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Praise the Lord, O my soul,
and forget not all his benefits--
who forgives all your sins
and heals all your diseases,
who redeems your life from the pit
and crowns you with love and compassion.
Psalm 103:2-4

en we have failed—when we have done
things that are destructive or harmful to oth-
ers or ourselves—we need forgiveness.

The God of the Bible is a God of forgiveness. God freely
pardons (Isaiah 55:7). Scriptures show us a God who is
eager to forgive us—a God whose love for us never fails,
never changes, never wavers. God is a forgiving God.
“Letting God be God” in our lives means going to God
whenever we need forgiveness, telling God the whole
truth about ourselves and the mess we have made, and
gratefully receiving God’s full and glad forgiveness.

Yet, sometimes, when we need God’s forgiveness the
most, we find ourselves faced with powerful, deeply
rooted fears about God. We may fear that God will not
forgive us freely and fully but will be angry with us or
withhold love from us.

When we need forgiveness, we may also be faced with
fears about ourselves. When we have made a mess of
things we may think of ourselves as unworthy of love,
as people of little or no value, as people who should not
hope for forgiveness.

Because of these fears about God and about ourselves,
we may find ourselves keeping silent about our wrong-

doing. We may hide in shame. We may resist the forgive-
ness we need.

Fortunately, Scripture offers us a very different picture
both of ourselves and of God. Scripture consistently
pictures us as treasured and valued beyond our wildest
hopes—no matter what we have done, no matter how
bad we think we have been, no matter how great our
need for forgiveness. And Scripture consistently reveals a
God who is slow to anger and quick to forgive, waiting
to throw his loving arms around us in joy and celebra-
tion, eager to respond to us in love.

The studies in this Guide are designed to help you open
your heart and life to the God who forgives. It is our
prayer that in the process of working through these stud-
ies, God’s Spirit will free you to receive God’s forgiveness
in new ways.

OUTLINE

1. The Promise of Forgiveness—Isaiah 55

2. The Need for Forgiveness—I John 1:8 - 1:2:11
3. Refusing Forgiveness—Psalm 32:1-7

4. Secking Forgiveness—Hosea 14

5. Receiving Forgiveness—Luke 15:11-24

6. Living in the Grace of Forgiveness—Psalm 25

Learning to Let God Be God

The “Letting God Be God” Bible study guides are based

on three basic convictions.

The first of these convictions is that we are, by our very
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nature, dependent on our Maker. We need God. We
need God’s help with the daily challenges of life. We
need God’s love, peace, forgiveness, guidance and hope.
The invitation to “Let God be God” is an invitation to
let God be who God really is. But it is also an invitation
to be who we really are—God’s deeply loved children.

Second, these studies are based on the conviction that
God is willing, ready and eager to be God in our lives.
God is not distant, inaccessible or indifferent. Rather,
God is actively involved, offering us all that we need.
God offers us all the love, strength, hope and peace we
need.

Finally, these studies are based on the conviction that the
spiritual life begins with receiving from God. What we
do when we “let God be God” is to receive from God
the good gifts which God is eager to give to us. God has
declared his love for us. We are “letting God be God”
when we receive this love. God has offered to guide us.
We are “letting God be God” when we receive this guid-
ance. Receiving from God is the starting point of the
spiritual life. There is, of course, a place in the Christian
journey for giving to God—a place for commitment and
dedication. But if we have not learned well to receive
from God, then we will almost certainly experience the
Christian journey to be full of heavy burdens.

These are basic Christian convictions that closely resem-
ble the first three steps of the twelve steps of Alcoholic
Anonymous. The short summary is: “I can’t. God can.
I’ll let him”. They are spiritual truths that apply to all of
our lives. They may seem pretty simple. But most of us
find that actually doing them—putting these truths into
practice—is anything but simple. The problem is that re-
ceiving is not instinctive for most of us. What is instinc-
tive is self-sufficiency, independence and managing by
ourselves. What comes naturally is trying, trying harder
and trying our hardest. Letting go of this performance-
oriented spirituality and allowing ourselves to receive
from God will be a challenging adventure for most of
us. It is the adventure which is at the heart of these Bible
studies.

These Bible studies are designed to help you explore
what it means to receive from God—what it means to
let God be God in your life. George McDonald used
a wonderful metaphor when talking about the process
of learning to receive from God. He said “There are

good things God must delay giving, until his child has a

pocket to hold them—until God gets his child to make
that pocket. (as cited in Michael R. Phillips, ed., [Min-
neapolis: Bethany House, 1989], Discovering the Char-
acter of God, p. 156). These studies are designed to help
you sew some new pockets that are big enough to hold

the abundant good gifts that God has prepared for you.

Getting the Most from the Letting
God Be God Bible Study Guides

The guides in this series are designed to assist you to find
out for yourself what the Bible has to say about God

and to grow in your ability to “let God be God” in your
life. The passages you study will be thought provoking,
challenging, inspiring and very personal. It will become
obvious that these studies are not designed merely to
convince you of the truthfulness of some idea. And they
won't provide a systematic presentation of everything the
Bible says about any subject. Rather, they are designed
to create an opportunity for biblical truths to renew your
heart and mind.

There are six studies in each guide. Our hope is that this
will provide you with maximum flexibility in how you

use these guides. Combining the guides in various ways
will allow you to adapt them to your time schedule and
to focus on the concerns most important to you or your

group.

All of the studies in this series use a workbook format.
Space is provided for writing answers to each question.
This is ideal for personal study and allows group mem-
bers to prepare in advance for the discussion. The guides
also contain leader’s notes with suggestions on how to
lead a group discussion. The notes provide additional
background information on certain questions, give help-
ful tips on group dynamics and suggest ways to deal with
problems that may arise during the discussion. These
features equip someone with little or no experience to
lead an effective discussion.

Suggestions for Individual Study

1. As you begin each study, pray that God would give
you wisdom and courage through his Word.

2. After spending time in preparation, read and reread
the passage to be studied.
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3. Write your answers in the spaces provided or in a
personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper
understanding of yourself and of God’s Word. For the
same reason, we suggest that you write out your prayers
at the end of each study.

