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Introduction

As we enter a new year, there is an opportunity for something new. We
make resolutions and goals for the year ahead. An advertisement in the fall
of 2025 noted that we had likely even forgotten our resolutions of 2025
made just nine months earlier. As we embark on a new yeatr, the reality of
living life remains. There are ways in which we grieve and even experience
hopelessness. There are our doubts about the present and the future. We
feel isolated, even in the midst of a crowd. We are seeking a purpose
beyond what the world promises. We find ourselves judging others,
holding grudges, and hating others. In the midst of these realities, we
begin 2026 with Something Bigger. Something bigger is found in hope,
faith, community, serving, grace, forgiveness, and love. Something bigger
is our God.

How to Use This Guide

This study guide is developed to be used in multiple ways. First, this guide
provides group leaders with content and questions to guide group time.
Second, this guide allows individuals to engage in the questions, content,
and prayers as a resource for this series. If using this guide as an
individual, adapt the questions to individual use. Reach out to a friend to
discuss the questions and the topic.

Each session is divided into sections to guide engagement with the topic.

» Let’s Pray - We begin and close each session in prayer, using the
language God gave us to communicate with God. Use the prayers
provided or pray your own words.

> Let’s Get Started — This section provides a way for engagement in
the topic in a general way. The questions can be used within the
group setting or individually.

> Let’s Review — A review of the action taken in the previous session
provides space to consider how we have interacted with the topic
from the previous session. There is no “Let’s Review” in the first
session because no previous content has been presented.

> Let’s Gain Information — The content of each session is provided in
this section. The written content exists in the study guide, while
supplemental videos with this content are available through Amplify
Video. To gain access to the videos, please email
nextsteps@concordunied.org.
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» Let’s Search Scripture —This section provides the group/individual the
opportunity to engage in scripture related to the topic for the session.
Discussion questions are provided in this section as well.

> Let’s Engage — This section gives an action for folks to engage in
over the upcoming week related to the topic and scripture.



Session 1
Something Bigger than Disappointment — Hope
Week of January 4, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Gracious God, as we enter this new year, we pause as a group and as
individuals to consider something bigger. Our journey to seek You as
something bigger will allow us to discuss and learn more about us, You,
and Your word. Be in our time when we are together and when we are
apart. May we experience you today. Guide our thoughts, actions, and
words. In Jesus’name. Amen.

Let’'s Get Started

Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e What was the biggest disappointment of 2025 for you?
e What do you hope for in 20267

Let’s Gain Information

We often enter a new year with hopes about what will come. A new year, a
new 12 months, is a measurement within our culture. We often view our
experiences in yearly increments. We may even view a year through the
lens of what we experienced in that year.

Part of the new year experience is making resolutions or goals.
Oftentimes, these resolutions and goals are connected to working out,
losing weight, eating healthier, getting organized, learning a new skill or
hobby, to name a few. We find hope in these, or maybe disappointment.

Hope Is

Hope is the expectation for a positive outcome with a belief that the
outcome is possible. Hope is rooted in expectation. We hope we will
exercise, or lose weight, or learn a new skill, or fill in the blank. Consider
what you noted as your hope for 2026.

If we are honest, and we consider what we hoped for in 2025, there is a
possibility that we experienced disappointment. Disappointment, according
to the Oxford dictionary, is the sadness or displeasure in the nonfulfillment



of one’s hopes and expectations. Our disappointments over the past year
might be related to our personal life or might be within the broader context
of society. In the midst of our disappointments, we want something more,
something bigger than our goals and resolutions can give us, because
even in achieving our goals, the feeling is fleeting at best.

We are weeks away from Christmas, a season filled with expectation and
hope. The expectation is found in our preparations for the season within
the context of culture, but more importantly, as followers of Jesus Christ.
Our hope, expectation of a positive outcome, rests in God coming to be
with us through Jesus Christ, the babe in the manger, who is our Savior,
fully human and fully divine.

Hope in the Old Testament and New Testament

Hope is found in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. Of
particular note are the number of times that the book of Psalms notes hope.
Psalm 33 says that hope means to wait. Sixteen psalms tell us that our
hope is in God. We hope in God'’s steadfast love (Psalm 33:18). We hope
in God, as noted in Psalm 33:22, 42:5, 42:11, 43:5. We are to hope in
God’s word, as expressed in Psalm 119, verses 74, 81, 114. Psalm 130 is
another psalm that expresses our hope in the Lord.

