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WELCOME TO
HOPE|EXPLORED

There are few emotions more powerful than hope. It's a spark inside you that
brings a smile to your lips, a light that shows on your face, a feeling that lifts
your head and pulls you forward. Hope is what keeps us alive.

These days hope often feels hard to come by. But real hope is what the Chris-
tian faith claims to offer: a joyful expectation for the future, based on true
events in the past, which changes everything about my present.

Over three sessions, Hope Explored shows guests how the gospel infuses life
with the hope, peace and purpose we all long for. We'll see how Jesus was
himself the fulfilment of a promise of hope made to God’s Old Testament
people centuries before; and how his life, death and resurrection are the guar-
antee of an even greater fulfilment to come.

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that
you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).

The Hope Explored Team
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REGISTER YOUR COURSE AT
WWW.HOPE.EXPLO.RED

Visit the Hope Explored website to register your course and gain access to
additional materials:

e Digital picture prompts for the discussion activity
e Outlines and transcripts of the teaching films
* A sample presentation for use when running Hope Explored online

e Guidance for setting up your course, including setting up a venue,
inviting guests, and choosing and training leaders

* Promotional materials including trailers, logos and posters



SECTION 1| HOW TO RUN HOPE EXPLORED

GETTING
STARTED

Hope Explored is a three-session series about the person and work of Jesus,
and the hope that can be found in him. It is intended to be an introduction
to the gospel for those who would not consider themselves to be followers of
Jesus.

Through the prophet Isaiah, God promised to send a Saviour who would be
called "Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace”
(Isaiah 9:6). Through the work of Jesus that promise was fulfilled. Hope Explored
shows how the events of Jesus’ time on earth in the past can change our future
and transform our present.

STRUCTURE OF THE COURSE

Each session explores an aspect of Jesus’ work: his life, his death and his
resurrection. Each session also explores one of the great longings we have in
life: for hope, for peace and for purpose. Through teaching and studies from
Luke's Gospel, Jesus is seen to be the fulfilment of God's promise through
Isaiah, and the fulfilment of our greatest needs.

By exploring Jesus’ life in Session 1, we see that Jesus is the Mighty God, who
fulfils our longing for hope. By exploring Jesus’ death in Session 2, we see
that Jesus is the Prince of Peace, who makes it possible for us to have peace
with God and one another. By exploring Jesus' resurrection in Session 3, we
see that Jesus is the Everlasting Father, whose defeat of death gives life the
purpose we're looking for. And having explored these things, we are left with
a question: will you have Jesus as your Wonderful Counsellor?
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The chart below shows how the course is structured and how the themes fit

together.

SESSION 1

SESSION 2

SESSION 3

Film Part 1

Hope

Peace

Purpose

Discussion
activity

Where do you think
the world is going?

How do you think we
can find peace?

Where do you look for
a sense of purpose?

Film Part 2

Luke 8:22-25, 40-56

Luke 23:32, 39-46

Luke 24:1-11, 36-44

Explore

Luke 1:1-4; 8:40-42,
49-56

Luke 23:32-47

Luke 24:1-6, 9-12,
36-44

Jesus is the Mighty

God, with the power

to meet our deepest
needs.

Jesus is the Prince of

Peace, who tears down

the barrier between us
and God.

Jesus is the Everlasting
Father, whose defeat
of death gives life the
meaning we long for.

Will you have Jesus as your Wonderful Counsellor?

10



SECTION 1| HOW TO RUN HOPE EXPLORED

KEY THEMES

As you use Hope Explored, look out for the following themes, which run
through the material:

e Definition of hope: Hope is a joyful expectation for the future, based on
true events in the past, which changes everything about my present.

¢ Fulfilment of prophecy: The Christian faith is based on evidence — the
promises of God for the future made in the Old Testament, which were
fulfilled in history in the person and work of Jesus. This in turn gives us
a confident hope that God will keep his promise to bring about a new
creation for his people in the future.

