Preface
God reveals Himself to Moses as (hesed --“abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Exodus 34:6-7). In this text, God is proclaiming that He is love.  This is a kind of love in which mercy, grace, long-suffering, goodness and truth are united with holiness and justice (Keil and Delitzsch.  Commentary on the Old Testament, Volume 1, 240).

God had to maintain His holiness and justice; therefore, Christ’s sacrifice on the cross provides the propitiation (satisfaction of God’s wrath) and redemption (to buy back) for sinners, who put their trust and faith in Christ alone. It is in response to God’s mercy that we live for Him.
Romans 12:1 “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.”
Romans 3:25 “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished…“
Hebrews 7:27 “Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself.”
1 John 2:2 “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”
1 John 4:10 “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”
The aim of these lessons is to explore the role of grace in the sanctification of believers.  All of the Christian life is possible only through the grace of God at work in us.  
These lessons will address a few of the areas in which the gospel of grace is lived out in our relationship with God: motivation, ministry, relationships, and assurance.  The following topics will be studied: The Gospel of Grace, the Love of God, Living as a Son or Daughter vs. Living as an Orphan, and Grace in the Midst of Difficulties.
The Gospel of Grace 

Lesson One

TRUTH

Understanding and living out the gospel of grace is essential to the Christian life.  As a person begins to understand the gospel, the depth of their sin is revealed which exposes the need for the gospel and highlights the grace of God.  

After a sinner comes to Christ, the grace of God continues. Christians are not left on their own to live out the Christian life; rather, God provides assurance, the Word, the on-going work of the Holy Spirit, prayer, worship, fellowship, service, the Lord’s supper and baptism as a means of grace for growth. In regards to the means of grace, James Boice states, “If we are Christians, we know that God is going to continue his work with us until the day when we are made like Jesus.  It might be through death.  It may be at Christ’s second coming.  How can we purify ourselves?  We cannot, but God will do it if we use these means of grace” (Foundations of the Christian Faith, 456).

Sanctification is the ongoing work of God in our lives. The Shorter Catechism answers the question, What is sanctification? Sanctification is the work of God's free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto sin, and live unto righteousness (See 2 Thessalonians 2:13; Ephesians 4:23,24; Romans 6:4,6; 8:1).  
All this is possible because we are untied with Christ by faith, through grace alone.  Understanding and applying the gospel of grace is essential for growing in Christ. Sanctification cannot be clearly understood as a doctrine standing alone. It is built upon the doctrines of justification and adoption.  G.I. Williams remarks, “Sanctification, which follows upon justification and adoption in the order of salvation, is also of God’s free grace. For it is not man who sanctifies himself but God only. It is accomplished in such a way that man himself is active and responsible in the process of sanctification” (The Shorter Catechism, 140).

What is the Gospel of Grace?

The gospel means good news. The gospel is good news for sinners who on their own can do nothing to save or redeem themselves. It is good news of God’s gift to those who believe in Christ alone for their salvation.

The grace by which we are saved is God’s free and unmerited favor shown to guilty sinners who deserve only judgment.  “It is the love of God shown to the unlovely.  It is God reaching downward to people who are in rebellion against Him.  Grace stands in direct opposition to any supposed worthiness on our part” (Bridges, Transforming Grace, 21-22).

Jerry Bridges, author of The Pursuit of Holiness, said soon after its publication that the pursuit of holiness must be motivated by an ever-increasing understanding of the grace of God or else it can become oppressive and joyless (The Discipline of Grace, 7).  This biblical truth became the foundation to Bridge’s The Disciplines of Grace.  

The Seven Truths of the Gospel:

In Romans 3:19-26 there are seven truths about the gospel that need to be understood (The Disciplines of Grace, 47-57).

“Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”
1. 
No one is declared righteous before God by observing the Law (Verses 19-21).

God’s standard is perfect obedience to the law. If anyone fails in one aspect of the law, they are guilty of breaking all of it (James 2:10).  Only perfect obedience is acceptable to God.  If someone relies on obeying the law for his righteousness they are cursed. “All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law" (Galatians 3:10).  

Bridges shows that many Christians are more confident of God’s blessings if they have a ‘good day’ of obeying the law.  He remarks, “To live by grace, we must rid ourselves of such thinking” (The Disciplines of Grace, 48).
2.
There is a righteousness from God that is apart from the Law (Verse 21).

Since we cannot attain a sufficient righteousness by our own efforts, God has provided it for us. “It is important to realize that our Lord Jesus Christ perfectly fulfilled the law of God, both in its requirements and its penalty.  He did what Adam failed to do—render perfect obedience to the law of God.  Then by His death He completely paid the penalty of a broken law.  So, from the stand point of obedience to the law and paying the penalty for breaking the law, He perfectly fulfilled the law of God” (The Disciplines of Grace, 49).  The righteousness of Christ is imputed to us.  We are, therefore, standing in the righteousness of Christ.

3.
This righteousness from God Is received through faith in Jesus Christ (Verse 22).

There is only one way to receive the righteousness of Christ, and that is through faith in Christ.  “Jesus Himself is always the object of our faith.  This doctrine of trusting in Jesus Christ alone for one’s salvation is a basic truth of the gospel.  Without acceptance there is no salvation” (The Disciplines of Grace, 51).  

The wonderful promise of the gospel is, 

“that if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scripture says, ‘Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.’ For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for, ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’" (Romans 10:9-13).
4.
This righteousness is available to everyone on the same basis, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Verses 22-23).

We also see that salvation is available to everyone because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Therefore, we are all guilty and stand judged before a holy God.  

There is no room for comparison among sinners, and we are all sinners. “So if we live by the gospel every day, all tendency to compare ourselves with other believers, not to mention unbelievers, must be put away. Rather we must measure ourselves against God’s perfect standard and daily confess that we have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (The Disciplines of Grace, 52).