Hope is also found in the New Testament, though hope as a noun is not
found in the New Testament. Matthew, Luke, and John mention hope. In
the Gospel of Luke, following Jesus’ resurrection, he walks the road to
Emmaus with two men. The men do not recognize Jesus. They shared
with Jesus about the prophet, who was powerful in word and deed, was
handed over to the chief priests and rulers and sentenced to death, and
crucified. They noted, “We had hoped that he was the one who was going
to redeem Israel.” These words are found in Luke 24:19-21. There was
hope in Jesus, and with his death, there was disappointment and
confusion. In the conversation with the two men, as Jesus joined them at
their home, he took the bread, gave thanks, broke it, and gave it to them.
Their eyes were opened, and they recognized Jesus. There was
disappointment with the crucifixion of Jesus, yet there was more to the
story than Jesus’death. There is resurrection, and within that, something
bigger than disappointment, hope.

Now, take time as a group, or an individual, to consider what Paul tells the
church at Rome about hope, as found in Romans 8:24-27, 35-39. The



book of Romans was actually written by Paul prior to traveling to Rome or
spending any time in Rome. Many of Paul’s letters to churches are written
after he had established them, but that is not the case for the book of
Romans. The book of Romans is considered a deeply theological
document written by Paul. Romans 8 is seen as a particularly important
chapter of a significant book of the Bible. The verses we focus on for this
session are potentially familiar to you.

May we find something bigger than our disappointment. May we find the
hope of Jesus Christ.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, read Romans 8:24-25, 35-39. Following reading the scripture,
discuss the following:
e How does Romans 8:24-25 describe hope? Create a definition of
hope from these verses.
e How does Romans 8:37-39 give us hope in the midst of our
disappointment?
e What is the promise of Romans 8:39? Share how this is connected
to hope being something bigger than disappointment, particularly
hope in God.

Let’s Engage

Over the next week, observe where you experience disappointment and
hope. Use scripture about hope to counter the disappointment. Be ready
to share examples when your group gathers next session.

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 1 with a famous prayer by John Wesley that is often
used at the beginning of a New Year.

“l am no longer my own, but thine.

Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt.
Put me to doing, put me to suffering.

Let me be employed by thee or laid aside for thee,
exalted for thee or brought low for thee.

Let me be full, let me be empty.



Let me have all things, let me have nothing.

| freely and heatrtily yield all things

to thy pleasure and disposal.

And now, O glorious and blessed God,

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,

thou art mine, and | am thine. So be it.

And the covenant which | have made on earth,
let it be ratified in heaven. Amen.”



Session 2
Something Bigger than Doubt - Faith
Week of January 11, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Gracious God, we come to you this week in our doubts. We are seeking
something bigger. Be in our time, as we seek You. Bring about awareness
and insight into what faith is and how we live a life of faith in and through
You. In Jesus’name. Amen.

Let’'s Get Started

Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e What is your biggest doubt?
e What are your doubts related to faith in God?

Let’s Review

In Session 1, we discussed seeking something bigger than our
disappointments. That something bigger is hope in and through God. Your
engagement the past week was the following: Observe where you
experience disappointment and hope. Use scripture about hope to counter
the disappointment. Share your insights on our observations.

Let’s Gain Information

Session 1 of the series Something Bigger began with addressing our
disappointments with hope. Hope is our expectation of the future for a
positive outcome. Faith is our present beliefs and trust in something or
someone. The opposite of hope is disappointment, while the opposite of
faith is doubt.

Doubt and Faith

Doubt is that looming feeling of uncertainty. We have doubts about God,
the church, the government, relationships, and even ourselves. These
doubts lead to a lack of trust in others, self, and God. The antidote to doubt
is faith, the unseen belief in something bigger than us and the world.
Doubts are not right or wrong; they simply are. They are part of the
process of developing our faith.



Also, at the heart of faith is our desire to have evidence or proof. Herein
lies the paradox of faith, that within faith is a mystery, where all our
questions will not be answered, or at least not to the fullest extent that we
desire.