4) Most studies in these studies contain questions that
invite you to spend time in meditative prayer. The bibli-
cal text is communication addressed personally to us.
Meditative prayer can enrich and deepen your experi-
ence of a biblical text.

5. After you have completed your study of the passage,
you might want to read the leader’s notes at the back of
the guide to gain additional insight and information.

Suggestions for Group Study

Even if you have already done these studies individually,
we strongly encourage you to find some way to do them
with a group of other people as well. Although each
person’s journey is different, everyone’s journey is em-
powered by the mutual support and encouragement that
can only be found in a one-on-one or a group setting.
Several reminders may be helpful for participants in a
group study:

1. Trust grows over time. If opening up in a group set-
ting feels risky, realize that you do not have to share
more than what feels safe to you. However, taking risks
is a necessary part of growth. So, do participate in the
discussion as much as you are able.

2. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen

attentively when they talk. You will learn from their
insights. If you can, link what you say to the comments
of others so the group stays on the topic.

3. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are
sometimes so eager to share what we have learned that

we do not leave opportunity for others to respond. By all

means participate! But allow others to do so as well.

4. Expect God to teach you through the passage being
discussed and through the other members of the group.
Pray that you will have a profitable time together.

5. We recommend that groups follow a few basic guide-
lines, and that these guidelines be read at the beginning
of each discussion session. The guidelines, which you

may wish to adapt to your situation, are:
a. Anything said in the group is considered confidential
and will not be discussed outside the group unless spe-

cific permission is given to do so.

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

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

d. We will listen attentively to each other.

e. We will be very cautious about giving advice.

f. We will pray for each other.

If you are the discussion leader, you will find additional

suggestions and helpful ideas for each study in the
leader’s notes. These are found at the back of the guide.
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1. The Promise of
Forgiveness

We were made by God. We were designed to live in lov-
ing relationship with God. It is in relationship to God
that our souls find deep rest and satisfaction. When we
look elsewhere for this same satisfaction, we find our-
selves feeling empty and restless. We will find ourselves
trying to fill our emptiness with the spiritual equivalent
of junk food—sinning against God, ourselves, and oth-
ers.

In the text for this study, God calls us back to a love
relationship with our Maker—a relationship which can
satisfy us deeply. God invites us to leave our empty and
destructive ways. God promises to receive us, freely par-
don us and grant us the blessings of peace and joy.

Prepare

1. What images or ideas come to your mind when you
think of forgiveness?

2. What images come to your mind when you think
about God as a forgiving God?

Read

[1] “Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters;
and you who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come,
buy wine and milk without money and without cost.

[2] Why spend money on what is not bread, and your
labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and
eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the rich-
est of fare. [3] Give ear and come to me; hear me, that

your soul may live. I will make an everlasting covenant
with you, my faithful love promised to David. [4] See,

I have made him a witness to the peoples, a leader and
commander of the peoples. [5] Surely you will summon
nations you know not, and nations that do not know
you will hasten to you, because of the LORD your God,
the Holy One of Israel, for he has endowed you with
splendor.” [6] Seek the LORD while he may be found;
call on him while he is near. [7] Let the wicked forsake
his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to
the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to our
God, for he will freely pardon. [8] “For my thoughts

are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,”
declares the LORD. [9] “As the heavens are higher than
the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my
thoughts than your thoughts. [10] As the rain and the
snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it
without watering the earth and making it bud and flour-
ish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the
eater, [11] so is my word that goes out from my mouth:
It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish
what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent
it. [12] You will go out in joy and be led forth in peace;
the mountains and hills will burst into song before you,
and all the trees of the field will clap their hands. [13]
Instead of the thornbush will grow the pine tree, and
instead of briers the myrtle will grow. This will be for the
LORD’s renown, for an everlasting sign, which will not
be destroyed.”

Isaiah 55

Study

1. What themes stand out to you in this text?

2. List the promises and invitations that God offers in
verses 1-5.



3. What does God tell us about his character in this text?

8. How do these images of God’s forgiveness compare to
your ideas about God’s forgiveness?

4. What response do you have to these truths about
God?

5. This first part of this text (verses 1-3) talks about sat-
isfaction of our spiritual hunger. How might unsatisfied
spiritual hunger predispose us to wrong or destructive
choices?

6. What does Isaiah invite us to do in verses 6 and 7?

7. The text ends (verses 12-13) with images of life and
joy. It is a series of images of God’s forgiveness. Read
these verses with your name in the text. Hear God’s
promise of forgiveness to you.

9. In a moment of quiet, open your heart to the invita-
tions and promises God makes in this text. Ask God to
draw your attention to the invitation or promise you
most need to hear at this time. Write about your experi-
ence in this time of prayer.

10. Write a prayer of confession and/or gratitude to the
God who freely pardons.

Reflect

Spend some asking God to show you what you need
confess. Spend some time confessing to God. Spend
some time remembering God’s promise to forgive you
freely.

Respond

Use the meditative prayer in question 9 each day this
week. Keep a journal of your experiences of listening to
God in this way.



2. The Need for Forgiveness

Recognizing our need to be forgiven is one of the most
fundamental starting points for the spiritual life. If we
can see no need in our lives for forgiveness, we are spiri-
tually blind. Few of us will be so naive as to say, “I have
no need to be forgiven.” Or “I have not sinned.” But we
may evade the full force of self awareness of the harm
we have done in a thousand ways. We may deflect it by
saying, “I've made some mistakes, but my intentions
were good.” We may avoid it by playing the comparison
game: “I'm not as bad as those people.” We may simply
deny that the problem exists. We may try to be so com-
pulsively good that no one will ever suspect how guilty
we feel inside. Paradoxically, we may exaggerate our guilt
in a effort to convince ourselves that we are being con-
trite enough to deserve forgiveness.

But self deceit, avoidance, denial and exaggerated guilt
do not lead to change and growth. Only honesty brings
change. As the text for this study suggests, part of the
gift of forgiveness is the invitation to honesty—first with
ourselves, and then with God and others.

