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Introduction
Growing in the Likeness of Christ



God has changed my life through small group Bible studies. In Urbana, where I live, we have several hundred people studying in small groups all over the community each year. As I have worked with the leaders of these small groups, I have watched God use the Bible and group interaction to change their lives too. No other method that I have seen has been so effective in helping people really get to know God.

The original Fruit of the Spirit LifeGuide Bible study emerged after our groups had just finished studying several books in both the Old and New Testaments. A friend of mine said, “Why don’t you give us a change of pace and write some topical studies on the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23?” I thought about the verses—“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.” How could a worthwhile study be written about single virtues that were explained by only one word? It is exciting to realize that all these virtues are inside Christians because the Holy Spirit has taken up residence within us. But I wondered if there was some way to show how this fruit could be lived out in practical ways. How, for example, can we actually appropriate the fruit of peace when we are worried? Or how can we experience the fruit of joy if life is tumbling down all around us?

The Fruit of the Spirit LifeGuide, which makes up part one of each session in this guide and serves as the springboard for the rest of the sections, was a result of this exploration. I saw the fruit of joy illustrated in the disciples on seeing their risen Lord; the fruit of faithfulness sprang alive as Jehoshaphat and the outnumbered army of Israel became aware of God’s steady presence; and I recognized God’s patience with me in a new way as I contemplated Christ’s tender forgiveness of Peter. The writing of the guide truly changed my perspective on people and circumstances in my own life.

When InterVarsity Press approached me about expanding my LifeGuide into the larger LifeGuide in Depth resource you have in your hands, I started to think back on the situations—the places and ways God was ripening the fruit of the Spirit in my life as I was working through each fruit to create the LifeGuide—and thought it might encourage you to hear how I was being changed by my study of each fruit. I’ve therefore added brief stories from my own life at the end of part one in each session. I hope these “Thoughts from Hazel” sections will inspire you in your walk with the Spirit and help you notice even the seemingly small ways God is at work in you, developing the fruit of his Spirit in deeper ways.

Parts two through four of this new in-depth LifeGuide have been written by Dale and Sandy Larsen, who graciously agreed to dive into their own deep study of these passages and reflect on the Spirit’s fruit in their own life. Through their personal stories in the “Reflect” parts and by tracing the nature of God through the grand story of Scripture in the “Connect: Scripture to Scripture” segments, they’ll lead you in seeing how God is the source of each fruit and the one who helps us live each one out in our own circumstances.

In the years since I wrote the original Fruit of the Spirit guide, the different fruits have become more meaningful as I have experienced life in deeper relationship with the giver and source of the fruit. This isn’t surprising, if you think about it. The apostle Paul’s now-famous list of the fruit of the Spirit in chapter 5 of his letter to the Galatians surely came from his own intimate relationship with God; he could name the fruit because he himself had experienced the Spirit and seen the fruit evident in his own life as the Spirit changed his heart. And he knew how powerful living out the Spirit’s fruit would be for the Galatians, in the midst of the pagan culture they lived in and the lies and rules being imposed on them by false teachers. The essential message he passed on to them is the truth I discovered as I wrote the Fruit of the Spirit LifeGuide: turn to Jesus and learn the way of the Spirit—the way that brings freedom and life to you and to those around you.

God’s highest purpose for each person he’s made—from Adam and Eve to the Galatians to us today—hasn’t changed: He wants to make us like Jesus (Romans 8:29). As we fulfill this purpose by getting to know our Lord better and by obeying him, we will exhibit the fruit of the Spirit whether we are aware of it or not. In these days when our world is so fragmented and confused and when sin is so flagrant, just one person who exhibits this fruit of God’s Spirit can make a difference. Nothing attracts unbelievers and believers alike to God as much as seeing a life lived out in love, joy, peace, gentleness and so forth, even though that person may be suffering. A life exhibiting these beautiful qualities can be a powerful tool of evangelism as well as for promoting harmony and unity in the body of Christ.

Our hope for you in this new resource, then, is the same as Paul’s desire for the Galatians: that understanding and experiencing the love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control of God will lead you to a deeper love for him and to a life that more fully reflects him. May we all more and more relinquish ourselves to the One who has implanted his Spirit within us.


HOW TO USE LIFEGUIDE® IN DEPTH

The Bible is God’s Word to his people. In it and through it we find life and wisdom for life. Most importantly, the Scriptures point us to Christ, who is the culmination of God’s revelation to us of who he is. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series has been created for those who want to go deeply into the Bible and deeply into Christ.

