphor arrives at
that end from a different path. Similar to our hymns of benediction, the text closes with a “faithful
saying,” a song that calls the reader to respond.

❍ Modern Metaphor

Images of the farmer, athlete, and soldier
were common to first-century culture.
Paul and Timothy probably used these
images to help early Christians better
understand how to live out their faith.
Amazingly, these metaphors still communicate today. Of course, not everyone is a
gifted athlete or a well-trained soldier.
Most of us are not like Paul, who spent
time in prison for staying true to the
gospel message. However, what do all
these images have in common? What was
Paul trying to help Timothy understand?
Metaphors challenge us to “read between
the lines” and discover meaning for
ourselves.
The text encourages Timothy to “be
strong” and remain faithful, but in a practical sense it gives Timothy fresh teaching
aids to use when preaching to and teaching the congregations. Passing on the
traditions of the faith was one of his
important tasks.
While the images in this text still have
meaning today, guide the group in brainstorming other current metaphors or
examples. Have your class form small
groups to brainstorm a “modern
metaphor” for faithful living. Ask each
group to share their metaphor. After each
team reports, ask questions like the
following.

Questions

➤ How are we to live out our faith when
hardships arise?
➤ What does the text call Timothy and
the churches to do?
➤ What examples can you give of ways
you have focused or are focusing on
God’s strength to endure a difficult
situation?

❍ Experiencing Resurrection

Paul claims that the gospel is the reason
for which he suffered and endured hardship. Begin a discussion by asking your
group if they think we experience suffering because of the gospel. Also, ask them
to consider this question: Is it in living
out the gospel that we are able to endure
suffering?
Read aloud the following quotation
from James D. G. Dunn: “The point…is
that suffering is not just a consequence of
the gospel, but is itself part of the
gospel—sharing in Christ’s sufferings as
the way in which and the means by which
the resurrection from the dead comes to
its full realization” (843).
Ask the group to respond to Dunn’s
words, and follow with this final question:
Is it possible to experience “resurrection”
in the midst of suffering? Explain.
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A Way to End
The letter’s closing offers assurance of an everlasting and abundant
life in the midst of our enduring pain and distress (2 Tim 2:11-12).
Sometimes there is no joy or immediate hope when life falls apart, yet this text
emphasizes the power of the gospel, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as the reason we
continue. We “share in Christ’s death and endure with him in his passion” (Dunn, 847). It is
through suffering that we mature and grow in our faith.
This Scripture both assures and challenges us. We can know that nothing separates us from
God’s love. God continues working even when despair binds us. We must keep our focus and
continue to be faithful to God in all things. As the body of Christ, we share in suffering. Therefore,
we have a responsibility to care for one another. May we take this responsibility seriously as we keep
our eyes on the light of Christ shining through the darkness.

❍ Sharing in Suffering

One of the themes of this session is
“sharing in suffering” (2 Tim 2:3). This
statement lends a positive edge to the idea
of suffering—not in the sense that there is
enjoyment in suffering, but in the sense
that we are not alone in our struggles.
Like soldiers, we have a common mission
as we face many of the same obstacles.
Our relationships with God and with
each other help us remain faithful.
Because we share in suffering, we help one
another endure hardships. Not only can
we help support and encourage one
another, but we can also call upon God as
a community of believers.
Guide a discussion of what it means
to “share in suffering,” using questions
like the following.

Questions

➤ How has the church shared in your
suffering?
➤ How did they help you stay focused on
God?
➤ Do you know of someone who is in
need of encouragement?
➤ How can the church help the lonely and
hurting?
Remind the group that we can walk
beside others who remind us of God’s
presence. Before dismissing, ask them to
think of someone they might support in
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their suffering. Challenge them to reach
out to that person this week.

❍ The Quality of Our Time

Most of us realize the importance of
spending time with God, but rarely do we
do it enough. In a prison cell, Paul realized God’s power to overcome his
situation. From our text, we know that the
soldier, athlete, and farmer (amid fighting,
strenuous work, and incredible obstacles)
stayed focused on their goal and purpose.
We, too, are called to stay focused on the
voice of God. We must listen before we
can hear. God’s grace will fill us and give
us strength. Help your group reflect on
the time they spend listening for God’s
voice.

Questions

➤ Why does God seem to get the “leftover” time in our day?
➤ How can staying in tune to God’s voice
keep us from getting distracted by the
worries in our daily lives?
➤ How are you willing to change your
focus?