5. 
All who put their faith in Jesus Christ are justified freely by God’s grace (Verse 24).

We are declared righteous (absolved from guilt) by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ.  This is done freely to us but at the cost of Christ’s obedience and death for us.  Justification cannot be purchased by good works.  “We must keep in mind that our justification by God is based solely on the meritorious work of Christ and our union with Him. That is, God sees us legally as so connected with Christ that what He did, we did.  To live by the gospel then means that we firmly grasp the fact that Christ’s life and death are ours by virtue of our union with Him” (The Disciplines of Grace, 53).

6.
This justification is ‘Through the Redemption That Came by Christ Jesus’ (Verse 24).

Our justification and salvation are solely possible through redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  We have been delivered from punishment of our sins through the payment made by Christ in His death.  In other words Christ satisfied the wrath of God for us. The ESV translates 1 John 4:10 with the word propitiation: “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins”. Propitiation means to turn away wrath. We are redeemed. The penalty has been paid in full through the sacrifice of Christ.
7.
God presented [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement through faith in His blood (Verse 25).

Jerry Bridges says there are two important points we need to see concerning this propitiatory act of Christ.  First, God gave Him as a redeeming sacrifice for us. God the Father provided the sacrifice of His Son to satisfy His justice and appease His wrath.  Second, propitiation is appropriated to sinners through faith in the blood of Christ (The Disciplines of Grace, 57).  

Through the blood of Christ our conscious is cleared. Hebrew 9:14 states, “How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!” 
Through the blood of Christ we are cleansed. “But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7b). 

Through the blood of Christ we can enter the Most Holy Place. “Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the most holy place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water” (Hebrews 10:19-22).
The Gospel—By Grace Alone Through Faith Alone (Ephesians 2:1-10)

All of this means that our salvation from start to finish is God’s doing, is God’s gift, is God’s love, is God’s power, is God’s decision.  That is, salvation is by grace alone!

How dead is dead? 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. (2:1-3)
What is the meaning of ‘dead in your transgressions and sins’?  James Boice describes our situation as “walking corpses.” We are dead toward God and alive to all wickedness, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature (Ephesians, 47).  Man is not just drowning and in need of someone to throw them a life preserver. He is dead at the bottom of the ocean.  Man is not just sick or unwell.  Man is dead and, by nature, objects of wrath.

God’s Mercy and Grace (Ephesians 2:4-7)

But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incom-parable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.

Our radical situation requires a radical remedy. “The state of the unsaved man or woman is humanly hopeless. But what is impossible for men is possible for God. A radical problem requires a radical remedy and God supplies it” (Boyce, 50).

Those who are dead in transgressions are made alive in Christ, through faith.  Through God’s love, mercy and grace He gives life to walking corpses.  Why did God do all that Paul describes in this passage?  James Boice says, “There is only one answer: grace.”  But then he shows that, “Paul expresses the thought not with one but with four words: Love, Mercy, Grace and Kindness” (55).

Saved by Grace Alone (Ephesians 2:8-9)

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--not by works, so that no one can boast.

The gospel declares that…

· God saved us

· God saved us by grace

· God saved us by grace through faith—not works

Let us, therefore, understand that there is no salvation whatsoever outside of Jesus Christ, for he is the beginning and the end of faith, and he is all in all.  Let us continue in humility, knowing that we can only bring condemnation upon ourselves; therefore, we need to find all that pertains to salvation in the pure and free mercy of God.  We must be able to say that we are saved through faith.  God the Father has appointed his Son the Lord Jesus Christ that he might be both the author and finisher of our salvation.  We are to deny ourselves and give ourselves to him wholly and completely, that all the praise might belong to him. (John Calvin. Justification by Grace Alone, www.the-highway.com/Calvin)

EQUIP

In your own words, write a definition of the gospel of grace.

Respond to this statement as a result of this lesson.  “Understanding and living out the gospel of grace is essential to the Christian life.  As a person begins to understand the gospel, the depth of their sin is revealed which exposes the need for the gospel and highlights grace of God.” 

Boice states, “A radical problem requires a radical remedy, and God supplies it.”  In Ephesians 2:4-7, what does God give for our radical remedy?  What is His motivation? 

According to Ephesians 2:8-9, the gospel declares that:

· God saved us

· God saved us by grace

· God saved us by grace through faith—not works

What should be your response to this truth of the Gospel? See Ephesians 2:10 and Romans 12:1.

ACCOUNTABILITY

1. How can your group support you as you live out the gospel in your life? 
2.  Have you been trusting in your own efforts for sanctification?  How can the truths of this lesson fuel your walk with Christ?
3. How can you encourage one another to rejoice in the gospel of grace?  How can you need to rely on God’s radical solution more for your radical problem?
MISSION

How does the truth of the gospel of grace change how you pray for non-believers?

Who are the three people (non-church, non-believers) you are praying for?

1. ____________________________

2. ____________________________

3. ____________________________

Steps I have taken or will take to connect with them:

1. _____________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________

SUPPLICATION

Spend time praising God for the on-going grace of God in Christ for your life. 

Pray for your lost neighbors, friends, and family.

Pray for Village Seven to be effective in the mission God has given it. 

What needs do you have that your group can be praying for?

What is one area of godliness that you can pray for each other about?
Lesson Two

The Love of God
TRUTH
In the previous lesson we saw that the gospel flows from God’s love, mercy, grace and kindness (hesed).  It is out of His love that sinners, who are dead in transgressions and sins are made alive in Christ.  Michael Horton states, “Christ’s offering of himself was an
atonement, ‘a guilt offering.’  It was not a payment to make God love us, but a payment because of His love for us” (Lord and Servant: A Covenant Christology, 456). God is love (1 John 4:8).  God’s love flows from His goodness. The love of God, according to J.I. Packer is “an exercise of His goodness towards individual sinners whereby, having identified Himself with their welfare, He has given His Son to be their Savior, and now brings them to know and enjoy Him in a covenant relation” (Knowing God, 111). 

