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    Getting the Most


      Out of Christian Beliefs


    

      As a new Christian in college, I wanted to learn all about the Christian faith through teaching, sermons and Bible study. I soon discovered, however, that many Bible studies and sermons left me both confused and frustrated. I had trouble putting all the pieces together—especially since various denominations seemed to hold different and often conflicting views. I wanted an overview of the basic truths that Christians believe.


      Later I found that while there have always been theological differences among Christians, there is a great deal that we have in common. C. S. Lewis called this common core of belief “mere Christianity.” These common beliefs can be briefly summarized under six headings.


      

        	

          □ Revelation. It refers not to the last book in the Bible but to how God makes himself known.


        


        	

          □ God. What is he like? What can we know about him?


        


        	

          □ Human Nature. What are we like? How are we to relate to God? What happened when we sinned?


        


        	

          □ Salvation. What has God done to rescue us from sin?


        


        	

          □ The Church. Jesus has called us to follow him together. What does he require of us?


        


        	

          □ The Last Things. Jesus is coming back. How can we live in hopeful expectation?


        


      


      These headings also provide the outline for this study guide.


      A systematic study of our beliefs as Christians can provide many personal and practical benefits. First, Christian beliefs help us make sense of the world we live in. How can we explain the presence of both incredible beauty and ugliness in the world? Why do we see not only supreme goodness but also diabolical evil? A knowledge of basic Christian beliefs helps us wrestle with questions that have baffled people for centuries.


      Second, Christian beliefs strengthen our identity in Christ. Our culture urges us to seek our identity in our possessions, our personal achievements or our career. Yet Scripture tells us our identity is not derived from these things. It depends not on how others see us, but on how God sees us. As we learn the essential beliefs of Christianity, we begin to discover who we really are.


      Third, Christian beliefs not only guide our thinking but also direct our behavior. In our day we desperately need men and women of integrity, people who are living examples of biblical values. As we learn these essential values, the Holy Spirit gradually transforms us into the likeness of Christ himself. Christian beliefs build Christian character.


      Finally, and most importantly, Christian beliefs help us draw near to God. As we look into the Scriptures, we come to know the Author of Scripture. Biblical truths become a window into the heart and mind of God.


      In our day there is a wishy-washy relativism that masquerades as faith. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, just as long as you believe.” “All roads lead to God.” “The important thing is to be sincere.” If we know what we believe, we will resist such shallow claims. God is personal. He has told us about himself and what he requires of us. All the rich knowledge of God is expressed through our Christian beliefs.


      If we approach the Scriptures with humility and a fervent heart, Christian beliefs can strengthen our faith and ignite our souls. At the end of the guide is a reading list with books that you could explore on each of the study topics. For a comprehensive overview of Christian doctrine you might want to check out Know the Truth by Bruce Milne, Knowing Christianity by J. I. Packer, Theology for Ordinary People by Bruce L. Shelley or Foundations of the Christian Faith by James Montgomery Boice.


      

        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. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. 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 indepth 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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  God in the World & in the Word


  Psalm 19


  

    “I don’t believe in God!” That was my declaration as a confused and angry teenager. However, I found my unbelief hard to maintain. My adolescent hungers weren’t satisfied in the “normal” places like music, friends or school. But during my first year of college, God began to reveal himself to me in ways that I couldn’t deny. After a year of his constant calling, I yielded.


      


    GROUP DISCUSSION. C. S. Lewis writes, “Avoiding [God], in many times and places, has proved so difficult that a very large part of the human race has failed to achieve it.” What influences and events have led you to faith in God?


     


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Both head and heart are required for a healthy relationship with God. Sit quietly and then consider: What do I feel toward God right now?


    

     


    General revelation refers to the way that God makes his existence known in the world. Special revelation is the term for how God makes his will known to his people. Psalm 19 is a meditative reflection by the psalmist on both special and general revelation. Read Psalm 19.


     


    

      1. How does the psalmist help us perceive the presence of the invisible God?


    


   

    

      2. The psalmist views the world as we might view a work of art (v. 1). How does seeing the world in this way help us to appreciate God’s glory?


    


   

    

      3. The psalmist says the creation speaks in every language and in every corner of the world (v. 2). What can anyone in the world know about God through creation?


    


   

    

      4. What are some things about God that can’t be known through creation?


    


   

    

      5. The sun gets special mention (vv. 4-6). How is God’s glory particularly revealed in the sun?


    


   

    

      6. Which aspects of creation have helped you learn the most about God and his glory? Explain.


    


   

    

      7. In verses 7-14 the psalmist shifts his focus from the way God makes himself known in creation to the way he reveals himself in his law. What words does the psalmist use to describe God’s law?


    


   

    

      8. According to the psalmist, what are the benefits of knowing God’s law?


      What benefits have you received from God’s law?


    


   

    

      9. Why would reflecting on God’s creation and his law cause David to think about his own responsibility before God (vv. 11-13)?


    


   

    

      How do both nature and God’s law bring up the idea of sin and our need of forgiveness?


    


   

    

      10. God is a person who is making an effort to be known. What should you be willing to do to know him better?


    


   

     


    Tell God that you want to know him better. Ask him to open your eyes to a sense of his presence and your mind to the understanding of his character.


    

      Now or Later


      The sense of God’s presence is all around us, but for many reasons we are dull in our spiritual perception. Keep a record this week of every time that God comes to mind. At the end of the week review your notes and see if there are special actions or places that are a special means of God’s presence in your life.
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  Knowing God


  Isaiah 40:9-31


  

    During my years as staff member with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, I had the privilege of encountering many students who were not yet Christians. When talking to them about God, I frequently heard a common refrain: “My God is not like that.”
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