3
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Bible Background
Greek by background, Titus
was Paul’s fellow missionary
and companion. He accompanied Paul to Jerusalem for a
meeting with the church leaders
(Galatians). Because he was Greek, Titus
became the focus of debate. The Judaizers
demanded that he be circumcised according to the law, yet the apostles present
affirmed Paul’s work among the Gentiles.
Therefore, Titus remained uncircumcised.
After many years, “Paul’s gospel” was
acknowledged as a message for both Jew
and Gentile.
Titus may have been one of Paul’s
early converts. The two men shared a
trusting relationship and a common
mission, as verse 4 reveals: “my loyal child
in the faith we share.” Paul even trusted
Titus to work through problems that
developed in the church at Corinth.
Apparently, Titus was skilled at restoring
relationships (particularly between Paul
and the church). After much anticipation,
Titus returned to Paul with good news
that the Corinthians’ zeal for Paul and his
ministry had been renewed. Because of
Titus’s success, Paul urged him to return
to Corinth to organize a monetary offering for the church in Jerusalem.
Much like 1 Timothy, this letter
focuses on the ongoing administration
and inner workings of the church, dealing
with issues such as the appointment of
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leaders and elders, the proper response to
false teachers, and family relationships.
The final chapter, which is our focus this
session, points to the work of the church
outside its four walls. The author gives
advice on how church members are to
relate to one another and, more importantly, how they are to relate to outsiders.
As a whole, the letter to Titus is not
upbeat or cheerful correspondence
between two friends. There was much
work for Titus to do. As for the Cretans,
the author mentions their terrible reputation, using several lists of negative traits
to describe their corruption. Apparently,
this community was known for its rebellious nature, laziness, deceptive teaching,
and disobedience (Titus 1:10-16). Even
the ancient colloquialism “to Cretanize”
meant “to lie” (The New Oxford Annotated
Bible [NOAB], 312). One can only imagine
the persecution the early church in Crete
must have faced in such a harsh environment. However, there were also many
quarrels and divisions among the church
members. Paul makes it clear that “those
of the circumcision” ( Jewish leaders in
the community) were upsetting families
with their idle talk and false teachings.
After giving advice on organizing
leadership within the church and on
relating to one another as men, women,
younger men, and slaves, the letter
concludes with the author’s advice on
how believers are to act in public.

In this session’s Scripture, Paul
provides a list of dos and don’ts. More
importantly, he reminds us why we are
called to do good works. He claims that
the gospel of Jesus Christ is our sole
reason for experiencing hope and life;
therefore, we are to live as people of hope,
life, and love.
The Cretans’ relationships with rulers
and authorities required obedience and
readiness to do good things (Titus 3:1).
With everyone, they were to be gentle,
peaceful, and kind (Titus 3:2). These
actions were not to be superficial, nor
were they implied as merely a politically
correct way to live. To make his point,
Paul reminds readers of their former lives
when they were “despicable” and “foolish”
wanderers who lived in hatred and envy
(Titus 3:3). He reminds them of what it
was like to have no hope and no direction
in life. However, through the grace and
mercy of God, they were transformed and
given a new life—one birthed in goodness
and love. Now they would have abundant
and eternal life.
In Titus 3:5, the descriptive illustration of water points to baptism (NOAB,
313). The pouring out of the Holy Spirit
provides a picture of a rich outer covering
of God’s grace and hope that every
believer wears.
Verse 8a summarizes the gospel once
again, and then Paul calls Titus and the
Cretans to “devote themselves to good
works” (Titus 3:8). It is not enough
simply to speak of good things or talk
about our faith. God calls us to live out
our faith through our actions.
In Titus 3:9, another list of “things to
avoid” appears. Apparently, these things
had caused problems in the past. Most of
the controversies related to arguments
over the law. Once again, the religious
establishment was relentless in its efforts
to alienate and divide. Even genealogies,
which were basically speculations, created
the opportunity for teachers of the law to
stir up conflict among the people based
on whose line of family history showed
more faith. Apparently, Christians were
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Introduction: In our session’s text, Paul
reminds Christians of their lives before
Christ’s transformation and advises them
on how to relate to the rest of the world.
They are to devote themselves to doing
good works, but only in a spirit of true
humility.
I. Relationships Toward Outsiders (Titus
3:1-8a)
A. Our attitudes are important (vv. 1-2).
B. Remember who we were (v. 3).
C. We are saved through grace, not works
(vv. 4-8a).
II. Faith and Good Works (Titus 3:8b-11)
A. Do good and avoid useless quarrels
(v. 9).
B. Deal with persistent opponents
(vv. 10-11).

spending worthless energy on these speculations and dividing the church. Because
of their selfish motives and unwillingness
to change, Paul offered the Cretans advice
on excluding them from the fellowship of
faith. Still, they were to give more than
one opportunity for the “dividers” to
change their ways before having nothing
more to do with them.