* Turning points: The events of Jesus' life, death and resurrection are the
turning points of history; they can be turning points in our lives too.

STRUCTURE OF A SESSION

How and when you meet will depend on your situation. Many courses run on
a midweek evening for three weeks; you may meet at a church, at home, in a
coffee shop or online.

Advice and additional resources for running a course are available to down-
load from the Hope Explored website at www.hope.explo.red.

Below is a recommended structure for a session. A key part of Hope Explored
is building relationships with guests. You may want to consider serving a meal
before the session or offering hot drinks and cake. At the end of the session,
encourage guests to stay and chat further if they would like to do so.

e Film Part 1 | 10 minutes

e Discussion activity | 15 minutes
e Film Part 2 | 20 minutes

e Explore | 30 minutes

11
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The Film Part 1 introduces the theme of the session.

The Discussion activity gives guests the opportunity to share their views on
the theme of the session. Picture prompts are provided to spark discussion.
These are included in the Handbook, but the activity will work better for
groups if everyone is looking at a larger set of pictures together. These can be
purchased from The Good Book Company or downloaded from www.hope.
explo.red to print out or display on a screen.

The Film Part 2 contains teaching from Luke’s Gospel. It picks up on the
theme of the session and shows how it finds its fulfilment in the person and
work of Jesus. Alternatively you may prefer to give the Bible teaching live, in
person. The transcripts of both parts of the films are included at the back of
this Leader’s Handbook for your use, and can also be downloaded from the
Hope Explored website.

The Explore section gives guests the opportunity to read and discuss a Bible

passage for themselves. The questions reinforce and explore in more depth

the material covered in the teaching film. This Leader's Handbook contains

notes with additional guidance for leaders.

REQUIRED MATERIALS

To use Hope Explored most effectively, you will need the following materials:

* A copy of Luke’s Gospel or a Bible for each leader and guest. The Bible
version used in the Hope Explored materials and teaching films is the New

International Version (NIV 2011).

¢ A copy of the Handbook for each guest and a copy of the Leader’s Hand-
book for each leader.

e Pens, to allow guests to make notes or jot down questions.
* A copy of the picture prompts for the discussion activity for each small

group. (Optional but recommended - see above.)

12
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REGISTER YOUR COURSE
Visit www.hope.explo.red to register your course. This gives you access to a
range of additional resources, which can be downloaded and used or adapted
for your context:

e Picture prompts for the discussion activity

e Outlines and transcripts of the teaching films

* Sample presentation for use when running Hope Explored online

* Guidance for setting up your course, including setting up a venue,
inviting guests, and choosing and training leaders

* Promotional materials including trailers, logos, and posters

The www.hope.explo.red website also contains information about the Chris-
tianity Explored and Life Explored series. Hope Explored is an introduction to
the person and work of Jesus, but after three sessions many guests will be left
wanting more. Consider following this series with Christianity Explored or Life
Explored to help your guests to continue exploring the Christian faith.

13
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BEFORE
THE COURSE

Before the course starts, there are a number of things you should do.
GET TO KNOW LUKE’'S GOSPEL, THE HANDBOOK AND THE FILMS

Read through the Bible passages, and through the whole of Luke's Gospel to
set them in context. Familiarize yourself with the Handbook that your group
will be using and the guidance on the answers to questions in the study-guide
section of this Leader’s Handbook (page 27).

As you prepare, you might find it helpful to make notes in your copy of the
group members’ Handbook. Some people prefer to use an annotated Hand-
book to lead their group instead of referring back to this Leader’s Handbook.
Either way, you will feel much more confident to lead your group once you've
prepared for the Bible studies and discussions.

As your group members journey through Hope Explored, you will need to be
prepared to answer questions that arise from the teaching films and from the
Bible text. There is a section on page 65 that will help you prepare for these
questions in advance. If, during the session, you don’t know the answer to
someone’s question, just acknowledge the fact and ask if you can find the
answer in time for the next session.

