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Getting the Most Out of Forgiveness


Forgiveness is a choice. It’s choosing to absorb the hurt. It’s paying the debt ourselves. It’s extending grace to someone who deserves the opposite.

Forgiveness is also a door to peace and joy. But it’s a small door, and it can’t be entered without stooping—or kneeling. Sometimes, the door of forgiveness is very hard to find.

The truth is we all need to be forgiven. The Bible makes it painfully clear that every one of us has built up an enormous debt of sin to God. The payment of that debt required nothing less than the sacrifice of God’s own Son, Jesus. The Father is now free to forgive us. Someone else has paid the penalty we deserve.

Christians rejoice in the forgiveness we receive from God, but the rub comes from other people. When we hurt the people we love, how do we go about restoring the relationship? When we suffer the pain of betrayal or injury or rejection from someone else, how do we deal with the anger and resentment we feel? This study guide will help us find some answers.

The answers we discover won’t be easy answers. Living out God’s truth will require a great deal of courage and humility. But if we will follow Jesus in learning to extend grace, if we will cultivate a forgiving spirit, we will find a greater sense of peace and freedom than we have ever known before.

This study guide follows two themes—God’s forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of others. Begin at the place where you sense the greatest need in your own life. Then move to the other studies. As you understand more about God’s gracious forgiveness of you, your own capacity to forgive will be expanded and strengthened.

So bring your broken heart, your shattered dreams, your desires for revenge, your guilt and shame. Let God transform life’s worst experiences and your deepest failures into a powerful witness of his grace and love.


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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  Our Forgiving Father


  Luke 15:11-32


  

    Every evening the old man sat on the porch after a hard day of work. He looked out the gate and down the road, hoping to catch a glimpse of a traveler. During the day, out in the fields, he would stretch his back and scan the horizon, watching for a figure headed home.


    Then one day he saw him. A thin, ragged young man turned in from the road, and the father knew it was the person he had been waiting for. In a burst of joy and desperate anticipation, the old man did something his servants had never seen him do. He ran to meet his son.


     


    GROUP DISCUSSION. Did you ever run away from home? Where did you go, and what happened?


      

     


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Who is the “obedient” one in your family or among your friends? Who is the wild one? How do they get along?


      

     


    Jesus’ story of the prodigal son never fails to move our hearts with joy and relief. We come empty and broken to God, and he makes us his own dear children. Even though we’ve squandered his gifts and ignored his wishes, he runs to welcome us home. Read Luke 15:11-32.


    

      1. Based on what you have read and on your own experience, how would you describe the younger son’s feelings when he first left his father’s home?


    


      

    

      when he was living it up in a distant land?


    


      

    

      when he was feeding pigs?


    


      

    

      when he saw his father running toward him?


    


      

    

      2. Which stages in the younger son’s journey parallel stages in your life? Explain the similarities.


    


      

    

      3. Do you think the father was wise in giving the younger son his part of the inheritance to begin with? Why or why not?


    


      

    

      4. Why did the father stay at home and wait for the son’s return instead of going out to find the son?


    


      

    

      5. What other ways could the father have responded to the returning son?


    


      

    

      6. Using the father’s welcome of the runaway son as the pattern, what would you tell someone about God’s response to the sinner who returns to him?


    


      

    

      7. What do you think the younger son’s attitude and behavior toward the father was after his return?


    


      

    

      What does that tell you about the Christian’s motivation to live obediently to God?


    


      

    

      8. What do you find in the older brother’s response that is reasonable and understandable?


    


      

    

      How does the father respond to the older brother’s objections?


    


      

    

      9. Do you identify more closely with the younger brother or the older brother in the story? Explain why.


    


      

    

      10. Based on the father’s words to both brothers in this parable, what personal words would God say to you if he sat down with you and had a father-to-child talk?


    


      

     


    Ask God to help you take his words of instruction and insight to heart.


    

      Now or Later


      Jesus actually told three linked parables on this occasion. What does the story of the lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7) and the story of the lost coin (Luke 15:8-10) reveal to you about God’s character?


        

     


      What “undeserving” person can you demonstrate God’s love and grace to this week?


        

     


      How will you do it?
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