Proverbs 3:5

Within scripture, faith is noted in both the OIld Testament and the New
Testament. A famous proverb found in the Old Testament book of Proverbs,
Proverbs 3:5, states, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not learn
on your own understanding.” Within this proverb, we find the question of
whom we will trust. Trust is at the core of faith. We have many life
experiences that inform our ability to trust others, self, and God. We have
experienced breaks in trust. Proverbs reminds us to trust in the Lord first
and foremost. This is core to faith.

Hebrews 11

The definition of faith and examples are given in Hebrews 11. According to
Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance
about what we do not see.” The remainder of Hebrews 11 is often known
as the Hall of Fame of Faith. Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
Joseph, Moses, the Israelites, and Rahab are several examples of what
faith is and looks like in their lives.

The New Testament notes the word “faith” over two hundred times. Jesus
often speaks about faith. One such example of Jesus discussing faith is
found in the Gospel of Mark. The father of a boy possessed by an impure
spirit speaks the words, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief.”
overcome my unbelief.” The father’s statement seems to apply to us as
well: “help me overcome my unbelief”. Help us overcome our doubts, seek
answers to our questions, and ultimately trust in our God.

Faith in God is bigger than our doubts.



Let’s Search Scripture
Read Hebrews 11:1-13, 23-29. Consider the following questions as a
group or individually:

e How does the definition of faith found in Hebrews 11:1 align with our
understanding of faith?

e Choose two to three of the examples given in this scripture reading
(such as Noah, Abraham, or Moses) to identify the characteristics of
having faith.

e Does the faith of those listed in Hebrews 11 seem realistic for our
present-day application?

Let’s Engage

Over the next week, consider those whom you know that you would
consider faithful. Reach out to one of these persons and ask them about
their doubts and faith. Be ready to share what you learned about faith and
how you can apply this to your own life.

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 2 with The Lord’s Prayer.

Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name;

thy kingdom come;

thy will be done;

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation;
but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom,

the power and the glory,

forever and ever.

Amen.
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Session 3
Something Bigger than Me — Community
Week of January 18, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Gracious God, we come to you seeking something bigger than
ourselves. We feel disconnected from others and, honestly, from you. We
are created for connection to you and others. Guide us in the ways to seek
and find community. In Jesus’name. Amen.

Let’'s Get Started
Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions for
individually:
e What does loneliness look like and feel like?
e What is community? Give examples of where you have experienced
community or have in the past.

Let’s Review
In Session 2, we discussed seeking something bigger than our doubt. That
something bigger is faith in God.

Your engagement the past week was the following: Consider those whom
you know that you would consider faithful. Reach out to one of these
persons and ask them about their doubts and faith. Share what you
learned about faith and how you can apply this to your own life.

Let’s Gain Information

Data About Loneliness

The data is undeniable. We live in a society that is lonely. Approximately a
third of Americans report feeling lonely. The data is clear across ages and
stages of life: folks feel lonely, even in the midst of a crowd. Though we
appear to be more connected than ever, we are disconnected. This
loneliness creates a lack of social support, mental health issues, and
physical issues.
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In 2023, the United States Surgeon General declared loneliness an
epidemic. A quote from the Surgeon General’s report on loneliness states
there is a “fraying of the social fabric” in the United States. One of the
factors is a lack of trust in each other and our institutions, with historic lows
of trust in such. Social isolation is increased, and engagement with family,
friends, and others is decreased. Involvement in faith organizations has
decreased from 70% in 1999 to 47% in 2020.

Created for Connection to God and Others

We are created for connection with each other and God. This is evident
throughout scripture, even from the beginning. In Genesis 1 and 2, we see
how God created humans, including creating humans for each other. Being
connected through community is ingrained in our nature as humans.

Also, within scripture, we see the role of the church being a communal
entity created by God. The mission of the church is to make disciples of
Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. At its core, the church is
created to spread the good news of Jesus Christ. This is not done in
isolation or for personal gain. This is accomplished through community and
connection with God and each other.