God’s love is more than what He does. It is the essence of God, and therefore is unchangeable and eternal. In this same avenue of thought, John Calvin quotes St. Augustine.  “God’s love is incomprehensible and unchangeable. For it was not after we were reconciled to Him through the blood of His Son that He began to love us. Rather, He has loved us before the world was created, that we also might be among His sons” (Institutes of Christian Religion, 2.16.3-4).

The Cross of Christ

The cross of Christ is the supreme demonstration and exhibition of the love of God.  The love of God, then, is the source or cause of the atoning work of Christ. God does not love men because Christ died for them.  Christ died for them because God loved them (Storms. The Grandeur of God, 131).  

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:6-8) 
First Paul describes our situation.  We are powerless, ungodly sinners.  We are powerless to seek God (John 3:11) or even comprehend spiritual things (1 Corinthians 2:14).  There was nothing in us that would merit God’s forgiveness. Christ died for the ungodly, for those who know they stand guilty before God.  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  “We have looked at the dark side: ourselves.  We have seen that God has loved us, not when we were lovely people who were seeking Him out and trying to obey Him, but when we were actually fighting Him…That alone makes the measure of God’s love very great” (James Boice. Romans, Volume 2, 537).

Knowing that God loved us while we were yet sinners should cause us to ponder His motivation.  Also, Scripture tells us that Christ was willing to lay down His life for us.  He endured the cross, scorning our shame that was put on Him.

1 John 3:16: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.” 

Hebrews 12:12: “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”

Isaiah 53:4-5: “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.”
Jesus was willing to lay down His life for us, because God the Father has loved us and sent His Son (Jesus).  God did not spare Jesus the suffering on the cross that was necessary for us to be justified and redeemed, but gave Him up for us.

1 John 4:10: “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”

Romans 8:32: “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?”

If we keep in view the gravity of sin and the holiness of God, we are awed by “the incomprehensible marvel of both Calvary itself and the sovereign purpose of love, which Calvary fulfilled.  The more we emphasize the inflexible demands of justice and holiness the more marvelous become the love of God and its provisions” (John Murray. Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 18).

The cross can be seen as proof of God’s love when at the same time it is seen as proof of His justice.  

The Cross=God’s Love + God’s Justice

Out of God’s sovereign and eternal love for us, He sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.  Boice states, “So it is at the cross that we see the love of God in its fullness.  What a great, great love this is” (Romans, Volume 2, 539).

Paul prays for the church in Ephesus, that they “being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ (Ephesians 3:17-18).  Before we are able to comprehend the fullest measure of the love of God, we need to see our sinfulness.  It is only when we realize there is nothing we can do to earn God’s favor or forgiveness, that we see the depth of God’s love.  As those redeemed by the blood of Christ, we see the expanse of His love even more as we come to grasp that there is nothing we can do to have God love us more.  And there is nothing we can do to have God love us less.

When we go back to the cross we see the greatest demonstration of God’s love. “The costliness of the sacrifice assures us of the greatness of the love” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 17.)  Therefore we must go to the cross daily.  It is there that we can find the security and assurance God provides through the atoning sacrifice of Christ.

Shaken? Maybe, But Secure

In the book, In the Grip of Grace, Bryan Chapell explores Romans 8:31-39.  He states, “God knows our assurance of his love can be shaken.  Whatever is going on in your life, whatever has happened, whatever will occur, Paul says this assurance is yours to claim as a believer: Jesus love me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so” (120). Within this text Chapell shows the greatness of God’s love.

Love Greater than Sin

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? (Romans 8:31-32)
The first declaration of God’s love is that it is greater than our sins. The struggle with sin can often be the one thing that can shake a believer’s assurance of God’s love, but Paul reminds them that now God is for them.  And if God is for them who can be against them?  “We are assured of the love of God despite our sins, because in Christ’s sacrifice God shows his love overcomes sin.  The cross shows how much he loves us and how he can keep loving us” (121). For those who are in Christ, there is no condemnation (Romans 8:1).  Therefore, no charges can be brought against those who put their trust in Christ.  And we cannot be condemned because we are justified through Christ’s death on the cross. 
Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. (Romans 8:33-34)
“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).  Jesus died for God’s elect and even now intercedes on their behalf. “Christ did not die that we would be more burdened. God’s desire is that we can be free of the weight of our sin so that we can be released to serve him fully” (125).  
This assurance of forgiveness includes our past, present and future sins.  We still struggle with sin and need to repent of our sin; however, we are no longer under the punishment of sin or enslaved to sin.
One of the clearest pictures of forgiveness in the Old Testament is found in Zechariah 3, when Joshua the high priest is standing before God in filthy clothes.  Satan comes before God accusing Joshua. The Lord rebukes Satan and demands that Joshua be clothed with rich garments and a new turban. Then God declares, “See, I have taken away your sin” (Zechariah 3:4). God has declared those who put their faith in Christ justified (a legal term), and no long under condemnation. This is a picture of what the Gospel does. Sinners standing before God are guilty objects of His wrath, and therefore are under the judgment of death. But because God loved us while we were yet sinners He sent Christ to die for us.  God removes our filthy clothes (our sins) and places them on Christ on the cross.  But because of Christ’s righteousness the sins are forgiven and God places Christ’s rich garments on us (His righteousness).