Prepare

1. What thoughts or images come to your mind when
you think of sin or wrongdoing?

2. How would you define sin or wrongdoing?

Read

[8] If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves
and the truth is not in us. [9] If we confess our sins, he
is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify
us from all unrighteousness. [10] If we claim we have
not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word
has no place in our lives.

[1] My dear children, I write this to you so that you will
not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks
to the Father in our defense--Jesus Christ, the Righteous
One. [2] He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not
only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. [3]
We know that we have come to know him if we obey his
commands. [4] The man who says, “I know him,” but
does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is
not in him. [5] But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love
is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we
are in him: [6] Whoever claims to live in him must walk
as Jesus did. [7] Dear friends, I am not writing you a
new command but an old one, which you have had since
the beginning. This old command is the message you
have heard. [8] Yet I am writing you a new command;
its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is
passing and the true light is already shining. [9] Anyone
who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still
in the darkness. [10] Whoever loves his brother lives

in the light, and there is nothing in him [3] to make
him stumble. [11] But whoever hates his brother is in
the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does
not know where he is going, because the darkness has

blinded him.

I John 1:8 - :2:11

Study

1. What title would you give to this text?



2. The text begins by presenting us with a choice be-
tween lying to ourselves about the sin in our lives and
telling the truth about the sin in our lives. In your own
words, what is being said in 1:8-10?

8. Verse 2:8 talks about a process of change that is going
on in us. What is John saying is happening in us?

3. List all the reasons you can think of why we might
lie to ourselves, to others or to God about the sin in our
lives.

4. List all the reasons you can think of—including those

y g
given in this text—for telling the truth about the sin in
our lives.

5. According to this text, what is the relationship be-
tween sin and failure to love?

6. How does this understanding of sin compare with
your own thoughts about sin?

7. According to this text, what does hate do to us?

9. In a few minutes of quiet, focus on the image of the
darkness of hate (self hate, resentments, judgments of
others) passing from you and the light of God’s love
shining in you. Write about your experience in this time
of prayer and reflection.

10. According to this text, why do we need God’s for-
giveness?

Reflect

Read and reflect on the story of David’s self deception in
IT Samuel 11.

Respond

Use the meditative prayer in question 9 each day this
week. Keep a journal of your experiences of seeing the

darkness passing and God’s light shining in you.



3. Refusing Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a gift offered to us by God—freely, joyful-
ly, eagerly. God wants forgiveness to release us from guilt,
shame and fear. God wants forgiveness to open the way
to a richer experience of life. But sometimes we deprive
ourselves of this gift. Why would we resist forgiveness?

Many of us have experienced forms of forgiveness that
don’t really deserve to be called forgiveness at all. Some
people “forgive” prematurely—refusing to acknowledge
the harm that has been done. Other people “forgive” as
a kind of manipulation. If I forgive you then maybe you
owe me. Sometimes “I forgive you” can be a kind of ac-
cusation. All of these forms of pseudo-forgiveness—and
many others—can leave a bad taste in our mouths about
forgiveness. If we have experienced any of these forms
of false forgiveness, we may be cautious—even fearful—
when forgiveness is offered to us by God.

The truth is, however, that the central purpose of God’s
forgiveness is to bless us! As the text for this study will re-
mind us, God’s purpose is not to shame us, not to avoid
what is real, not to pretend. Forgiveness is part of God’s
plans to bless us.

Prepare

1. What kind of experiences (positive, negative, releasing,
shaming, etc.) have you had with confessing in private to

God?

2. What kind of experiences (positive, negative, releasing,
shaming, etc.) have you had with admitting wrong to
another person?

Read

[1] Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose
sins are covered. [2] Blessed is the man whose sin the
LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is
no deceit. [3] When I kept silent, my bones wasted away
through my groaning all day long. [4] For day and night
your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped
as in the heat of summer. [5] Then I acknowledged my
sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I
will confess my transgressions to the LORD”-- and you
forgave the guilt of my sin. [6] Therefore let everyone
who is godly pray to you while you may be found; surely
when the mighty waters rise, they will not reach him.

[7] You are my hiding place; you will protect me from
trouble and surround me with songs of deliverance.

Psalm 32:1-7

Study

1. What themes do you see in this psalm?

2. How does the psalmist describe forgiveness?

3. The psalm begins by telling us that forgiveness is a
blessing. As you look at the entire text, what blessings
does the psalmist suggest will come from receiving God’s
forgiveness?



4. Think of a time when you “kept silent” about some-
thing you needed to confess. What do you think kept

you from admitting your wrongdoing?

8. Describe a time when you experienced God as your
hiding place, your protector in a time of trouble, your
deliverer.

5. What helped you to admit your wrong to God?

6. Sometimes we may keep silent because we are afraid
we don’t deserve forgiveness—that we are beyond help.
Or we may fear that God will punish us before, after or
instead of forgiving us. What might help us when these
fears are a part of the struggle to receive forgiveness?

7. In a few minutes alone, write a prayer adapting the
psalmist’s prayer in verses 1-5 to your own situation.

9. How might experiencing God in this way increase our
freedom to turn to God when we need forgiveness?

10. In a few minutes of quiet, picture God as your
hiding place; picture God protecting you from trouble
(including the trouble of your own self-condemnation).
Listen to God singing songs of deliverance to you. Write
about your experience in this time of meditative prayer.

Reflect

Spend some additional time reflecting on verse 7: “You
are my hiding place; you will protect me from trouble
and surround me with songs of deliverance.” Write a
prayer in response to these images of God.

Respond

Ask God each day this week to show you how you might
be keeping silent about something you need to talk with
God about. Break your silence by talking to God openly.
Keep a journal of what you sense God is showing you

each day.
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4. Seeking Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a hope-full thing. What we feel guilty and
ashamed of today—these things are not the whole story.
What-was and what-is do not determine what-will-be.
Christians have always believed that the future belongs
to God. What we have done and what we struggle with
today do not limit God’s choices for the future. God has
plans of his own. Who knows how God’s grace, love and
forgiveness will work together to bring blessing in the
future?