A Way to Begin
“What would Jesus do?” is a good question to ask. After all, we must not reserve
our faith for Sundays and Wednesdays, but allow it to influence all our days. Jesus’
actions were sometimes unpredictable, yet on most occasions we know exactly what
Jesus would do. Perhaps we need to ask ourselves, “What will I do?” Speculating about the actions
of Jesus is helpful, but until we actively respond to the people around us, we are only full of words.
Today’s text reminds us that we are empowered to be doers of good things, not merely idle talkers.
In last week’s session, we focused on the personal faith needed to endure suffering. We looked
inwardly to evaluate our relationship with God. In this session, guide learners to focus
on relationships with others. We will explore this question: To what actions does our faith
lead us?
Just as the text for this session centers on grace, so do our works and actions center on our faith.
Our personal relationship with our Savior guides and moves us to respond to the world around us.
Begin this session with one of the following options to spur discussion and to engage the text.

❍ Vessels of Change

The focus of this session is how we can be
vessels of change. To introduce the
concept, gather several “vessels” or
containers of different sizes, shapes, and
materials to display in your room. You
might include a pottery bowl, a plastic
cup, a glass pitcher, or a basket. Ask
group members to compare the different
containers. How are they different (size,
color, old, new)? What purpose do they
share?
Remind the group that Christians are
like human vessels. We all have different
shapes, with unique gifts and abilities, yet
we are all filled with the Holy Spirit.
Continue discussion by asking the following questions.

Questions

➤ How is the church like this group of
containers?
➤ Which vessel looks most like you?
➤ What do we all carry inside?
➤ Are we full or empty?
➤ How are we sharing the gifts of the
Spirit with the world?

Most of us know how to treat others.
However, we often act in ways that diminish our relationship with God, others, and
even ourselves. We pretend to have it all
together in church, but when we walk out
the front door, we return to the realities
of life. During the week, our actions,
words, and behaviors often do not reflect
the God we worship.
This activity encourages an evaluation
of our actions toward others. Give each
person an index card or small piece of
paper. Ask them to write the last three
places they have been where other people
could have observed their actions.
Example might include the grocery store,
a family gathering, or the bank. Ask the
following questions to help learners focus
their thinking.

Questions

➤ In each place you listed, how would the
people around you describe your character?
➤ How were you a reflection of Christ in
your actions?
➤ In what ways do our words and actions
in public reflect our faith?

❍ Actions and Attitudes

The central question of this session (How
does being a Christian affect our actions?)
encourages us to reflect on our actions.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Now that you have guided the group to think about the theme and central question of
the session, it is important that learners understand the context and
cultural situation of the persecuted church in Crete. Because of the descriptive words and beautiful imagery presented in our passage, it might be helpful to read different
translations of the text. Reading other translations often helps us remember different words or
phrases and hear the text in a new way. Use one of the following options with the group to explore
the Scripture more deeply.

❍ What Would YOU Do?

Write WWJD? on the board, and facilitate
a discussion using questions like the
following.

Questions

➤ Why has “WWJD” (What Would Jesus
Do?) become such a popular question?
➤ How often do we act in ways we know
Jesus would have acted?
➤ If we know what Jesus would have
done, why do we find it so difficult to
follow his example?
Erase what you have written on the
board, and replace it with the question
“What are you going to do?” Give each
person an index card. Ask them to think
about one area in their life in need of
change or one relationship in their life in
need of reconciliation. Have them write a
need on their card. Then ask, “What are
you going to do?” Encourage learners to
think of one tangible action they can do
this week to actively live out their faith.
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❍ Faith and/or Works?

One of the themes of our Scripture is
doing good works. The text states that we
insist on doing things that are excellent
and profitable (3:8). Yet, in contrast to
this “works” theme, the text speaks of a
salvation that is “not because of any
works of righteousness” (3:5). How can
both be true?
Ask your learners to form two groups.
One group will be the “Life of Faith”
team, and the other will be the “Life of
Works” team. Allow time for teams to
construct an argument for either a life
focused more on faith or a life focused
more on works. Write on the board the
points made in each argument. Of course,
our lives must include both faith and
works. Yet the point of this activity is to
help us identify on which side of the fence
we tend to fall. After allowing time to
debate, use these questions to further
discussion.