Going deeply will require time and effort. But the reward will be well worth it. If your desire is a richer understanding of God’s Word, if you want to grasp Scripture at a level and in dimensions you’ve not engaged in before, these in-depth studies are for you.

This series emphasizes


	taking passages seriously as a whole


	seeing how each passage connects to and is built on the rest of Scripture


	applying the truth of each passage to individuals and to our Christian communities




How do we do this? Each session follows a four-part format:


	Part 1. Investigate—Getting an overview of the passage as a whole.


	Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture—Seeing how the passage or theme connects to other parts of the Bible.


	Part 3. Reflect—Pondering a key theme in the passage through a short reading.


	Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together—Tying together as a group the various themes from the first three parts and learning to apply the passage to real life.




Though groups and individuals may use LifeGuide in Depth studies in different ways and formats, the most straightforward way to use the guides is for individuals to study the first three sections on their own before each group meeting. Those first three sections are best done over several days rather than in one sitting, as individuals will typically need a total of three to four hours to work through them. Part four then offers a forty-five to sixty-minute group discussion that guides members in putting together everything they’ve learned.

LifeGuide in Depth Bible Studies can be used by people of various ages, from teenagers to seniors and everyone in between. Groups can be church-related home small groups and Sunday-school classes, women’s and men’s Bible studies, neighborhood Bible studies, and university campus small groups. And the guides can be used on a weekly or biweekly basis, or could even form the core of a retreat weekend.




AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR PARTS

Part 1. Investigate (On Your Own). Inductive Bible study is at the core of LifeGuide in Depth studies. Allowing for in-depth study of one passage, an inductive approach to Scripture has three main parts: we first carefully observe what is in the text, then interpret what we are to learn from what we observe and finally apply the meaning of the passage to our own lives. This is accomplished through the use of open-ended questions that help people discover the Bible for themselves. The goal is to come to the passage with fresh eyes, not supposing we know all that it means ahead of time, but looking to see what God might have to teach us anew.

Inductive study is not meant to be mechanical; Scripture is not data that we manipulate toward a certain output. Nor does it imply that we can master Scripture. Rather we expect the Word to master us. But believing that God uses our understanding to touch our hearts and that he uses our hearts to touch our understanding, inductive study can help us draw near to God. It’s a tool to guide our hearts and minds toward Christ through his Word. For more on inductive study we recommend Transforming Bible Study by Bob Grahmann and The Bible Study Handbook by Lindsay Olesberg.

Part one of each session is a revised edition of the original LifeGuide Bible study guide. LifeGuide Bible studies have been the leading series for individuals and groups studying Scripture for almost thirty years. They have given millions of people a solid grasp of the Bible. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series, like the original LifeGuides, honors the context of each book of the Bible and the original message of each biblical author, and guides readers into application of God’s Word. Relevant excerpts from The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament and The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament have been added to these studies to offer helpful historical and cultural information about each passage. These excerpts appear as callouts in part one of each guide.

Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own). One of the most important ways of understanding any particular passage of Scripture is to uncover how it stands in the pathway of the rest of Scripture. The historical, cultural and literary background of any passage is critical, and how biblical writers draw on previous Scripture offers a wealth of meaning to readers. The purpose of part two of each session is to draw this out.

The original writers and readers of the books of the Bible were thoroughly immersed in the Scripture written beforehand. It was the air they breathed. So when they wrote, earlier Scripture passages and themes were an inseparable part of how they thought and taught. Thus, understanding the New Testament often requires knowing the Old Testament allusions, themes or direct quotations found there. And usually it is not enough to know the one particular Old Testament verse being quoted or referenced. We need to understand the context of that verse in the chapter and book in which it is found. Neglecting this can lead readers astray in their interpretations or applications.

For example, in Mark 6:47-50, Jesus walks on the lake during a storm and is “about to pass by [the disciples]” (v. 48), who are struggling for survival in a boat. Does Jesus not see them? Doesn’t he care they are in danger? Why does he intend to “pass by”? What’s going on? The answer is found by going back to the Old Testament. In Exodus 33:19–34:7 and 1 Kings 19:10-11, God “passes by” Moses and Elijah to reveal himself in a clear and dramatic way. Mark uses the same phrase (which his readers would recognize) to indicate that Jesus is making a similar dramatic revelation of divine character.