This hope-full perspective—the perspective of forgive-
ness—is sometimes difficult to maintain as we become
fully aware of the things we have done to harm others
and ourselves. We may be tempted to conclude that the
harm we have done to others and to ourselves has put
us in an impossible situation. The perspective of forgive-
ness, however, invites us to consider a more hope-full
possibility. Perhaps God can do what we cannot do for
ourselves.

Seeking forgiveness is an act of hope. The text for this
study reminds us that it is not a complex thing to seek
forgiveness. It begins with going to God and telling the
truth about our sin. The text for this study invites us to
seek forgiveness from God.

Prepare

1. What do you think, in general, you must do in order
to receive forgiveness?

2. Think of a time when no matter what you did, you
did not feel forgiven. What was that experience like?

Read

[1] Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God. Your sins
have been your downfall! [2] Take words with you and
return to the LORD. Say to him: “Forgive all our sins
and receive us graciously, that we may offer the fruit of
our lips. [3] Assyria cannot save us; we will not mount
war-horses. We will never again say ‘Our gods’ to what
our own hands have made, for in you the fatherless find
compassion.” [4] “I will heal their waywardness and love
them freely, for my anger has turned away from them.
[5] I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a
lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon he will send down his roots;
[6] his young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like
an olive tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. [7]
Men will dwell again in his shade. He will flourish like
the grain. He will blossom like a vine, and his fame will
be like the wine from Lebanon. [8] O Ephraim, what
more have I to do with idols? I will answer him and care
for him. I am like a green pine tree; your fruitfulness
comes from me.” [9] Who is wise? He will realize these
things. Who is discerning? He will understand them.
The ways of the LORD are right; the righteous walk in

them, but the rebellious stumble in them.

Hosea 14

Study

1. What major theses do you see in this text?

2. What does the prophet Hosea say (in verses 1-2)
about how to seek God’s forgiveness?
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3. Hosea draws a contrast between trusting in military
strength—or trusting in false gods—and trusting in
God. What point is he making with this contrast?

4. Where are you tempted to turn for strength and wis-

dom and help, other than God?

5. The text tells us that in God “the fatherless find com-
passion.” What does this say to you about who God is?

What response do you have to this truth about God?

6. Verses 4-9 are the outpouring of God’s eager, loving,
generous heart. List the promises God makes in these
verses.

7. How does God’s response in this text compare to your
expectations of how God will respond to you when you
seek forgiveness?

8. In a few minutes of quiet, let yourself turn to God.
Go to God with words of confession or with words of
acknowledgment and surrender to God’s love. Write
about your experience during this time of prayer.

9. Re-read God’s words of response in verses 4-9, insert-
ing your name as often as possible. What response did
you have to hearing these personal words from God’s
heart?

10. In a few minutes of quiet, focus on one of these
images of what God wants to do for you in response to
your request for forgiveness. Write about your experience
in this time of prayer.

Reflect

Read and reflect on Psalm 25, a psalm in which David
seeks forgiveness from God.

Respond

Spend some time each day this week with question 10.
Keep a journal of your experiences as you read and pray
in this way.
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5. Receiving Forgiveness

If God’s forgiveness is abundant, readily available and
free, why do shame, guilt, regret and a sense of worth-
lessness still play such powerful roles in our lives? Many
of us have recognized our need for forgiveness, confessed
our sins to God, asked for forgiveness and experienced
the relief that comes from knowing that we are still loved
by God—only to find that this relief is temporary. That
is because forgiveness is not just a commodity that you
can either have or not have. Forgiveness is a process--a
process of healing, change and transformation. At the
beginning of the process, forgiveness may be working at
the surface of things. But, to have a full effect, forgive-
ness needs to sink slowly within us until it reaches the
deep reservoirs of shame and regret that have such a
powerful hold on our lives.

God understands that forgiveness takes time to sink in.
The text for this study is a powerful story of God’s abun-
dant forgiveness and of one man’s process of struggling
to fully receive this good gift.

Prepare

1. What negative views of yourself might stand in the way
of you being open to fully receiving God’s forgiveness?

2. What negative views (fears) about God might stand
in the way of you being open to fully receiving God’s
forgiveness?

Read

[11] Jesus continued: “There was a man who had two
sons. [12] The younger one said to his father, ‘Father,
give me my share of the estate.” So he divided his proper-
ty between them. [13] “Not long after that, the younger
son got together all he had, set off for a distant country
and there squandered his wealth in wild living. [14]
After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine

in that whole country, and he began to be in need. [15]
So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. [16] He
longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs
were eating, but no one gave him anything. [17] “When
he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s
hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to
death! [18] I will set out and go back to my father and
say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and
against you. [19] I am no longer worthy to be called
your son; make me like one of your hired men.” [20] So
he got up and went to his father. “But while he was still a
long way off, his father saw him and was filled with com-
passion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around
him and kissed him. [21] “The son said to him, ‘Father,

I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no
longer worthy to be called your son.” [22] “But the father
said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put
it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his
feet. [23] Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a
feast and celebrate. [24] For this son of mine was dead
and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” So they
began to celebrate.

Luke 15:11-24

Study

1. Read verses 11-19 silently, putting your name in the
son’s place. What thoughts and feelings do you have as
you read these verses in this way?

2. What view did the son have of himself as he returned
to his father?
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3. How do the prodigal’s views of himself compare to
your own?

4. What expectations did the son have of what it would
mean to be forgiven by his father?

5. How do the son’s expectations of his father’s forgive-
ness compare to your expectations about God’s forgive-
ness?

6. Now take a minute to read verses 20-24, puttin
p g
your name in the son’s place. Let yourself experience the
Father’s response to you. Write about your experience of
p ! b4 p
placing yourself in this story in this way.

7. What view does the father have of his son?

8. What does the father’s forgiveness include?

9. The way the father saw and responded to the son is
the way God sees and responds to us. Write a prayer re-
sponding to God’s valuing, love and celebration of you,
as described in this story.

10. In a few minutes of quiet, see yourself walking
toward God. Let yourself see God run toward you,
embrace you, exclaim in delight, joy and love over you,
dress you in his finest coat, and throw a party in your
honor. Write about your experience of receiving God’s
forgiveness in this way.