Questions

➤ What happens when our faith is void of
works?
➤ How can we build a balanced and
healthy faith?
➤ If we are saved by grace, then what is
the purpose of our good works?

A Way to End
Someone once said to me, “Be careful what you read in the Bible. It might tell you to do
something.” I laughed, but isn’t it true? When we not only read the word of
God, but also genuinely engage and study the text, it will inevitably
invoke a response. Guide learners into a time of reflection and response by using one of the
following activities to close the session.

❍ Water of Life

Focus the group’s attention on the
containers from “Vessels of Change” in A
Way to Begin. If you did not choose that
option, create the display of containers as
described in the option. Have available a
separate pitcher filled with water.
Say something like, “As Christians, we
become vessels filled with the Holy Spirit.
As it says in verse 5 of our text, ‘[God]
saved us…through the water of rebirth
and renewal by the Holy Spirit.’ Water is
our symbol today for renewal and
response.”
Ask group members to choose a
container that might symbolize their life.
Tell them that you are going to pour
water into each container to symbolize
the Spirit being poured out on us as
described in the text. Ask the learners to
stand when the container they chose is
being filled as a way to remember that the
Spirit fills and enables each of us to be
vessels of grace to a hurting world. Say,
“We may all look different. Some of us
are new to the faith, and some of us have
cracks and broken handles. However, the
spirit of Christ’s grace and goodness fills
us all, and we have the responsibility to
carry God into the world.”
After you have finished pouring, close
with prayer as everyone stands.

❍ Show Forth God

Today’s text has reminded us that following Christ often means taking the narrow,
more difficult road. It is easy to let selfish
desires and pride direct our paths. It is
more difficult to devote ourselves to good
works with humility and consistency. The
text also reminds us that we are not alone
in this journey. God, who created us,
walks with us and empowers us for every
good work. The following blessing
reminds us of our role as Christians in the
world. If you choose, you may wish to
light a candle in the center of your room
before the prayer to symbolize the light of
Christ shining in us. Ask the group to join
hands as you say the following blessing of
dismissal.
Go now to smuggle God into your
world,
Holding tight the hands of those with
whom you share the way:
Neighbors, parents, friends,
colleagues, Christ.
May your life show forth God at every
turn;
May your heart and your road be
ablaze with holy fire.
Amen! (Dean and Foster, 210)
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Bible Background
The short letter of Jude
contains an urgent warning for
an already troubled Christian
community. With references to
fallen angels, Sodom and Gomorrah,
waterless clouds blown around by the
wind, and stars wandering in deepest
darkness, the author was obviously
distraught about the future of his beloved
people.
Obviously, Jude’s readers were in a
difficult situation. Jude indicates after his
opening greeting that his motives for the
letter changed in the middle of his
writing. Apparently, he had become aware
of the dissension and destruction “false
teachers” were causing in the church.
With words that grab the reader’s attention, Jude speaks against these evildoers
and demands that church members hold
strong to their faith. The text for our
session focuses on Jude’s final appeal,
which remains relevant to Christians
today.
The identity of the “scoffers” and
“worldly people” mentioned in the text is
not clear. In other words, several groups
could have been identified as troublemakers. Most commentators agree that
the evidence of false teaching and the
successful manipulation within the
church suggest that the opposing side
was predominately Gentile. The author’s
focus on Jewish history and tradition also
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supports the claim that non-Jewish
groups were corrupting the “faith that
was once for all entrusted to the saints”
( Jude 3).
These false teachers were proclaiming
a perverted gospel. Duane Watson notes,
“They understand the gospel of freedom
in Christ to relieve a Christian of ethical
responsibilities, an understanding that
‘perverts grace’ ” (475). They believed that
once a person was saved, they were free to
satisfy their own desires and wants. It was
a tempting and distracting message.
It is interesting that this group was
likely not outside the church. In fact, the
author describes them eating alongside
the Christians at the love feasts ( Jude 12).
Because these false teachers had woven
themselves carefully into the fabric of the
community, it is not surprising that the
author urged the church to be attentive to
the Holy Spirit and assertive in their
actions. The opposition had become a
serious threat, and the church needed to
respond.
The verses for this session not only
reiterate Jude’s main argument, but they
become his passionate appeal to the
church at large. The appeal begins with a
reminder from the apostles, who
predicted the activity of scoffers would
signify the end of days ( Jude 17-18). Jude,
along with the rest of the early church,
believed there was no time to waste, that
the end of time was near.