Acts 2 is an often-referenced scripture that outlines how the early church
existed. Acts 2:42-47 specifically outlines how the early church functioned
and its purpose. As we look into this scripture in more detail, we see how
this example translates to our time, and moves our focus off of self and
isolation, to be part of something bigger than ourselves.

Of particular note in Acts 2:42-47 is that the early church devoted itself to
the teaching of the apostles, to fellowship, breaking of bread, and to prayer.
They spent time together at the temple, within their homes, and praised
God. The benefits of community in the early church apply to today.

There are examples within our community of faith. We have groups meet
weekly and every other week. There are short-term groups. There is
worshipping together routinely. Serving is a significant way that community
is created and purpose is found beyond ourselves. Within our church, this
includes serving both within the walls of the church and beyond the walls.
Generosity is another action to see beyond ourselves, giving of our time
and resources for others. There is a free dinner and worship on
Wednesday nights that provides connection to God and others. These are
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just a few examples. If you are ready to find community through this
community of faith, take your next step by emailing
nextsteps@concordunited.org.

There is something bigger than ourselves. There is community.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, or as an individual, read Acts 2:42-47. Discuss as a group, or
reflect individually, on the following:

e What are the specific examples given in these verses about how the
church began in community?

o What are the benefits of being part of such a community, according to
these verses?

e |f using this study guide within a group, discuss how your group
reflects the characteristics noted in these verses and ways that it can
better reflect these characteristics.

e If using this study guide as an individual, consider whether it is time to
take a next step in connecting with community through the church.

Let’s Engage

Over the next week, take time to prayerfully consider how you are part of
community. Note the ways you are connected and the ways you may not
be connected. What are the ways that you can take the next step in
community as an individual or as a group?

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 3 with a prayer rooted in Acts 2:42-47.

O Gracious God, grant us the places that allow us to be in community
through Your name. May we find community that devotes itself to the
teaching of scripture, to fellowship with each other, to breaking of bread,
and prayer. May we continue to meet together within the church and within
our homes. May we praise you always. Please add to our number daily.

In Jesus’ name. Amen.
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Session 4
Something Bigger than Success — Serving
Week of January 25, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Gracious God, creator of all, we enter into this time seeking You.
Remove the distractions that we have. May we focus on You and You
alone. Grant us grace and love. Renew our hearts and minds through
connection with You and others. In Jesus’name. Amen.

Let’'s Get Started
Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e What does it mean to serve others?
e What are examples of how you and/or your group currently serve
others?

Let’s Review

In Session 3, we discussed seeking something bigger than ourselves. That
something bigger is community. Your engagement in the past week was
the following:

Over the next week, take time to prayerfully consider how you are part of
community. Note the ways you are connected and the ways you may not
be connected. What are next steps you can take to be part of community?

Let’s Gain Information
Just as we experience isolation, we also experience a lack of purpose or
become lost in success.

Volunteer or Servant

There is a familiar term in our culture: volunteer. By definition, a volunteer
is someone who freely offers to take part in a task. The task is not part of a
requirement for employment or any other obligation. Volunteering is being
willing to help with a task that is needed. We volunteer at our kids or
grandkids’ schools, for the football boosters and band parent organization,
civic organizations, kids’ ball teams, and so much more. We often ask for
volunteers within the church as well, persons who are willing to take part in
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completing a task within the church setting. To simply be a volunteer is
lacking purpose and the undergirding of scripture. We are called to more.
We are called to serve.

God calls each of us to serve.

Serve is an act that is rooted in worshipping God and fulfilling Jesus’
commandment to love one another. Jesus demonstrates the heart of
serving as articulated in John 13:12-17. This scripture is often shared
during Lent, particularly during Holy Week. While the disciples are
gathered with Jesus at the Last Supper, John shares how Jesus washed
the disciples’feet. Jesus gives us the example of serving through washing
the disciples’feet. John 13:34 notes that Jesus tells his disciples that he is
giving a new commandment, “love one another”. This is the core of our
serving. It is more than completing a task freely; it is loving others as we
are loved by God.

There is a place for all to serve.

Loving one another through serving others is for all. We serve others with
our families and friends. What might seem simply a chore, like taking out
the trash or making our bed, we are serving others through such actions.
Writing a card to a friend or sending a text to check in is loving one another.