Reflect

Read the story that proceeds this story in Luke about the
lost sheep. Spend some time imagining God finding you,
being delighted to see you, picking you up gently and
carrying you home—all the time telling you how glad he
is to have found you.

Respond

Spend some time each day this week with the meditative
prayer in question 10 of this study. Ask God to give you
the grace to receive his forgiveness and love more deeply
each day. Keep a journal of your experiences as you read
and pray in this way.
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6. Living in the Grace
of Forgiveness

Imagine the difference it would make in our lives if we
lived every day with a conscious awareness that we are
fully, freely forgiven by God. Forgiveness is a powerful
weapon against guilt, shame and despair. These feelings
can only grow within us when the truth is hidden. As we
face the truth about the harm we have done, confess our
sins, make amends and prepare our hearts to receive for-
giveness, we find that shame, guilt and despair have less
power in our lives. Imagine for a moment what our lives
would be like if shame had no power over us—if guilt
did not eat away at our self confidence, if despair did
not feed any depressive tendencies in us. We would be

changed. We would be freed. We would experience joy.

Forgiveness may not be an easy path, but the freedom

it offers is a powerful incentive to pursue its healing
gifts. The psalm for this study gives us some glimpses of
what it might look like to live daily in the grace of God’s
forgiveness.

Prepare

1. What gifts have you experienced as a result of receiv-
ing God’s forgiveness?

2. What have you experienced of the God who freely
pardons during the time you have been working on these
Bible studies?

Read

[1] Have mercy on me, O God, according to your un-
failing love; according to your great compassion blot out
my transgressions. [2] Wash away all my iniquity and
cleanse me from my sin. [3] For I know my transgres-
sions, and my sin is always before me. [4] Against you,

you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your
sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and
justified when you judge. [5] Surely I was sinful at birth,
sinful from the time my mother conceived me.[6] Surely
you desire truth in the inner parts ; you teach me wis-
dom in the inmost place. [7] Cleanse me with hyssop,
and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than
snow. [8] Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones
you have crushed rejoice. [9] Hide your face from my
sins and blot out all my iniquity. [10] Create in me a
pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within
me.[11] Do not cast me from your presence or take
your Holy Spirit from me. [12] Restore to me the joy of
your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain
me. [13] Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and
sinners will turn back to you. [14] Save me from blood-
guilt, O God, the God who saves me, and my tongue
will sing of your righteousness. [15] O Lord, open my
lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. [16] You do
not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not
take pleasure in burnt offerings. [17] The sacrifices of
God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O
God, you will not despise.

Psalm 51:1-17

Study

1. What major themes do you see in this psalm?

2. In the first verse the psalmist asks for God’s mercy and
appeals to God’s unfailing love and great compassion.
Write a brief prayer reflecting on God’s mercy, love and
compassion.
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3. Make a list of all the requests the psalmist makes for
forgiveness from God in verses 1-9.

4. In a time of quiet focus on two or three of these re-
quests that you most want to make on your own behalf.
Talk to God about your requests. Be quiet before God
for a few minutes picturing God washing away all guilt
and shame from you by pouring warm, clear water over
you. Write about your experience in this time of prayer.

5. In verses 5 and 16-17 the psalmist reflects on what
God desires from us. What is the psalmist saying in
these verses?

6. What experiences have helped you understand the
importance of “truth in the inward parts” and of “a bro-
ken and contrite heart?”

7. Make a list of the requests the psalmist makes of God
in verses 10-15.

8. The theme of the requests in verses 10-15 is healing,
joy, and renewal. What healing, joy and renewal have
you experienced as you have received God’s forgiveness?

9. In verse 13 the psalmist tells God that, as God heals
and restores him, he will tell others of God’s “ways.”
What might you want to tell someone who wants to
know God’s forgiveness about what you have learned
and experienced of God’s ways?

10. In a time of quiet focus on two or three of the
requests in verses 10-15 that you most want to ask God
to do for you. Be quiet before God for a few minutes as
you ask for these gifts and open yourself to receive these
gifts from God. Write about your experience in this
time of prayer,

Reflect

Spend some time reflecting on the truth that God is a
God of mercy whose love is unfailing. Write a prayer or
psalm expressing what this means to you.

Respond
Use the following prayer each day this week.

Show me your ways, O LORD, teach me
your paths;

guide me in your truth and teach me,

for you are God, my Savior,

and my hope is in you all day long,.

Spend some time inviting God to guide and teach you.
Be open to what God’s Spirit might show you. Keep a
journal of what you are sensing God is showing you each

day.
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Leader’s Notes

You may be experiencing a variety of feelings as you anticipate lead-
ing a group using this study guide. You may feel inadequate for the
task and afraid of what will happen. If this is the case, know you
are in good company. Many other small group leaders share this
experience. It may help you to know that your willingness to lead
is a gift to the other group members. It might also help if you tell
them about your feelings and ask them to pray for you. Realize as
well that the other group members share the responsibility for the
group. And realize that it is the Spirit’s work to bring insight, com-
fort, healing and recovery to group members. Your role is simply
to provide guidance to the discussion. The suggestions listed below
will help you to provide that guidance.

Preparing to Lead

1. Develop realistic expectations of yourself as a small group leader.
Do not feel that you have to “have it all together.” Rather, commit
yourself to an on-going discipline of honesty about your own needs.
As you grow in honesty about your own needs, you will grow as
well in your capacity for compassion, gentleness and patience with
yourself and with others. As a leader you can encourage an atmo-
sphere of honesty by being honest about yourself.

2. Pray. Pray for yourself. Pray for the group members. Invite the
Spirit to be present as you prepare and as you meet.

3. Read the text several times.

4. Take your time to thoughtfully work through each question,
writing out your answers.

5. After completing your personal study, read through the leader’s
notes for the study you are leading. These notes are designed to help
you in several ways. First, they tell you the purpose the authors had
in mind while writing the study. Take time to think through how
the questions work together to accomplish that purpose. Second,
the notes provide you with additional background information or
comments on some of the questions. This information can be useful
if people have difficulty understanding or answering a question.
Third, the leader’s notes can alert you to potential problems you
may encounter during the study.