If you are using the Hope Explored films, watch each episode through several
times. This will help you to become more familiar with the material and also
enable you to refer back to it during discussion: “Do you remember what was
said in the film?”

15
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PREPARE YOUR PERSONAL STORY

“Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to
give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentle-
ness and respect...”

(1 Peter 3:15)

A personal story or testimony is an account of God’s work in your life. Every-
body who has been born again and who is becoming like Christ has a unique,
interesting and powerful story, regardless of whether or not it appears spec-
tacular.

At some point during the course, you may feel it appropriate to share your
story with the group. Often someone will ask you directly how you became a
Christian, and you will need to have an answer ready.
You may find the guidelines below helpful as you prepare your story:
* Keep it honest, personal and interesting.
Tip: Your first sentence should make people sit up and listen. Anything too
dull-sounding — for example, “Well, | don’t have a very interesting story”
— may make people switch off immediately.

* Keep it short.

Tip: Any more than three minutes may stretch people’s patience. They can
always ask you questions if they want to know more.

* Keep pointing to Christ, not yourself.
Tip: Your story is a great opportunity to communicate the gospel. Always in-
clude what it is that you believe, as well as how you came to believe it. As

a general guide, try to explain why you think Jesus is God, how his death
affects you personally, and what changes God has made in your life.

16
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* Prepare your personal story. (List the main points below.) You might find
it useful to share your story with other leaders and get their feedback.

17
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PREPARE FOR DIFFICULT QUESTIONS

As you look at the Bible with guests and discuss the claims of Christianity, it is
likely to draw out a number of questions that will need careful handling. The
appendices, starting on page 63, will help you deal with some of the most
common questions that people may ask.

PRAY

e that those invited will attend the course.

* that God would enable you to prepare well.

e for the logistics of organizing the course.

* for good relationships with your co-leaders and group members.

* that God would equip you to lead faithfully.

e that the Holy Spirit would open the blind eyes of those who attend.

18
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GOD’S ROLE IN EVANGELISM
AND OURS

We need to distinguish between God’s role in evangelism and our role. It's
going to be incredibly frustrating if we try to fulfil God's role — because only
the Creator of the universe is able to do that.

Read 2 Corinthians 4:1-6
Answer the following questions from the verses you've just read:

What is God's role in evangelism?

Why can’t people see the truth of the gospel?

19
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What is our role in evangelism?

How should we carry out our role in evangelism?

GOD’S ROLE IN EVANGELISM

What is God's role in evangelism? God makes “his light shine in our hearts to
give us the light of the knowledge of God's glory displayed in the face of Christ”
(2 Corinthians 4:6).

In other words, God enables us to recognize that Jesus is God. God makes it
possible — by his Holy Spirit — for a person to see who Jesus is. When Paul is on
the Damascus road, he asks, “Who are you, Lord?” and is told, “l am Jesus”
(Acts 9:5). That is the moment of his conversion — when he recognizes for the
first time who Jesus actually is.

The beginning of 2 Corinthians 4:6 reminds us that God said, “Let light shine
out of darkness”. That is a reference to the miracle of creation in Genesis 1:3.
This same God, who brought light into the world at creation, now shines light
into the hearts of human beings, enabling them to see that Jesus is God. In
other words, for people to recognize that Jesus is God, God must perform a
miracle.

20
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People do not become Christians just because we share the gospel with them.
God must shine his light in people’s hearts so that they recognize and respond
to the truth of the gospel.

And we know from 2 Corinthians 4:4 that people can’t see the truth of the
gospel because “the god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers”.

Here, Paul reminds us that we are in the midst of a supernatural battlefield.
The reason so many reject the gospel is that the devil is at work, preventing
people from recognizing who Jesus is.