Within the church, there is a place for all to serve, to love one another. We
have opportunities within the church walls. There are so many examples.
By serving in the nursery on Sunday mornings, we are loving the youngest
and their families. We are investing in the earliest moments when a child
begins his or her discipleship journey, as well as their parents. Welcoming
folks as they come on campus and enter the doors is another significant
place of serving. The reality of the first few minutes someone visits a
church is invaluable to their experience at the church. Welcoming others is
loving one another. There is serving through our tech team, so others are
able to see and hear the services. Preparing and serving the meal on
Wednesday nights is a way to serve others. Leading an adult and student
group is another way to serve others. There are so many ways within the
walls of the church to serve one another. Through serving others within the
walls of the church, we find purpose. There is a place for all to serve.

Serving is not limited to family, friends, or within the walls of the church.

We all have a place to serve beyond the walls of the church. Missions is
the language we give to the ways to serve beyond the walls of the church.
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We have the food pantry that brings together multiple Christian
denominations to provide food for those with food insecurity within our
community. The Thrift Store is another way to serve beyond the walls, as
The Thrift Store provides affordable clothing and household items. Our
community garden provides thousands upon thousands of pounds of fresh
fruit and vegetables to persons throughout our community and beyond.
Regional and international mission trips provide ways for us to serve others
beyond our community. Through serving others beyond the walls of the
church, we find purpose. There is a place for all to serve.

There is a need for all to serve.

The needs are many, within the walls and beyond the walls of the church,
for each of us to serve others, to love one another. The opportunities might
seem overwhelming, or we may not feel qualified. The good news is that
we begin with prayer, asking God to show us where God needs us to serve.
We confess to God that we have concerns, that we feel unqualified and ill-
equipped. We share that we are willing to serve wherever needed. Then,
we seek out opportunities to serve both within the walls of the church and
beyond. If everyone commits to serve in some capacity, the results are
beyond anything we can imagine. We often realize that loving one another
results in our being helped in ways we did not even realize we needed.
When our purpose is beyond ourselves, the results are beyond us as well.

Our purpose is something bigger than us; it is serving others.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, or as an individual, read John 13:12-17 and consider these
questions:

e What does Jesus say about serving others?

o What are the characteristics of serving as demonstrated by Jesus?
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Let’s Engage

Over the next week, consider as a group and as individuals, how we are
serving others. What is a serving opportunity that we can commit to in the
next 0-3 months, as a group and as individuals? Reach out to
nexsteps@concorduntied.org. to make that commitment this week.

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 4 with this prayer:

O Gracious God, we hear your commandment to love one another. We
seek a purpose higher than ourselves, and we find it is loving one another
through serving. We admit that we have apprehensions, and there are
barriers to serving. We lift those to you in this moment. Guide us this week
as we seek to serve others through your grace and love. Lead us. In
Jesus’name. Amen.
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Session 5
Something Bigger than Fairness - Grace
Week of February 1, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Gracious God, we confess that we spend time judging others. We
become frustrated by the lack of fairness in what we see around us. Guide
us this session as we seek grace, for ourselves and for others. In Jesus’
name. Amen.

Let’'s Get Started

Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e What is grace? What is grace not?
e Share how you have experienced or have not experienced grace?
e Whois it hard to give grace to in your life?

Let’s Review

In Session 4, we discussed seeking something bigger than success. That
something bigger is serving. Your engagement in the past week was the
following:

Consider, as a group and as individuals, how we are serving others. What
is a serving opportunity that we can commit to in the next 0-3 months, as a
group and as individuals? Share ideas you have about how you can
commit to serving.

Let’s Gain Information

Our society can be very focused on fairness. The familiar phrase is
spoken, “That’s not fair”. Folks get what they do not deserve; they do not
earn it. We get caught up in conversations or read posts rooted in
Jjudgment. Our rhetoric and perspective of others seems to be filled with
judging whether others are worthy of something. As we listen, do we ever
wonder if there is something bigger than our desire for fairness? There is
something bigger than fairness; there is grace.
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What grace is

By definition, grace is an unmerited or undeserved gift of favor. It is a gift.
It is not something we work towards. In fact, it is counter to earning and
deserving. It is not earned. It is not deserved. That is grace.