After spending the majority of the
letter focused on the slanderers, Jude
turns to the people of faith. It’s as if he
says, “Now, here’s what you can do!”
Duane Watson points out that the first
four exhortations, or appeals, are things
the Christians could do for themselves;
the last three exhorted the faithful to deal
with those who had fallen prey to the
false teachers (497). Notice the responsibility was both inward and outward.
Verse 20 invokes an image of the
Christian community coming together in
spirit and action, turning their focus away
from the persecutors and toward a holy,
unpolluted faith. The second appeal is for
prayer, and the third is to remain
consumed in God’s love. The final exhortation is one of hope for eternal life. Jude
reminded the faithful that the end was
near and that the mercy of Christ would
bring life everlasting. This gift of mercy
was also something they could give ( Jude
23). Apparently, some in the community
were wavering or doubting their faith.
Jude called other Christians to show
mercy to them. Even the ones who had
become entangled in the web of false
teachers could be saved if Christians were
willing to go after them.
The final appeal calls the church to be
merciful to the persecutors while always
being careful not to be “touched” by their
sinful “clothing.” Jude remained optimistic that transformation could
happen—if the Christian community
quickly responded to his appeal.

Introduction: With urgency and concern,
Jude writes to a Christian community in
danger. False teachers, or scoffers, have
“intruded” and caused divisions in the
church. Their ungodly practices and manipulative ways have signaled the coming of
the end times, and Jude hopes to rescue
the church from further destruction. In his
passionate appeal, Jude demands that the
church grow in their faith and show mercy
to those who are turning away from God.
They are called to respond inwardly and
outwardly.
I. The End Time Is Near (Jude 17-19)
A. Jude reminds the people of the apostles’ prediction (v. 18).
B. The scoffers are acting against the
work of God (v. 19).
II. Focus on Yourselves (Jude 20-21)
A. Jude calls the people to mature in the
faith, stand firm as a community, and
stay close to God’s love (vv. 20-21).
B. They can rest in assurance of God’s
mercy (v. 21).
III. Responding to the Ones Who Have
Strayed (Jude 22-23)
A. Give them an opportunity to return to
the faith (vv. 22-23).
B. Be careful not to be swayed by their
malicious ways (v. 23).
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A Way to Begin
Discussions about the “end times” or the “last days” seem to fill bookshelves, magazine racks, and TV programs. This hot topic, which began as a religious interest, has
now moved into a global conversation among both believers and nonbelievers. People
wonder: “Are we in the end days?” “What will happen when the Lord returns?” “Where will I be?”
Jude was also concerned about end times when he wrote his urgent letter; however, he posed
different questions from those posed today. For Jude, end times were not about who would be left
behind or who would ascend to heaven. He urged the faithful not to worry about the
mysteries of the future, but to focus on what they could do to build a stronger
faith and to offer hope to those without it. He cautioned against allowing the ungodly to
cause more divisions, calling them to confront troublemakers with mercy and love.

❍ Expectant People of Faith

When I was a teenager, my mother often
left chores for my sister and me to do
while she was out. If we knew her return
time, we put off our chores until the last
minute; however, if we were uncertain
about how long she would be gone, we
did our chores right away. The power of
uncertainty brought a sense of urgency.
An element throughout Jude is the
expectation that the end of days was near.
This “any day now” expectation influenced the faith of early Christians and is
one reason Jude wrote with such immediacy. Because he believed the end was near,
he challenged believers to respond
quickly to opportunities for spiritual
renewal and outreach to one another.
Today, many of us have lost that sense
of urgency. Although we risk focusing on
things over which we have no control,
there are advantages to living out our
faith with some urgency. Use these questions to explore the balance between these
two extremes of faithful living.

Questions

➤ How often do you think about end
times? How can looking to the end help
us focus on the present?
➤ How might the early Christians’ sense
of urgency have provoked change
within their community?
➤ Although we do not know when Christ
will return, how can we be expectant
people of faith?
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➤ What changes might we make if we
knew we were living in the end days?

❍ A Divided Church

It is amazing what can divide us! We can
all name petty differences that have threatened church community. In this session’s
text, teachers and leaders are trying to
divide the church. However, the writer’s
focus remains on the call of the believers
to be strong in their faith and to show
mercy. Ultimately, how the church responds
to the difficulties is more important than
the problems themselves.
Ask the group to ponder the following
examples of potential church problems,
and then discuss the questions.
• A church leader abuses their power by
influencing members to take sides on an
issue.
• Someone in the community challenges
the theology of a church and begins
rumors that hurt the church’s reputation.
• Generational differences cause a church
to choose between worship styles.
• A member “campaigns” for deacon
election to advance his or her status
within the larger community.