6. If you wish to remind yourself during the group discussion of
anything mentioned in the leader’s notes, make a note to yourself
below that question in the your study guide

Leading the Study

1. Begin on time. You may want to open in prayer, or have a group
member do so.

2. Be sure everyone has a study guide. Decide as a group if you
want people to do the study on their own ahead of time. If your
time together is limited, it will be helpful for people to prepare in
advance.

3. At the beginning of your first time together, explain that these
studies are meant to be discussions, not lectures. Encourage the

members of the group to participate. However, do not put pressure
on those who may be hesitant to speak during the first few sessions.
Clearly state that people do not need to share anything they do not
feel safe sharing. Remind people that it will take time to trust each

other.

4. Read aloud the group guidelines listed in this guide. These com-
mitments are important in creating a safe place for people to talk
and trust and feel.

5. Read aloud the introductory paragraphs at the beginning of the
discussion for the day. This will orient the group to the passage be-
ing studied.

6. If the group does not prepare in advance, approximately ten min-
utes will be needed for individuals to work on the “Prepare” section.
This is designed to help group members focus on some aspect of
their personal experience. Hopefully it will help group members to
be more aware of the frame of reference and life experience which
we bring to the text. This time of personal reflection can be done
prior to the group meeting or as the first part of the meeting. The
Prepare questions are not designed to be for group discussion but
you might begin by asking the group what they learned from the
prepare questions.

7. Read the passage aloud. You may choose to do this yourself, or
someone else may read if he or she has been asked to do so prior to
the study.

8. As you begin to ask the questions in the guide, keep several
things in mind. First, the questions are designed to be used just as
they are written. If you wish, you may simply read them aloud to
the group. Or, you may prefer to express them in your own words.
However, unnecessary rewording of the questions is not recom-
mended.

Second, the questions are intended to guide the group toward un-
derstanding and applying the main idea of the study. The authors of
the guide have stated the purpose of each study in the leader’s notes.
You should try to understand how the study questions and the bib-
lical text work together to lead the group in that direction.

There may be times when it is appropriate to deviate from the study
guide. For example, a question may have already been answered. If
so, move on to the next question. Or someone may raise an impor-
tant question not covered in the guide. Take time to discuss it! The
important thing is to use discretion. There may be many routes you
can travel to reach the goal of the study. But the easiest route is usu-
ally the one the authors have suggested.

. Don’t be afraid of silence. People need time to think about the
9.D p
question before formulating their answers.

10. Don't be content with just one answer. Ask, “What do the rest
of you think?” or “Anything else?” until several people have given
answers to the question.

11. Acknowledge all contributions. Try to be affirming whenever
possible. Never reject an answer. If it seems clearly wrong to you,
ask: “Which part of the text led you to that conclusion?” or “What
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do the rest of you think?”

12. Don't expect every answer to be addressed to you, even though
this will probably happen at first. As group members become more
at ease, they will begin to interact more effectively with each other.
This is a sign of a healthy discussion.

13. Don't be afraid of controversy. It can be very stimulating. Differ-
ences can enrich our lives. If you don’t resolve an issue completely,
don’t be frustrated. Move on and keep it in mind for later. A subse-
quent study may resolve the problem.

14. Stick to the passage under consideration. It should be the source
for answering the questions. Discourage the group from unnecessary
cross-referencing. Likewise, stick to the subject and avoid going off
on tangents.

15. Periodically summarize what the group has said about the topic.
This helps to draw together the various ideas mentioned and gives
continuity to the study. But be careful not to use summary state-
ments as an opportunity to give a sermon!

16. End each study with a prayer time. You will want to draw on
the themes of your study and individual prayer and meditation as
you now pray together. There are several ways to handle this time in
a group. The person who leads each study could lead the group in a
prayer or you could allow time for group participation. Remember
that some members of your group may feel uncomfortable about
participating in public prayer. It might be helpful to discuss this
with the group during your first meeting and to reach some agree-
ment about how to proceed.

Listening to Emotional Pain.

These Bible study guides are designed to take seriously the pain
and struggle that is part of life. People will experience a variety of
emotions during these studies. Part of your role as group leader will
be to listen to emotional pain. Listening is a gift which you can
give to a person who is hurting. For many people, it is not an easy
gift to give. The following suggestions will help you to listen more
effectively to people in emotional pain.

1. Remember that you are not responsible to take the pain away.
People in helping relationships often feel that they are being asked
to make the other person feel better. This is usually related to the
helper’s own anxieties about painful feelings.

2. Not only are you not responsible to take the pain away, but one
of the things people need most is an opportunity to face and to
experience the pain in their life. They may have spent years deny-
ing their pain and running from it. Healing can come when we are
able to face our pain in the presence of someone who cares about us.
Rather than trying to take the pain away, then, commit yourself to
listening attentively as it is expressed.

3. Realize that some group members may not feel comfortable with
other’s expressions of sadness or anger. You may want to acknowl-
edge that such emotions are uncomfortable, but say that part of
growth process is to learn to feel and to allow others to feel.

4. Be very cautious about giving answers and advice. Advice and
answers may make you feel better or competent, but they may also
minimize peoples’ problems and their painful feelings. Simple solu-
tions rarely work, and they can easily communicate “You should be
better now” or “You shouldn’t really be talking about this.”

5. Be sure to communicate direct affirmation any time people talk
about their painful emotions. It takes courage to talk about our pain
because it creates anxiety for us. It is a great gift to be trusted by
those who are struggling.

The following notes refer to the questions in the Bible study portion
of each study.

1. The Promise of Forgiveness. Isaiah 55
Purpose: To hear God’s promise of forgiveness.

Question 1. The purpose of this question is to encourage partici-
pants to get an overview of the text. Encourage a variety of respons-
es.

Question 2. God promises water, wine and milk to all who are
thirsty—even if they have no money. God promises food which will
satisfy and delight our souls. God promises life. God promises to be
faithful in loving us. God promises to endow us with splendor. God
invites us to come, to drink, to eat, to listen, to live in relationship.