Love Greater than Circumstances
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. (Romans 8:35-37)
We often allow the struggles of life to distract us and take our eyes off the Lord.  They can often cause us to doubt God’s love.  Sometimes they are serious things like cancer, the loss of a job, broken relationships. There are thousands upon thousands of Christians around the world today who are persecuted and oppressed because of their faith in Jesus Christ. Christians remain one of the most persecuted religious groups in the world. While Christian persecution takes many forms, it is defined as any hostility experienced as a result of identification with Christ. Christian torture remains an issue for believers throughout the world including the risk of imprisonment, loss of home and assets, physical torture, beheadings, rape and even death as a result of their faith 
(https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/).

Paul tells us that no matter what our troubles or hardships, we are not separated from God’s love. Even if, because of our faith in Christ, we have to go through persecution, famine, nakedness, danger or sword, God’s love is present and sure. Paul doesn’t stop here he continues his list as though he is challenging anyone to counter his claim.

Love Greater than Satan

For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:38-39)
Paul continues to list those things beyond this physical experience to the realms of time, space and the spiritual world.  “Beyond each of us are more than circumstances that may drive a wedge between us and our assurance of God’s love.  When he lists all the forces of this world that cannot separate us from the love of God, Paul includes angels, demons, powers, heights and depths.  The words echo other reminders from Paul that believers are involved in spiritual warfare” (Chapell. In the Grip of Grace, 133).

Our battle is not against flesh and blood but against principalities and powers (Ephesians 6:12). The forces of evil are real and they are seeking to destroy us.  The devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.  We are called to resist him by faith, and the God of grace will rescue us (1 Peter 5:8-10).  Paul knows the forces of evil are real and he takes great care to assure us the love of Jesus is always greater than Satan’s assaults (Chapell. In the Grip of Grace, 134).

John Stott says, “The apostle hurls these questions out into space, as it were, defiantly, triumphantly, challenging any creature in heaven or earth or hell to answer or to deny the truth that is contained in them.  But there is no answer, for nobody and nothing can harm the redeemed people of God” (Men Made New, 101, 103).  Paul’s boldness and audacity does not rest in the believer, but in God alone.  Paul’s assurance rests firmly in the fact nothing can defeat us if the Almighty God of the universe is on our side” (Boice, Romans, Volume 2, 953).  

There is nothing that can separate us from the love of Christ. It is not our love for Christ or for God the Father that triumphs. It is the love of Christ to us; it is the love of God to us. 

No Greater Love

There is no greater love than the grace of the gospel. God’s love is an extravagant love. “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are” (1 John 3:1).  Jesus, in speaking of himself and what He was preparing to do the following day, states, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). The love of Christ will never let us go; it matters not what happens.  D. M. Lloyd-Jones responds to this passage saying, 
As for myself, I am persuaded. I have given in long ago. I am no longer reasoning or arguing, and saying, ‘What?’ ‘But’, or ‘If!’ No, no! I am persuaded that ‘death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’ With Paul, I am persuaded. Are you? (Romans: An Exposition of Chapter 8:17-39, 457).
EQUIP

What is the supreme demonstration and exhibition of the love of God?  Why?

As you reflect on how God’s love affects you, what differences can your experience of God’s love make in your life and your relationship with God and others?  For example, do you have a tendency to complain or worry?  How could a greater awareness of God’s love impact your tendency to worry?  What impact could it have on your relationships with others?

How does God assure those in Christ (in Romans 8) that difficult circumstances do not prove that His love has failed?

ACCOUNTABILITY
Are there any areas in your life that demonstrate a failure to believe in God’s love for you in Christ? How does this failure express itself?

Think through your Christian life.  What areas have a tendency to shake your awareness of God’s love?  Write out three promises or statements from Scripture that assure you in this area.

It was stated earlier, “We often allow the struggles of life to distract us and take our eyes off the Lord.  They can often cause us to doubt God’s love.” What circumstances have you struggled with in the past?  What can be applied from Philippians 4:4-7 in connection with God’s love for us?

MISSION

How does the truth of the love of God change how you pray for non-believers?

Research Open Doors ‘World Watch List’ and pray for one of the persecuted countries: https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/
Who are the three people (non-church, non-believers) you are praying for?
4. ____________________________

5. ____________________________

6. ____________________________


Steps I have taken or will take to connect with them:
4. _____________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________

6. _____________________________________________

SUPPLICATION

Spend time praising God for the love of the Father in Christ for your life. 

Pray for your lost neighbors, friends, and family.

Pray for Village Seven to be effective in the mission God has given it. 

What needs do you have that your group can be praying for?

What is one area of godliness that you can pray for each other about?

Lesson Three

Adoption: Grace Upon Grace

TRUTH

OWEN: When we were missionaries in the Philippines a friend from my hometown came to adopt a boy from an orphanage in the southern part of the Philippines.  I remember thinking of the incredible significance of his adoption.  Owen was an orphan; he most likely came from extreme poverty and from a Muslim background.  Two loving parents who had financial means, stability and a strong Christian home, adopted him.  The contrast and change for Owen was obvious.  He received a new name and a new hope.
How much more is the change for those who are adopted by God the Father?  Adoption in the Greek and Roman context involved a change of name, and the transfer of all rights and responsibilities to that of a son or daughter.  “Adoption is an act of God’s grace distinct from and additional to the other acts of grace involved in the application of redemption.  By adoption the redeemed become sons and daughters of the Lord God Almighty; they are introduced into and given the privileges of God’s family” (John Murray.  Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 132.)
One way to describe this distinction follows:  In regeneration God gives us new spiritual life within.  In justification God gives us right legal standing before him.  But in adoption God makes us members of his family.  Therefore, the biblical teaching on adoption focuses much more on the personal relationship that salvation gives us with God and with his people (Wayne Grudem. Systematic Theology, 736). Adoption is grace upon grace. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith, Question 24, beautifully summarizes the grace of adoption.