Questions

➤ What are potential responses to such
problems?
➤ How are we to respond to people who
cause problems in the church? When do
we comfort? When do we confront?
When do we challenge?

A Way to Explore Scripture
With any Scripture passage, it is important to understand the context and the motivation behind its writing. Only then can we move toward connecting our story with the
biblical story.
As we read Scripture, important questions we can ask include: Why was this text written? What
is its underlying theme or point? What does it say about God? As we begin to answer these questions, we can finally ask, “What is God saying to me through this passage?” and
“What is my response?”
With these questions in mind, guide your learners to read the text again. Help them through the
process of understanding, questioning, and responding. Use one of the following options to encourage a closer look at this session’s text.

❍ Times of Persecution

The word persecution brings to mind
images of martyrs and heroes who faced
life-and-death decisions to hold firm to
their beliefs. From the biblical text, we
think of persecuted Christians in similar
ways. Following Christ was a costly
choice.
Today, Christians around the world
live with the possibility of persecution, yet
most of us find it easy to be called a
Christian. In this teaching option, help
learners bridge the gap between the persecution of the early church and the
persecution we face today.
Write the word “persecution” on the
board or a large piece of paper. Ask the
group to define the word, and write their
responses on the board or paper. Discuss
the various definitions, and then use the
following questions to talk about the
persecution we face today.

Questions

➤ How is the church persecuted today?
➤ Is it too easy to be called “Christian” in
America? Explain.
➤ When has being a Christian cost you
socially?
➤ How has being a Christian affected
your job?
➤ When have you been hesitant to let
someone know you are a Christian?

❍ Looking Inwardly

The problems in Jude
seem clear, the perpetrators obvious, and we are
quick to provide easy
resolutions. However, as we look at our
own communities, the “scoffers” and
heretics might not be as easy to recognize
and the problems not as obvious. This
teaching option can help learners identify
what divides and keeps them from following God’s will. It will also challenge them
to hear God’s call to respond.
Begin by asking your group to
describe the “scoffers” in the text. Refer to
verses 3-16, along with the session’s text,
to guide these questions. Record
responses in the appropriate category on
the chart provided on the Resource Kit
page “Who Are the Scoffers?” Then ask,
“How are these scoffers disrupting the
community? In what ways do they cause
divisions?”
Now ask the group to consider their
own community. Ask, “How would you
describe the scoffers in our community?”
Examples may include people who manipulate, abuse power, complain, or pursue
selfish desires.

Questions

➤ What characteristics do you see in
yourself that can be divisive and
ungodly?
➤ How does Jude call the people of faith
to respond to the scoffers?
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A Way to End
In this unit, we have heard voices from the early church. Although they faced a different
kind of persecution than we could imagine, their cries of despair, suffering, anger,
and hopelessness are universal and timeless. They challenge us to join in their conversations with God.
From Jude, we have heard the summons to remember the mercy of Jesus
Christ and to continue growing in faith. There will always be scoffers among us who aim to
divide and cause destruction, but the people of faith can be agents of change and reconciliation.
Close the session with one of the following options, which call for a personal response to our study
of the text.

❍ Prayer of Response

When problems arise and the bacteria are
multiplying, it is easy to point fingers of
blame or sit back and watch the disease
grow. However, Jude reminds us that, as
Christians, we are all in this together. It is
not enough for us to point out the problems. Rather, God calls us first to examine
our own lives. God calls us to strengthen
our faith through prayer and to be
merciful to our neighbors.
Ask the group to close their eyes and
listen for a word or phrase that can be
their response to God this week as you
read aloud verses 20-23. When they have
chosen a specific word or phrase, ask
them to silently offer their words of
response to God. Close the prayer by
reading the doxology from the last two
verses of Jude.
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❍ Responsive Reading

This responsive reading can guide the
class to respond to the challenge of the
session’s text. Make copies of the reading
to give to each person.
Leader: Always among us are those who
seek to divide rather than unite; those
who speak words of slander rather than
hope.
Group: We are responsible to address
issues of dissension when they arise.
Leader: What is our response? What will
our actions be?
Group: Our actions will be like those of
Jesus. We will show compassion to the
unloved and mercy to the weak in faith,
and we will challenge the unjust.