Question 3. We learn from this text that God wants to feed us and
nurture us spiritually in an extravagant way. We learn that God
wants to live in loving relationship with us. God is the Holy One,
that God is a God of mercy who freely pardons. We learn that God’s
thoughts are higher than our thoughts. And we learn that what God
says and promises is absolutely sure.

Question 4. People may have a variety of responses. They may
struggle to trust or believe these things about God, they may be
moved by these truths, they may feel awe or gratitude. Allow for
honest, uniquely personal responses.

Question 5. Attempting to satisfy our spiritual hunger apart from
God is at the root of addictions, compulsions, and anxious driven-
ness in life. We are hungry spiritually. We need regular nurture
from God. If we do not eat at God’s table, we will try to satisfy our
hunger elsewhere. As the prophet says, we will spend our money on
what does not satisfy.

Question 6. Isaiah invites us to seek God, to call on God, to forsake
our evil ways and thoughts, to turn to God.

Question 7. You may want to give participants time to read the text
alone, or in pairs. If your group is small enough you may want to
take turns reading the text in this way aloud.

Questions 9-10. Allow participants a few minutes to pray and to
write. Invite any who want to share their experience in this time

to do so. If this is the first time you have met together, it may take
some time for trust to develop. Until that time, people may hesitate
to share on a deeply personal level.
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2. The Need for Forgiveness. I John 1:8 - :2:11
Purpose: To acknowledge our need for forgiveness.

Question 1. The purpose of this question is to encourage partici-
pants to get an overview of the text. Encourage a variety of respons-
es.

Question 2. The text makes it clear that we sin. If we claim to be
sinless, we are deceiving ourselves. We are calling God a liar and we
are unable to hear God’s truth. In contrast, when we acknowledge
our sin to God, God forgives us and purifies us (changes and heals
us).

Question 3. There are many reasons we might lie to ourselves about
the sin in our lives. We may be afraid of rejection or punishment.
We may feel that we are too terrible to be forgiven—that we do

not deserve forgiveness. We may feel that what we have done is too
shameful to admit even to ourselves.

Question 4. When we tell the truth about the sin in our lives, we
open the windows of our mind and heart to God’s light. God can
show us our fears, our shame and our poor choices so that we can be
healed. Telling the truth opens the way for forgiveness, healing, and
new freedom.

Question 5. According to the text, to obey God means that we
follow God’s command to love. It is an invitation to walk in love as
Jesus did; it is to have God’s love “made complete” in us. To love is
to be living in God’s light. To hate is to be living in the dark.

Question 6. Many think of sin as not doing enough for the church,
or breaking a religious rule. According to this text, however, sin has
to do with failing to love God, ourselves and others.

Question 7. Hate leaves us in the dark, it leaves us blind to who we
are and to who other people are. It leaves us blind to the full reality
of God’s love for us and for others.

Question 8. The text suggests that we are not perfect in love. We are
in a process of change. The light is dawning more and more. There
are still corners of darkness—corners where self-hate, resentments,
fear or judgment keep us from loving God, ourselves or others fully.
But the darkness is passing and the light is shining more and more.

Question 9. Allow participants a few minutes to pray and to write.
Invite any who want to share their experience to do so.

Question 10. We need forgiveness because we fail to love. There is
still darkness in us. Confession of our failure to love opens the way
for forgiveness and change—for more of God’s love and light to
come into our hearts and minds so that we can walk in love as Jesus

did.

3. Refusing Forgiveness. Psalm 32:1-7

Purpose: To explore the harm done when we refuse forgiveness and
the benefits to us when we receive forgiveness.

Question 1. The psalmist is talking to God about the relief he
experienced when he told the truth—when he confessed his sin
rather than keeping silent. He is acknowledging God’s forgiving
response to him. And he is talking about the blessing of knowing
God—about God’s protection and help in times of trouble.

Question 2. The psalmist describes forgiveness as having our sins
covered and not counted against us. Encourage the group to discuss
other metaphors for forgiveness.

Question 3. The blessings this psalm connects with forgiveness are
many. Forgiveness is a blessing because it reduces the physical and
mental suffering caused by denial and deceit. There is the release

from guilt. There is the experience of God as protector and helper.

Question 4. Encourage participants to think of a specific time when
they experienced this and to think of the specific fear, shame, de-
spair or defensiveness that might have contributed to their silence.

Question 5. Again, encourage participants to be as specific as they
can in thinking through what gave them the courage—or what
made them feel desperate enough—to talk to God about their sin.

Question 6. These fears about ourselves and about God stand in
contrast to what we see in this text. Rereading these texts can be
helpful. Seeking God’s healing of these fears and distortions is also

important.

Question 7. Allow participants time to pray and to write. Invite any
who want to share their prayer or their experience of writing this
prayer to do so.

Question 9. We need to know that God is on our side. We need to
know that God is not eager to punish—but eager to heal and for-
give. We need to know that God’s love is unfailing, that the role that
God wants to play in our lives is a deeply loving role of protector.

Question 10. Again, allow participants time to pray and write. In-
vite any who want to share their experience in this time to do so.

4. Seeking Forgiveness. Hosea 14
Purpose: To explore what it means to seek forgiveness from God.

Question 1. The purpose of this question is to encourage partici-
pants to get an overview of the text. Encourage a variety of respons-
es.

Question 2 Hosea tells the people to return to God, to take words
with them, to talk to God and to ask for God’s forgiveness and
mercy.

Question 3. He instructs the people to acknowledge that neither
military strength nor false gods can save them. Trusting in the God
of compassion is their only hope for help.

Question 4. Some people may be unaware of the ways in which they
trust things, people and processes to protect them rather than put-
ting their trust in God. Others may know very well what this is like.
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Most of us trust in our own abilities more than we like to think.
We may trust in our ability to try hard, and to try harder, and to try
our hardest. We may put our trust in relationships. We may put our
trust in chemicals, money, science, progress. We may put our trust
in military might. The possibilities are many.

Question 5. Sometimes we project some of our worst fears onto
God, forgetting that God is full of compassion and mercy. This text
about God is a very tender and powerful picture of God. Encourage
participants to respond to this image personally.