All those that are justified, God secured, in and for His only Son Jesus Christ, to make partakers of the grace of adoption: by which they are taken into the number, and enjoy the liberties and privileges of the children of God, having His name put upon them, receive the spirit of adoption, have access to the throne of grace with boldness, are enabled to cry, Abba, Father, are pitied, protected, provided for, and chastened by Him as by a Father; yet never cast off, but sealed to the day of redemption, and inherit the promises as heirs of everlasting salvation. 

R.C. Sproul expands on this doctrine in Truths We Confess.  He states, 
“Christ is God’s single heir by nature.  He is the Father’s Son.  We who are adopted become heirs of God, joint heirs with Christ, and ours is the most valuable and rich inheritance that anybody can have.  The inheritance is given by God the Father to his Son, and everything Christ possess is given to us, as his adopted brothers and sisters, including the gift of eternal life” (R. C. Sproul.  Truths We Confess, Volume 2, 68).  
The Spirit of Adoption
We are given the promise of sonship.  In John 1:12 the promise is given: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.“ This promise is sealed by the gift of the Holy Spirit to all believers. “Those adopted into God’s family are given the spirit of adoption whereby they are able to recognize their Sonship and exercise the privileges which go with it” (Murray, Redem-ption Accomplished and Applied, 136).

Romans 8:15-16 states, “For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children.”  The Holy Spirit seals our adoption with God the Father. The Greek word huiothesia has the idea of installing or placing as a son.

In Romans 8:16 and Galatians 4:6 we see it is the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba Father.’ 

“Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father’" (Galatians 4:6). “This astonishing use of child-language (Father—Daddy) is so remarkable that it has sometimes obscured the force of Paul’s teaching; for the verb he uses, ‘cry’ (krazein), is powerfully onomatopoeic and indicates the presence of intense feeling” (Sinclair Ferguson.  The Holy Spirit, 183).

The Spirit makes our adoption known to us, seals it in our hearts and calls out on our behalf. In adoption, God becomes our Father of His people by the act of adoption. “It is specifically God the Father who is the agent of this act of grace” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 136).  It is by grace that we are regenerated, justified, saved and adopted. In all these acts of grace is God’s motivation—the motivation of love.

Motivation of Adoption

Paul highlights adoption as an act of God. This act flows from His extravagant love! The reason for adoption is found in Ephesians 1:4b-6. “In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves.”  
The Apostle John rejoices in God’s love. “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him” (1 John 3:1).  We are adopted and made God’s children because of His love and grace.
Led by the Spirit (Sonship now)

One of the benefits of becoming sons and daughters of God is the assurance of salvation and a new relationship with God, which is a family relationship.  Another is the leading of the Spirit in our lives.  Paul states in Romans 8:14-15, “…because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of Sonship. And by him we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’”  

Being led by the Spirit is a product of our adoption for the present.   James Boice explains this doctrine.  “Because our change of status has been accomplished by the Holy Spirit, who lives within every genuine Christian, being a Christian also means that we will be led by that same Spirit.  Or, as I have said in different words, it means that we will be growing in holiness increasingly.  Our minds are set on what the Holy Spirit desires and about how our having an obligation to live according to the Spirit rather than according to the sinful nature” (James Montgomery Boice. Romans, Volume 2, 833, 834). How does the Holy Spirit lead us in increasing sanctification?  His does this through the understanding and the application of the Word of God in our minds and lives.  Through the Spirit God directs us according to His will, according to His good purpose (Philippians 2:12-13).  John Murray says it well, “The activity of the believer is the evidence of the Spirit’s activity, and the activity of the Spirit is the cause of the believer’s activity” (The Epistle to the Romans, 295). As we respond to the Spirit’s leading it too is an evidence of our adoption and salvation.

Heirs of God (Future Grace)

As we live this life under the leading of the Spirit we also have a future hope, that as children of God and heirs with God and co-heirs with Christ. “Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (Romans 8:17).  This is a present and certain hope of an inheritance to come. Some children might look forward to an inheritance that might come their way, but we have an inheritance from God the Father that is certain and sure.  

What does this inheritance consist of?  Certainly we have the promise of eternal life.  “For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant” (Hebrews 9:15).  Our inheritance is one that can never perish, spoil or fade. “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials” (1 Peter 1:3-6). 

Since we are co-heirs with Christ, His rule will be our rule and His Kingdom our kingdom  (2 Timothy 2:12).  The last of lesser items is to be made into the likeness of Christ.  For each of us who are led by the Spirit, this is a burning and longing of the new man against the flesh.  This future hope should motivate us to live pure lives. “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure” (1 John 3:2-3).  

Another privilege given to God‘s children is access to Him.  We can approach God the Father with boldness.  “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (Hebrews 4:16).  

Prayer is one of the greatest privileges was have as the children of God. Have you noticed how many times Jesus refers to God as ‘your Father’?  His is a new relationship given to those who are the sons and daughters of God and co-heirs with Christ.  As Jesus prayed to God as His Father, so He teaches us to pray in the same manner.  This would have been a radical thought.  
To a Jewish mind a prayer addressing God as daddy would not only have been improper, it would have been irreverent to the highest degree.  Yet this is what Jesus said, and this quite naturally stuck in the minds of the disciples.  It is something quite new and unique when Jesus instructed his disciples to call God daddy (Boice. Foundations of the Christian Faith, 447).

EQUIP

Are you living as an orphan or as a Son/daughter?

In spite of all the verses and promises presented in this lesson, many Christians are living as though they are orphans instead of as son and daughters.  In the eve of His death, Jesus said, 
And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you” (John 14:16-18).  
Jesus has given each and every Christian the Holy Spirit—the Counselor, the Spirit of truth.  The Spirit that calls out ‘Abba Father.’  The following exercise has challenged and encouraged many to live as sons and daughters, instead of as orphans.
Complete this Orphan vs. Sons/Daughters Exercise

Read through each description from left to right, noting the differences. Under Orphan, check the box if you see that tendency in yourself. Underline the words or phrases that most apply.  (Perhaps only part of it will be true for you).  Under Son/Daughter, check the boxes that describe where you most want to grow this year.  Also underline key words or phrases.