What grace is not

Grace is not the following: criticism, judgment, not forgiving,
condescension, belittling, spiritual arrogance, lack of compassion, or
adding works to God'’s favor.

Wesleyan Theology of Grace

Grace is an overarching theological construct and practice of Christianity.
Wesleyan theology articulates grace through prevenient grace, justifying
grace, and sanctifying grace. God’s grace, as expressed through
prevenient grace, is God’s pursuit of us from the very beginning. God does
not wait on us; rather, he draws us to him. Do you recall a time when you
experienced this tug towards God? That is prevenient grace. God is
wooing us towards him. We don’t deserve this or earn it; it is truly grace.
God'’s justifying grace is when we realize our need for God. We become
convicted to align our lives with God’s desires. We do this not of ourselves
but through God’s grace. God'’s sanctifying grace is the grace that remains
with us as we seek to live our lives following Jesus. God'’s grace is an ever
constant in our lives.

Examples of Grace within Scripture

There are examples within scripture about grace. The story of Jonah and
the large fish in the Old Testament is an example of grace. When God
asks Jonah to go preach to the city of Ninevah about its wickedness, Jonah
runs away. Jonah did not believe that the city of Nineveh deserved an
opportunity to change its ways. Herein lies an example of judging others
and believing that someone else does not deserve grace.

The New Testament has examples of grace. Jesus speaks of grace in
parables multiple times. One such time is when Jesus tells about the
workers in the vineyard found in Matthew 20:1-16. Jesus tells about how
the kingdom of God is like the actions of a landowner of this vineyard. The
action of the vineyard owner is radical. The landowner hires workers for
the day at 9:00, 12:00, 3:00, and 5:00. When he hires the people at each
of the times, he says that he will “pay you whatever is right”. When all the
workers came to receive their payment, he paid the workers who arrived at
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5:00 the monetary unit of a denarius. When the other workers received
their payment, they expected more, yet received the same amount as the
workers who arrived last. Matthew 19:12 says that the workers who arrived
earlier “grumbled” because they did not think it was fair that the ones who
arrived last got paid the same amount. They did not deserve it, had not
earned it.

Grace is scandalous, then and now. Who deserves what? In God'’s
economy, we receive way more than we deserve (grace), and we do not
get what we deserve (mercy). As followers of Jesus, we are called to show
grace as well, in our words and actions. Grace circumvents the ways of the
world and oftentimes logic. It leaves us in awe and sometimes frustrated.
Grace says that we can’t save ourselves, and we have a God who loves us
So much that his grace is amazing.

There is something bigger than fairness; there is grace.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, or as an individual, read Matthew 20:1-16, and consider these
questions:
e How do we feel about the workers getting paid the same? How
would we feel if this happened at our job?
¢ What are modern-day examples of people getting paid more than
they deserve?
e What is so uncomfortable about grace?

Let’s Engage

The prayer we conclude our time this session is known as The St. Francis
Prayer. Though this prayer was not written by St. Francis, rather coming
into being in the early 20™" century, the words align with the teachings of St.
Francis, rooted in God’s grace and love. This week, pray this prayer daily
and take note of how this prayer leads us to see each other and God in a
more grace-filled way. Share your experiences next week.
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Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 5 with the St. Francis Prayer.

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:
where there is hatred, let me sow love;

where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;

where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that | may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
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Session 6
Something Bigger than Revenge - Forgiveness
Week of February 8, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Lord, our Rock and Redeemer, guide us in our time this session. May
our need for forgiveness be evident. May our fears about forgiveness be
removed. Thank you for the depth of Your love that forgives us, thus
setting the foundation on which forgiveness takes place. In Jesus’ name.
Amen.

Let’'s Get Started

Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e When is a time that you have been forgiven?
e When is a time that you have not been forgiven?
e What makes forgiveness hard?

Let’s Review

In Session 5, we discussed seeking something bigger than fairness. That
something bigger is grace. Your engagement in the past week was the
following: Having prayed the Prayer of St. Francis this past week, how did
the Holy Spirit work in and through this prayer for you?