Question 6. God promises to heal and to love freely. God promises
to cause Israel to blossom like a lily, to grow strong like a cedar, to
have the splendor of an olive tree and the fragrance of a cedar. God
promises abundance. God promises to answer and to care for Israel.
Encourage group participants to explore these metaphors and what
they mean for their own lives.

Question 7. This response from God is extravagant, eager, and joy-
ful. It surpasses even our best expectations.

Question 8. Allow group participants a few minutes to pray and to
write. Invite any who want to share their experience to do so.

Question 9. You may want to divide into pairs to read these verses
in this way, or give participants a moment to do this on their own.
If you have a small enough group, you can take turns reading these
verses aloud in this personalized way.

Question 10. Allow participants time to pray and to write. Invite
any who want to share their experience in this time to do so.
5. Receiving Forgiveness. Luke 15:11-24

Purpose: To open our hearts and minds to receive God’s gift of
forgiveness.

Question 1. You may want to divide into pairs to read these verses
or give participants a moment to do this on their own. If you have a
small enough group you can take turns reading these verses aloud in
this personalized way.

Question 2. The son had a very negative view of himself. He had
come to believe that he had little or no value—that he had no
worth. There may be some who think that the son’s sense of unwor-
thiness was a good thing—or even that his negative attitude towards
himself was what made it possible for the father to forgive him! The
key to understanding this text is to recognize that the son’s experi-
ence of himself as worthless was completely inconsistent with the
father’s love and the father’s view of the son. The father’s view of the
son was full of love throughout the story. The father proceeds to do
things to help restore the son’s sense of worth (the ring, the robe and

the party).

Question 3. This is a very personal question. You may want to allow
participants time to reflect and write before you discuss this as a
group. As the group leader, you may want to open the discussion by
a brief but personal answer of your own.

It is not uncommon for us to believe we have little value. Many of
us have been treated as if we have little value. Or we have come to

believe that if we sin or make poor choices, that this leaves us with
litcle value. We often protect ourselves from fully knowing we feel
this way about ourselves because it is painful. But when we are seek-
ing forgiveness, these negative attitudes sometimes become more
obvious. The feeling that we do not deserve forgiveness is often one
of the biggest barriers we face in fully receiving the forgiveness God
offers to us.

Question 4. The best the prodigal could imagine receiving from his
father was that his father would take him in as hired help, the most
he hoped for was that he would not starve to death. He did not
dream of being received back as a son—much less as a much-loved
son.

Question 5. You may want to allow participants time to reflect and
write before you discuss this as a group.

The son did not expect forgiveness. When we think of ourselves

as not deserving, as unworthy, as having little value—for whatever
reason—we almost always expect that God will agree with this as-
sessment. We may expect, as did the prodigal, that God will be kind
in a condescending way, but not that God will embrace us as loved
and treasured children.

Question 6. Allow participants time to pray and to write. Invite any
who want to share their experience in this time to do so.

Question 7. The father’s view of the prodigal is that he is of great
value, that he was and is and always will be his much loved son.
When the son leaves he is dearly missed and, when he returns, he is
greatly celebrated.

Question 8. We have seen God’s eager, generous, joyful forgive-
ness in all the studies on forgiveness thus far. But none of the texts
give us images quite as tender and intimate as the images in this
story. The father’s forgiveness includes: running to the son (wealthy
estate owners like the man in this story did 7of run—only servants
ran—but this father ran when he saw his son returning), embracing
the son, wrapping a robe of honor around the son, giving the son a
ring, throwing a party in the son’s honor. God’s forgiveness is a wild,
passionate, unrestrained longing for us, love for us, delight in us,
celebration of us, embracing of us as his very own children.

Question 10. Allow participants time to pray and to write. Invite
any who want to share their experience in this time to do so.

Study 6. Living in the Grace of Forgiveness. Psalm 51:1-17
Purpose: To learn to live in the freedom of forgiveness.

Question 1. The purpose of this question is to encourage partici-
pants to get an overview of the text. Encourage a variety of respons-
es.

Question 3. The psalmist asks God to blot out his transgressions, to
wash away all his iniquity, to cleanse him from his sin, to wash him,

to let him hear joy and gladness, to hide his face from his sins.

Question 4. Give participants time alone to pray and write. Invite
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any who want to share to do so.

Question 5. The psalmist says that God desires truth in the inner
parts and a broken and contrite heart. The change that repentance
leads to is a deep internal change. This is not a superficial change.
It is a new openness toward God. It is an openness to see the truth
about ourselves, to see our need for help and forgiveness, learn
wisdom from God, experience sorrow over our hurtful and destruc-
tive ways. It is also an openness to let go of self judgment and to be
open to God’s unfailing love and great compassion—that is, to be
open to God’s forgiveness.

Question 7. The psalmist asks God to create a pure heart in him,
to renew a steadfast spirit in him, to keep him in God’s presence, to
restore joy to him, to grant him a willing spirit, to open his lips and
mouth to declare God’s praise.

Question 9. What we have seen in these studies is that God’s ways
are loving. God seeks to bless us. God wants to forgive us. As Henri
Nouwen puts it: “In our world of loneliness and despair there is an
enormous need for men and women who know the heart of God, a
heart that forgives, that cares, that reaches out and wants to heal. . .
.. It is a heart that suffers immensely because it sees the magnitude
of human pain and great resistance to trusting the heart of God who
wants to offer consolation and help.” (Mornings with Henry J. M.
Nouwen [Ann Arbor: Servant Publications, 1997], p. 91)

Question 10. Give participants time alone to pray and write. Invite
any who want to share to do so.
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Other Bible studies in this series
are available from:
The National Association
for Christian Recovery
WWW.Nacr.org

Things you can do with this Bible study guide:
You can photocopy all or any part of this publica-
tion for your personal use or for use by members of
a Bible study group or other small group.

Things you are not allowed to do:

You are not allowed to sell copies of this Bible
study guide at a cost which exceeds the cost of
making copies. You are not allowed to publish this
study guide by any means. You are not allowed to
use any part of this study guide in a commercial
product without the express written permission of
the authors. You are not allowed to change any of
the material in this guide without the express writ-
ten permission of the authors.