In making these connections, it is usually more helpful to go backward than to go forward. That is, we should first investigate Scripture written before the passage being studied was written. For instance, in seeking to understand the Psalms, we should first go to the earlier books of the Old Testament rather than to the New Testament. The psalmists knew and perhaps had memorized large portions of Genesis, Exodus and so forth. That was the raw material they were working with; those were their sources. If we don’t understand how and why they built on these, we won’t understand fully what they are saying.

Take the “suffering servant” of Isaiah 52–53. Although New Testament writers linked Jesus to the suffering servant, we shouldn’t “read back” into Isaiah the notion that the servant was a divine figure. The text in Isaiah does not indicate that and we would be misreading the text to insist that it does. Nonetheless, it is entirely appropriate to use this image, as Jesus did, to gain a greater understanding of another dimension of who Jesus was and what he came to do.

In part two, then, we will mostly, but not exclusively, go back to Scripture that predates the passage we are studying for better understanding.

Part 3. Reflect (On Your Own). In part three you will find a reading that expands on one of the themes of the study. It may contain a story or commentary on the passage, or both. And it may be drawn from some other Christian author or source, whether contemporary or ancient. In any case, it is intended to help focus your mind in a single direction after the wide variety of issues raised in parts one and two. A couple of questions at the end of the reading will help you crystallize what you have learned.

Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group). This part is, as the name describes, intended for group discussion. You can work through it on your own too, but some questions are repetitive with questions from the first three parts. This is intentional and necessary for group discussion; after individuals in a group have worked through each passage on their own during the week, they will want to hear from each other what they have learned and thought about. If you decide you do want to go through part four by yourself anyway, you can skip those questions that were found earlier or use those questions as opportunities to think again about key ideas. Reviewing the content is a good way for groups and individuals to lock those ideas into their hearts and minds.

Groups should begin the discussion with the “Open” question and then read the passage together. Everyone will have been over the passage several times already, but reading aloud in a group can actually bring new insight.

Below are a few suggestions for group members that can facilitate rich discussion and insight:


	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, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.


	3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. This allows everyone to participate on equal ground and fosters in-depth study.


	
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! Also note that 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 do so 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 to take action individually and/or as a group.


	
7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.


	Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


	We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.


	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.


	We will listen attentively to each other.


	We will be very cautious about giving advice.




Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.





Plunging into the depths of God’s wisdom and love is a glorious adventure. Like Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:9-10: “As it is written: ‘What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived’—the things God has prepared for those who love him—these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.” As you go in depth into Scripture, may the Spirit reveal the deep things of God’s own self to you.
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Session One

    Love

    1 John 4:7-16


  
    
      WHERE WE’RE GOING*1

      
        Part 1. Investigate: 1 John 4:7-16 (On Your Own)

        Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own)

        Part 3. Reflect: Love’s Evidence (On Your Own)

        Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group)

      

    

    
      A PRAYER TO PRAY

      Here’s a prayer to get you started:

      
        God of love, you show us that love is not just an abstract idea. Love is a Person. You have lived among us and offered us your love, love which we could never deserve. You fill us with your Spirit of love and help us extend your love to others. Without you, our so-called love is cold and selfish. We know what love is only because Christ gave his life for us. Purify us with the fire of your sacrificial love. Show us where our love is lacking; change our hearts and move us forward to put love into action. Amen.

      

    

  

  
    
      
*1. 

      
        Though these studies can be used in a variety of ways and formats, for maximum benefit we recommend doing parts one, two and three on your own and then working through the questions in part four with a group.

      

    

    





  

  
Part 1. Investigate

    1 John 4:7-16

    (On Your Own)


  
    Read 1 John 4:7-16.

    
      
        Introduction to 1 John: If the setting of 1 John is the same as that of the Fourth Gospel, it is meant to encourage Christians expelled from the synagogues, some of whose colleagues have returned to the synagogue by denying Jesus’ messiahship (2:19, 22; 4:2-3). . . . But John was concerned about situations in cities other than those addressed in his Gospel. Christians were . . . [being] tempted with the heresy of compromise elsewhere, including compromise with idolatry advocated by false prophets (Rev 2:14-15, 20-23; cf. 1 Jn 4:1; 5:21).

      

    

    
      	
        1. According to verses 7-8, where does love come from?

      

      	
        2. Verses 9-10 say that Christ’s incarnation and death show us God’s love. How do these two events help you to understand God’s love?

      

    

    
      
        4:12. The false teachers may have been claiming to have had mystical visions of God, but John includes a corrective: God was unseen (Ex 33:20), and the sense in which believers could envision him is in his character of love fleshed out in the cross (4:9) and in Christians’ sacrificial love (4:12).