Let’s Gain Information

The Dilemma of Forgiveness

In our seeking for something bigger, we find ourselves in Session 6,
seeking more than revenge. Revenge is our desire to get even for a harm
having been done. The reality is, to take revenge, we have to have been
harmed. Harms range in severity from the inconvenient to the life-
changing. There are the obvious harms, with blatant evidence, then there
are the ones that lurk below the surface, that are less obvious, but no less
significant. We spend time rehearsing the harm that has been done and
our right to enact retaliation.
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Our response to harm being done is rooted in something bigger than us
and revenge. It is forgiveness. Forgiveness, that often spoken of Christian
action that leads us to wonder where it is really necessary, what it requires,
and do we really have to forgive. It is bigger than us. Our culture conveys
that forgiveness is for the weak and the guilty. Our God is clear about its
necessity and possibilities.

Forgiveness is bigger than revenge.

The Root of Forgiveness

Deeper than our justification for revenge is our need for forgiveness. If we
step back for just a moment, we can see that before we forgive, our need
for forgiveness is the root of forgiveness.

In the book by Gregory Jones, Embodying Forgiveness, the author notes
that forgiveness is an act of God. The action of God is God coming to be
with us through Jesus Christ, fully human and fully divine. Jesus, who
lived, taught, healed, and was betrayed and crucified, is the essence of
forgiveness, of God’s love and grace, which undergirds any other
forgiveness. Each of us causes harm, at times intentionally and other
times completely unknowingly, yet we are guilty of living lives that cause
harm. Despite our sinful nature, God loves us enough to forgive us. That
is the root of forgiveness, our knowing our need for forgiveness and God’s
amazing grace and unconditional love. That is the foundation on which we
forgive others.

The Necessity of Forgiveness

The question of the necessity exists about forgiveness. Do we really have
to forgive? What about the unthinkable? What will forgiveness require of
us?

Jesus was asked by Peter, as noted in Matthew 18:21-22, about the
necessity of forgiveness. Peter said, “ Lord, how many times shall | forgive
my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?”” Jesus
responds with the following: “ I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-
seven times.”” The words that follow from Jesus are the words of the
parable of the unmerciful servant. As Jesus was apt to do, he shared a
story. The story is noted in Matthew 18:23-35. Forgiveness is not
negotiable, and it is a process of faith.
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Scripture is clear that forgiveness is necessary, yet there are barriers to
forgiving. Lewis Smedes, in his book, The Art of Forgiving: When You
Need to Forgive and Don’t Know How, identifies three main reasons we
choose not to forgive: protect, fear, and justice. Smedes also notes three
stages of forgiveness. The first stage is that we discover or rediscover the
humanity of the person who harms us. We begin to see the person as a
human being. The second stage is surrendering our right to get even. Our
desire to get even is a huge barrier. Forgiveness can feel like letting
someone off the hook for the harm done. Letting go of the need to get
even is an act of surrender. The third stage, according to Smedes, is
changing our feelings about the person. Our desire to enact revenge can
feel like a protection against further harm. Beginning to see others as
God'’s beloved sons and daughters, surrendering our right to revenge, and
seeking to see others through the lens of love and grace, is a process, not
an event.

The Act of Forgiveness
The act of forgiveness is a process. We begin with an understanding of our
need for forgiveness.

Forgiveness is not necessarily reconciliation. In our attempt to forgive, we
confuse forgiveness with reconciliation. Returning to harmful relationships
or approving of harms done is not the essence of forgiveness. Forgiveness
is acknowledging first that we need God’s grace and forgiveness in the
midst of our humanity, and we are commanded to forgive others as we
have been forgiven. Prayer is often the next step, as we seek God'’s
guidance in what forgiveness looks like in each scenatrio.

There is something bigger than revenge; there is forgiveness in and
through Jesus Christ.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, or as an individual, read Matthew 18:23-35, and consider these
questions:
e How do these verses convey the dilemma of forgiveness?
e Of those noted in these verses, with whom do you relate most related
with?
¢ Which of these verses is most difficult to comprehend?
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Let’s Engage

Prayerfully consider who is at least one person you need to forgive. Take
time this week to pray to God about the need for forgiving this person, the
barriers that exist, and if you are willing to take the next step.

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 6 with the St. Francis Prayer, as we did in Session 5.