___________________________________________________________________


           The ORPHAN




      vs.



The SON/DAUGHTER

	“I will not leave you as orphans…”
John 14:18

	“…but he has given us the Spirit of Sonship and by Him we cry, ‘Abba Father.”





Romans 8:15

	
	

	[ ] Feels alone; lacks a vital daily intimacy with God; ‘a vacuum of self concern.’

	[ ] Has a growing assurance that ‘God is really with God my loving Heavenly Father.’

	
	

	[ ] Anxious over ‘felt needs’: friends, money, etc.
	[ ] Trusts the Father and has a growing confidence in His loving care.

	
	

	[ ] Lives on a successful/fail basis; needs to look good/performance oriented. 
	[ ] Learning to live in daily self-conscious partnership with God; not fearful.

	
	

	[ ] Feels condemned, guilty, and unworthy before God and others.



	[ ] Feels loved, forgiven, and totally accepted because of Christ’s merit really clothes him/her.

	
	

	[ ] Has a little faith/a lot of fear, little
 ability to really trust God.


	[ ] A daily working trust in God’s sovereign plan for his/her life –-God is good. 

	
	

	[ ] Labors under a sense of unlimited obligation; tries harder to please God. 

	[ ] Prayer is the first resort: Like talking to my Daddy.

	
	

	[ ] Rebellious; resists authority; not easily teachable; heart is not very soft.

	[ ] Has the strength to be submissive; has a soft (broken and contrite) heart.

	
	

	[ ] Is defensive; can’t listen well, bristles at the charge of being self-righteous.

 
	[ ] Is open to criticism since he/she is consciously stands in Christ’s perfection.

	The ORPHAN
	The SON/DAUGHTER

	[ ] Needs to be right, safe, secure;unwilling to fail or tolerate criticism.

	[ ] Is able to take risks—even fail; since his/her righteousness is in Christ, he/she needs 
no record to boast in, protect or defend.

	
	

	[ ] SELF-confident, or lacking confidence - Discouraged, and defeated.

 
	[ ] Is CHRIST-confident and encouraged because of the Spirit’s working in him/her.

	
	

	[ ] Tends toward ‘I can do it;’ strong willed; driven.
	[ ] ‘I can do all things through Christ who gives
me strength.’

	

	

	[ ] Tries harder; self-effort; relies on his/her gifts to get ministry done.

	[ ] Is trusting less in self and more in the Holy Spirit (with daily reliance).

	
	

	[ ] Tends to be ungrateful, complaining;
bitter, critical spirit.  Tears down others.
	[ ] Relies on the Holy Spirit to guide the tongue for use in praise, edification, thanksgiving and encouragement.

	
	

	[ ] Tends to point out what is wrong; often dissatisfied about something.

	[ ] Not blind to wrong, but chooses instead to 
focus on what is good and lovely.

	
	

	[ ] Gossips (confessing other people’s sins);
needs to criticize others to feel secure.
	[ ] Is able to freely confess his/her faults to others, prefers to major on their 
strengths; doesn’t always have to be right.

	
	

	[ ] Tends to compare himself/herself with others—leading either to pride
or depression.

 
	[ ] Stands confidently in Christ, his/her self-worth comes from Jesus’ blood and righteousness.

	




	

	[ ] Feels powerless to defeat the flesh; has no real ‘heart victory’ over pet sins—has lost his/her sense of being a ‘big sinner.’

	[ ] As he/she rests in Christ, he/she is seeing more and more victory over the flesh—yet he/she sees himself/herself as a ‘big sinner.’








	
	

	The ORPHAN
	The SON/DAUGHTER

	[ ] Is relatively prayerless; prayer is the ‘last
resort.’ Prays often in public, seldom in private.

	[ ] Prayer is a vital part of the day, not confined to a ‘quiet time;’ loves to talk to the Father.

	
	

	[ ] The Bible’s promises of spiritual power and joy mock him/her.

	[ ] God’s promises of power and joy are beginning to describe him/her.

	


	

	[ ] Boasts; points out his/her own accomplishments for fear that someone might overlook them.




	[ ] Finds that Jesus is more and more the subject of his/her conversations; he/she boasts in his/her weaknesses.

	[ ] Concerned about building ‘a record’of deeds that needs noticing and defending.


	[ ] Christ’s righteousness is his/her ‘record’ so he/she stands complete in Him.

	
	

	[ ] Wishes people would see things his/her way. Needs to be in control of situations and others.
	[ ] Is becoming Christ-controlled; ministers in and the power of the Holy Spirit, not in the strength of his/her‘ redeemed flesh.’

	

	

	
[ ] Looks for satisfaction in positions, possessions or pacifiers (idols). Something other than Jesus makes him/her feel worthy, worthwhile, justified.
	[ ] Christ is his/her meat and drink; God truly satisfies his/her soul!


	
	

	[ ] Lacks passion to share the gospel (since his/her Christian life is not really good news); or tends to be motivated by a sense of obligation and duty
	[ ] Has a desire to see the lost come to know Jesus the way he/she does, shares the gospel with others.


	
	



Review the results of the Orphan vs. Son/Daughter Exercise.  Answer the following questions.  In what areas am I living as an orphan?
How would living as a son or daughter counter these tendencies? Be specific in how you will change your perspective.
What is the condition to the promise of adoption?

What implications does adoption have in our Christian lives?

What is God’s motivation behind the act of adoption?

What are the privileges of being adopted as sons and daughters and co-heirs with Christ?

How should adoption impact your prayer life?

