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Getting the Most Out of Faith




“I’ve prayed for this one thing for years, and it hasn’t happened. The Bible says all things are possible for the one who believes. What’s wrong with my faith?”


“Some days it’s easy for me to trust the Lord. Other days, no matter how hard I try, I don’t feel confident that God cares or will help me. Or I forget God, go my own way and try to run my own life. How can my faith be more consistent?”


“All the indicators say that I don’t have a chance at getting this job. But I’m still praying that I get it. Won’t the Lord honor my faith?”


“I’m in a very unpleasant situation. Should I boldly pray that it changes? Or should I stick it out and trust God to bring good out of it? Which one is faith?”


“Our church stepped out on faith and started a building program, and now we’re sunk in debt. Were we wrong to commit ourselves to the program? Or did it fail because our faith faltered?”


If you ever struggle with these or similar uncertainties about faith, you’ll find good company in the pages of the Bible. All through the Scriptures we see people’s faith in God knocking against the realities of earthly life—sometimes joyfully, sometimes desperately. There are many surprises. Some of the most esteemed biblical people let us down midstory when they apparently abandon their trust in God. And some of the least likely people, pressed by crisis, show remarkable outbursts of pure faith in a God they barely know.


Because faith presupposes an unseen world where unpredictable things happen, it always has an element of the mystical. But no longer is faith a stained-glass word tied to religious liturgy or doctrine. Even the secular world tells us that if we have faith in ourselves, we can accomplish anything. Physicians agree that faith—any faith—helps people cope with illness, and sometimes it brings unexplainable recovery.


So does it matter what we believe, so long as we believe in something?


Scripture says yes, it matters a great deal what or who we choose to believe. Biblical faith is not a free-floating positive feeling within myself. It is trust in a person outside of, other than and infinitely greater than myself.


The following nine Bible studies alternate between studies of people and studies of faith’s essence as taught by faithful people. We’ll meet Abraham, Naaman, David and Paul, imperfect people whose faith grew through testing. We’ll see Jesus, both the perfect model of faith and the One who invites us to have faith in him. We’ll consider faith’s “hall of fame,” the gift of forgiveness through faith in Christ, faithful action and faith’s rightful focus.


Don’t let questions discourage your faith. Our human faith will always be faltering and imperfect. But like a parent teaching a child to take the first steps, God welcomes and encourages the smallest step of trust toward himself. By God’s grace we are being made into ever more faithful people. Our prayer is that this LifeGuide study will be part of that process.




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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In Praise of Faith


Hebrews 11:1-16




The runner who crosses the finish line first. The winning candidate on election night. The celebrity Oscar winner. All these get applause and congratulations.


 


But who cheers for the fired factory worker, leaving work for the last time, who still believes that God will provide for him and his family? Who throws confetti on the young woman, waking up in a hospital bed paralyzed from a car accident she can’t even remember, who cries out to God for help instead of cursing him?


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. What do you think it means to live by faith? Who is someone you know that you would say lives that way?






PERSONAL REFLECTION. When have you wished you had more faith?






The Bible cheers for God’s faithful people, and nowhere does the cheer sound more loudly and definitely than in the eleventh chapter of the book of Hebrews. The letter to the Hebrews was written by an unknown Christian to a group of persecuted Jewish Christians, people who needed to have their faith affirmed and strengthened. Read Hebrews 11:1-16.




1. Consider the actions of each of the people named in this passage. What does their behavior have in common?











2. If your name was one of those appearing in Hebrews 11, what do you think the writer would say about you?











3. Why do “the ancients” (the Old Testament faithful) deserve honor (vv. 1-2)?











4. How would you describe the faith for which they are honored?











5. Often we associate faith with feeling a certain way (for example: confident, bold, certain, doubt-free). What indicates that these people’s behavior was based on something beyond emotional feeling (vv. 4-5, 7-9, 11)?











6. Do you typically need to feel full of faith before you can obey God? Give some examples.
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