      

    

    
      	
        3. How does God’s love motivate you to love others (vv. 11-12)?

      

      	
        4. What basis do we have for the assurance of love (vv. 13-16)?

      

      	
        5. Based on your responses to questions one through four, write a one-sentence description of love.

      

      	
        What significance does this kind of love have for you?

      

      	
        6. How have you seen God’s love demonstrated through other Christians?

      

      	
        7. Because God is love, what do we know about those whose lives are full of love (v. 16)? Explain.

      

    

    
      
        4:13-16. Although the Qumran community [those who wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls] as a group claimed to possess the Spirit, most of ancient Judaism relegated the Spirit’s most dramatic works to the distant past and future, or to very rare individuals. For John, all true believers in Jesus have the Spirit, who moves them to love and prophetically endows them to testify the truth about Christ.

      

    

    
      	
        8. No one has ever seen wind, energy or electrons. We see only the effects of what they do. Likewise, no one has ever seen the love of God. As you look again at this whole passage, in what ways can you see the effects of God’s love?

      

      	
        9. Think of someone you find it especially hard to feel warm toward, someone you are thrown together with regularly. Why is it difficult for you to love that person?

      

      	
        10. Recognizing that love is not based on feelings, what are some practical ways you can show the fruit of love to that person?

      

    

    Choose a specific action you will take in this coming week to show the fruit of love to this person. Pray specifically about the steps you will take toward loving this person, asking God to manifest this fruit in your life.

    
      THOUGHTS FROM HAZEL

      
        When I was writing these studies back in 1976, there was a woman (now long gone) in our church whom I avoided if at all possible. It seemed as though she was always showing up in my life, however. At church suppers, she’d be seated across the table from me. After church she’d be the first one I ran into in the foyer. And one time at a wedding reception, she and her husband (who was just as bad as she was) were seated at the same table as Dave and me—a table that seated only six people. The other two people at our table were a mother who seemed to be the silent type and her teenage daughter who had brought homework to do. The reception went on for three hours!

        The problem? This woman and her husband talked about themselves all the time: the trips they’d taken (every little detail with a few pictures stored in their wallets), the sicknesses they and their parents had endured or were presently enduring, their longtime ministry to orphans (a three-hour lecture!). We tried to break in at points. But breaking in often involved asking a question, which led to more and more details of the current subject. For instance, I began talking about the latest book I was reading, and wouldn’t you know it—she was reading it too, and she had definite ideas about how the author should have told the story. At the end of that evening, I had had it. I resolved never to be caught in that woman’s presence again, and for about a year, I never was. But my deep resentment went on. Every time I’d see her, I seethed.

        Then came this study on love, particularly questions nine and ten. Guess who popped right into my mind after I had oh-so-spiritually written those two questions? Yep, you got it—this woman who drove me crazy! The Lord nudged me to practically show the fruit of love to her. So I thought. I prayed. And the Holy Spirit lovingly gave me the idea of simply walking across the church that next Sunday and saying hello to her.

        So that’s what I did. That’s all I did. She was whisked away somehow, and I don’t recall ever really talking to her again before they left the church. But my heart sang! Such a little thing, but in God’s sight such a huge thing in that I had obeyed the Spirit’s prompting. This is that thing called love.

      

    

  







Part 2. Connect
Scripture to Scripture
(On Your Own)



JOHN’S AUTHORITY TO SPEAK ABOUT GOD’S LOVE

We once heard a Christian say, “God in the New Testament is loving, but God in the Old Testament was terrible.” Many people have the same idea. They believe that a God of love is a radical New Testament innovation, introduced by Jesus Christ.

If God was once terrible and is now loving, then somewhere between the Old and New Testaments, his character must have changed. Intellectually we know that can’t be true. God does not change. Still, whether it makes sense or not, many people believe that the God of the Old Testament is a different sort of God from the God in the New Testament: a God who exhibits wrath rather than love.

If anyone could write with authority about love—both the love of God and our love for one another—it was John the apostle, the author of this letter. Tradition has it that he was “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (Jn 13:23) and was one of the three disciples closest to Jesus. John holds that love is so inseparable from the character of God that “everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love” (vv. 7-8).

God is love. There could be no stronger declaration that God is a loving God. But has God always been the God of love? Let’s look backward into the Old Testament and examine the evidence there for John’s declaration.
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