When Jesus taught His disciples to pray, He instructed them to begin the prayer with “Our Father in heaven” (Matthew 6:9).  Pray through the Lord’s Prayer and then remark on the differences that truly understanding adoption makes in praying this prayer.

How would living as a son or daughter counter these tendencies? Be specific in how you will change your perspective.
ACCOUNTABILITY

In what ways do you struggle with truly believing the doctrine of adoption?

And yet we struggle to be led by the Spirit.  What gets in the way of us following the Holy Spirit?

In what areas am I living as an orphan?  How will you live as a Son/daughter in order to counter act these areas?

MISSION

How does the truth of the doctrine of “adoption” change how you pray for non-believers?

Who are the three people (non-church, non-believers) you are praying for?

7. ____________________________
8. ____________________________
9. ____________________________

Steps I have taken or will take to connect with them:

7. _____________________________________________
8. _____________________________________________
9. _____________________________________________

SUPPLICATION

Spend time praising God for being adopted through faith in Christ. 

Pray for your lost neighbors, friends, and family.

Pray for Village Seven to be effective in the mission God has given it. 

What needs do you have that your group can be praying for?

What’s one area of godliness that you can pray for each other about?

Lesson Four
Grace in the Midst of Difficulties
TRUTH

If you ask anyone who has walked with Christ for a number of years whether following Christ has made his life trouble-free, more often than not you will hear that life has been difficult. God never promised that life would be easy, but that He would be with us in the midst of difficulties.  

Jesus said, "I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world" (John 16:33).  Peter puts it this way, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12).  Troubles, trials and sufferings are a part of life and we should not be surprised when they come.  

Our response to troubles reflects our view of God, our faith in Him, and the work of the gospel in our lives. Is God really in control? Can He really use the difficulties in life for my good?  Everything that is brought into our lives is used by God to refine us and shape us into the image if Christ.  

James also provides a similar perspective on suffering, difficulties and trials.  “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:2-4).  Warren Wiersbe remarks on this passage saying, “The only way the Lord can develop patience and character in our lives is through trials. Endurance cannot be attained by reading a book, listening to a sermon, or even praying a prayer. We must go through the difficulties of life, trust God, and obey Him. The result will be patience and character.  Knowing this we can face trials joyfully. We know what trials will do in us and for us, and we know that the end result will bring glory to God” (Wiersbe. Be Mature, 26).

On the Anvil

Max Lucado refers to God reshaping us through trials and difficulties as being ‘on the anvil.’  At this point I will quote at length from Lucado’s book On the Anvil: Stories on Being Shaped into God’s Image because it gives us a picture of the blacksmith’s work and thus God’s work.  

“On the solid anvil, the smoldering iron is remolded.

The smith knows the type of instruments he wants.  He knows the size.  He knows the shape.  He knows the strength.

Whang! Whang! The hammer slams.  The shop rings with noise, the air fills with smoke, and the softened metal responds.

But the response doesn’t come easily.  It doesn’t come without discomfort.  To melt down the old and recast the new is a disrupting process.  Yet the metal remains on the anvil, allowing the toolmaker to remove the scars, repair the cracks, refill the voids, and purge the impurities.

And with time, a change occurs: What was dull becomes sharpened, what was crooked becomes straight, what was weak becomes strong, and what was useless becomes valuable.

Then the blacksmith stops.  He ceases his pounding and sets down his hammer.  With a strong left arm, he lifts the tongs until the freshly molded metal is at eye level.  In the still silence, he examines the smoking tool.  The incandescent implement is rotated and examined for any mars or cracks.  There are none.

Now the smith enters the final stage of his task.  He plunges the smoldering instrument into a nearby bucket of water.  With a hiss and rush of steam, the metal immediately begins to harden.  The heat surrenders to the onslaught of cool water, and the pliable, soft metal becomes unbending, useful tool” (Lucado. On the Anvil, 41-43).  

So it is anvil time. “On God’s anvil. Perhaps you’ve been there. Melted down. Formless.  Undone. Placed on the anvil for…reshaping? Discipline? Testing?” (45) Peter describes ‘anvil time’ as suffering grief in all kinds of trials. He says ‘anvil time’ is of greater worth than gold. It is like being refined by fire. Here on the anvil faith is proved genuine, and God gets the glory and honor because it is His workmanship.

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. (1 Peter 1:3-7)
Clowney comments on this passage. Reflection on what God has done for us fills us with exultant joy. In this you greatly rejoice. Dramatically, Peter moves from ecstasy to agony. We who rejoice in Christ suffer grief in all kinds of trials. He now gives four reasons why we cannot only endure trials, but rejoice in hope in the midst of trials. First, hope in Christ points us beyond the trials to eternity. Second, we are strengthened through the very suffering we endure and our faith is proven genuine. Third, the Lord will not forget our trials.  And finally, we receive glory as we share in Christ’s glory (The Message of 1 Peter, 51-53).
We will go through trials, difficulties and suffering in this life.  God uses these times to mold us into the image of Christ.  And in times of trials we are to rejoice and to consider it pure joy because we know God is working all things for our good.  We can either fight being “on the anvil”, or cooperate with God in the process.

The Discipline of Suffering

Paul begins Romans 5 with the wonderful truths of the gospel. Those who put their faith in Christ have been justified and have peace with God.  We now stand in grace! We are to rejoice that we are in Christ through His grace. We rejoice in the hope of glory. Then, we rejoice even in our sufferings, for they will fulfill the purpose God desires in our lives.  Paul states,

“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us” (Romans 5:1-5). 

In his concluding remarks on Romans 5:1-5, Gary Thomas states, “We are asked to cooperate with God’s Spirit to forge lives of selflessness, compassion and love. This transformation is impossible apart from suffering.  Don’t be so quick to reject the very thing that will most help you become mature” (Authentic Faith: The Power of Fire-tested Life, 84). Suffering is used by God to establish proven character. We are to persevere in suffering, difficulties and trials because it produces character. Perseverance assumes discomfort or pain.  Suffering hurts. As Thomas states, “Character is forged only when we pass through the fire” (69).  