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace:
where there is hatred, let me sow love;

where there is injury, pardon;

where there is doubt, faith;

where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;

where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that | may not so much seek
to be consoled as to console,

to be understood as to understand,

to be loved as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive,

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.
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Session 7
Something Bigger than Hate - Love
Week of February 15, 2026

Let’s Pray

O Lord, our Rock and Redeemer, as we come to this final session in our
Journey to find something bigger, thank you for walking with us. Guide us in
this final session to move from the places of hate to love. We confess that
we likely would not admit to hatred, yet we think and act in ways that are
not loving. In Jesus’name. Amen.

Let’s Get Started

Discuss the following in your group or consider these questions individually:
e What is something or somebody that you would say you hate?
e Define hate and love.

Let’s Review

In Session 6, we discussed seeking something bigger than revenge. That
something bigger is forgiveness. Your engagement the past week was the
following: Share who you need to forgive and the barriers that exist in
forgiving.

Let’s Gain Information

Hate

Hate is not new. It has existed since the earliest times. Genesis speaks
about how Joseph’s brothers knew that their father loved him more than
them, thus they hated him. Check out how this hate developed and resulted
in harm being done to Joseph, Genesis 37.

Hate is the intense feeling of dislike for someone or something or a group.
This pattern has existed throughout history. We see the evidence of hate
within our own culture and time. There are hate groups and hate crimes. A
hate group is a group that exists with the intent of promoting and practicing
hatred towards another group. A hate crime is a crime committed through
the motivation of hate. Hate groups and hate crimes might seem like
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extreme examples of hate, but they do demonstrate the blatant act of
hating another person or group.

Hate does exist as we divide ourselves, those of us who are “right” and
those of us who are “wrong”. We use social media to share how much we
disagree with a group. Hate propels us to superiority and the ones we hate
to inferiority. We are bombarded by messages of hate. We condone it. In
some ways, we enjoy it.

We long for something bigger than hate.

Love by Definition in Culture and Scripture

The opposite of hate is love. Love itself has many implications, from the
trivial to the significant, just as with hate. Love, as found in scripture, has
multiple meanings. There is the love we have for one of intimacy, of
friendship, of family, and of unconditional love.

1 John 4 tells us that God is love, the unconditional love, the love that
comes to be with us through Jesus Christ. Love is also a commandment.
Unconditional love is the love for which Jesus speaks when he instructs his
disciples to love one another, to love your enemy, and to love God and
others. We are to love one another.

The Characteristics of Love

A familiar scripture about love is often read at weddings, but has broad
implications. 1 Corinthians describes characteristics of love: patience,
kindness, not envying, not boasting, not being proud, does not dishonor, is
not self-seeking, not easily angered, and keeps no records of wrongs.
These characteristics can appear to be unrealistic. Can you imagine if we
focused on living out of this love through God'’s grace and love, as opposed
to focusing on judgments of others, and how our beliefs and actions are
superior to others?

The Application of Love

Applying this unconditional love to our lives and how we view each other is
a commandment from Jesus. We are to love one another. A beginning is
to pray for those whom we hate or resent. This allows us to begin to move
beyond our divisions and feelings of superiority, to seeing each other as
God’s beloved sons and daughters.
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There is something bigger than hate; there is love.

Let’s Search Scripture
As a group, or as an individual, read John 15:12-13 and 1 Corinthians 13:4-
7, and consider these questions:

e What is the commandment given by Jesus in John 15:12-137

e What are the barriers to loving one another?

¢ Identify the characteristics of love as noted in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7.

e How realistic does love appear in these verses? Is love an ideal or

an application?

Let’s Engage
As we conclude this series, identify next steps you can take in living into
something bigger than hate through love.

Let’s Pray
We conclude Session 7 with The Serenity Prayer.

God, grant me the serenity

to accept the things | cannot change
the courage to change the things | can
and the wisdom to know the difference.

Living one day at a time,

enjoying one moment at a time.

Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace.
Taking, as he did, the sinful world as it is,

not as | would have it.

Trusting that he will make all things right

If | surrender to His will;

that | may be reasonably happy in this life,
and supremely happy with Him forever.
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Use this space to take notes, list prayer requests, and next steps to
take.
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