Romans 5:3-5a can be charted as follows. It is a helpful and practical look at bedrock spiritual formation.

Suffering

(
Perseverance

Perseverance
(
Character

Character

(
Hope

Hope  


(
Never Disappointed

The reality is not whether we will suffer. The question is how we will suffer and, more importantly, how we’ll respond. Paul encourages Timothy to “endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 2:3). We endure hardship because it produces character, and hope, and hope never disappoints us. On one hand we are not to look for suffering. But on the other hand, we are not to refuse suffering either.

Paul was no stranger to suffering. In writing to the church in Corinth he made the following references to hardship. “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life” (2 Corinthians 1:8). “Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses” (2 Corinthians 6:4).


On a personal note Paul states, 
To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). 
The Lord never makes it clear the nature of Paul’s ‘thorn in the flesh.’ 

The focus is not on the hardship, but what Paul learned from God, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Paul learned to serve out of his weaknesses, struggles and suffering. In regards to suffering, African believers have said, “We pray not that God will remove the burden but that God would strengthen our faith that we would be better able to bear the burden.”
Paul provides two more lessons for us in the midst of suffering. Suffering does not make null and void God’s assurance of His love. “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?” (Romans 8:35)  In a few verses Paul answers his own question: “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us” (Romans 8:37).  Any suffering we go through now cannot be compared to future glory. “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us” (Romans 8:18).  We are called to be living monuments of God’s grace. “We receive the grace of God each day and, knowing things are messy, knowing we’re imperfect beings, we stand and show how God works through any and all of the circumstances in our lives. Even the messy ones” (Thomas, 82).
Developing a Game Plan for Suffering

In the book The Hand of God, Alistar Begg takes his readers through the life of Joseph and shows how Joseph found God’s care in all circumstances. His main thesis is that God rules and overrules in the circumstances of life and uses these circumstances for our good, even out of what we view as our darkest moments. Begg gives four points for developing a game plan for suffering (90-99).
Don’t be surprised by suffering. Peter tells us: “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you”     (1 Peter 4:12). Don’t quit when you suffer, but maintain your integrity even when you are tempted to give in. Third, don’t take revenge when you suffer. We are tempted to take revenge, even though we know it is biblically wrong.  As Paul states, 
Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. On the contrary: ‘If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.’ Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (Romans 12:17-21).  

And lastly, don’t miss the chance to help others.  By God’s grace, we can turn unjust suffering into an opportunity to help others. “Are you in a dungeon at the moment? Are circumstances closing you down that are known only to you and to God? Turn your gaze outward toward others, and you will see those who need your help.” (Begg, 98)  

Is God in Control?

The whole idea of trusting God in the midst of trials and hardships is based upon the fact that God is absolutely trustworthy.  God is trustworthy because of His sovereignty, wisdom and love (Bridges. Is God Really in Control?, 127).

If God is in control, how do we respond to the trials of life? First we are instructed in the Word of God to respond with humility and trust. “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:6-7). Humility and trust are both a response and fruit to suffering.

As it was already noted we are called to “give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). Giving thanks to God even for the trials is probably the highest illustration of trusting Him. Thanksgiving is the second response and an admission of our dependency upon God (Bridges, 137). 

Bridges also suggests that responding to hardship involves practicing forgiveness and praying for deliverance, but above all else and in all circumstances our response to adversity should be to seek God’s glory. Paul demonstrated this attitude when it came to the preaching of the gospel.  As he writes to the church in Philippi he is in prison, yet he sees his circumstances for the good of the church and the glory of Christ.  

“Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel. As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly.
It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice” (Philippians 1:12-18).

“Trusting God,” according to Bridges, “is worked out in an arena that has no boundaries.  We do not know the extent, the duration, or the frequency of the painful, adverse circumstances in which we must frequently trust God.  We are always coping with the unknown” (125). 

How do you remain focused on God’s faithfulness in the midst of suffering and trials?  The reality is each and every one of us will encounter suffering. Some more than others—but we will all suffer!   How will you respond? By the grace of God, we are empowered to respond to adversity with faith and trust.  

EQUIP
How has God used trials, hardships and suffering to help you grow in Christ?

How does our response to adversity reflect our view of God and our faith in Him?

Review Romans 5:1-5.  How can this passage help you grow through adversity rather than crumbling under it?

What did Paul learn from his personal suffering?  What lesson does it have for us today?

Alistair Begg suggests a plan for developing a game plan for suffering.  What are the

key points?  Identify a time of suffering or trials in your life.  Describe it briefly, and then consider how you could have responded more biblically.
If God is in control and He is sovereign, wise and loving (merciful and gracious), how 

should we respond to the trials of life?

ACCOUNTABILITY
Describe how trials, hardships and difficulties make it hard for you to put your trust in God alone.
In response to this lesson, how do you need to grow in order to better trust God in the midst of difficulties.
MISSION

How can trials, hardships and difficulties in the life of non-believers provide an avenue for sharing the good news of Christ?
How can the truths of this lesson serve as springboard for sharing the gospel?
Who are the three people (non-church, non-believers) you are praying for?
1____________________________

2____________________________

3____________________________

Steps I have taken or will take to connect with them:
4_____________________________________________

5_____________________________________________

6_____________________________________________

SUPPLICATION

Spend time praising God that He never abandons us in the midst of difficulties, and that He will use adversity to grow us in Christ.
Pray for your lost neighbors, friends, and family.

Pray for Village Seven to be effective in the mission God has given it. 

What needs do you have that your group can be praying for?

What is one area of godliness that you can pray for each other about?
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