The devil blinds people by making them chase after the things of this world,
which are passing away and which cannot save them. Their concerns are con-
fined to the here-and-now: their popularity, their family, their relationships,
their material possessions. They are blind to anything beyond that.

As a result, they can only see Jesus in the here-and-now, perhaps only as
a great moral teacher; his eternal significance is completely obscured. And,
according to verse 4, Satan is determined to prevent people from seeing “the
light of the gospel that displays the glory of Christ, who is the image of God".
Satan does not want people to recognize who Jesus is.

OUR ROLE IN EVANGELISM

What then is our role in evangelism? “We preach ... Jesus Christ as Lord”
(2 Corinthians 4:5).

The word “preach” can evoke negative images, but it derives from a word
simply meaning “herald”: someone who relates important announcements
from the king to his kingdom. Our role is to tell people the gospel and leave
the Spirit of God to convict them of its truth.

These verses also reveal the attitude we should adopt as we preach. We are
to be like "servants for Jesus' sake” (2 Corinthians 4:5). The word translated
“servants” literally means “slaves” in Greek. Paul was determined to present
Christ to others without any hint of self-promotion.

21
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We must remember that the only difference between ourselves and an un-
believer is that God, in his mercy, has opened our blind eyes and illuminated
our hearts by his Holy Spirit. We should be forever grateful and so seek to
promote Christ, not ourselves.

We must keep preaching Christ as Lord and, remembering that only a miracle
from God can open blind eyes, we must keep praying that God will shine his
light in the hearts of unbelievers.

2 Corinthians 4:1-6 also helps us to carry out our role in the right way: “We do
not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God ... By setting forth the
truth plainly we commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of
God ... For what we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord.”

When we tell people about Christ, we should demonstrate the following
qualities:

Integrity — “"We do not use deception.” We are straight with people; we are
genuine and sincere, and we never use any kind of emotional manipulation.

Fidelity — We do not “distort the word of God”. We have to tell people the
tough bits. If, for example, we don't tell people about sin, about hell, and
about the necessity of repentance, then we are distorting God’s word. Preach-
ing these hard truths means trusting in the work of the Holy Spirit to draw
people to Christ, however “difficult” the message.

Humility — “What we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord.” We
must draw people to Jesus, not to ourselves. We must remember that some
people are very impressionable, and that we want them to make a decision
to follow Christ because they are convinced by the truth and are being led
by the Holy Spirit, rather than being manipulated by their admiration of the
course leader.

As we use Hope Explored to preach the gospel, we must remember that it is

up to God whether somebody becomes a Christian or not. Only he can open
blind eyes, so we must trust him for the results.

22
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HELPING SOMEONE WHO WANTS TO FOLLOW CHRIST

When someone shares with you their desire to follow Christ for the first time,
it's surely one of the most joyous privileges of the Christian life.

But, like Jesus, we need to be clear — from the outset — about what prospec-
tive believers are getting themselves into. In Luke 14, Jesus says, “Whoever
does not carry their cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. Suppose one
of you wants to build a tower. Won't you first sit down and estimate the cost
to see if you have enough money to complete it? For if you lay the foundation
and are not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule you, saying, ‘This
person began to build and wasn't able to finish’” (Luke 14:27-30).

Grace may be free, but it is not cheap. It cost Jesus his life. And Jesus calls
us to give up our lives too, if we want to follow him. The invitation may be
extended to all, but only those who obey Jesus' call — to carry their cross — can
receive it.

So when we find ourselves in the privileged position of helping someone who
wants to follow Christ, we must be clear about what following him will mean
for them.

And according to Jesus, it means we must “repent and believe” (Mark 1:15). This
won't be easy in a world which rejects Jesus and those who want to follow him.

e Explain that “repent” means we turn around from the direction we're
currently heading in and turn back to God. We start living life to please
him, rather than continuing to rebel against him.

* Explain that "believe” means we believe that Jesus is who he says he is
and that he died for our sin on the cross — and we're putting our trust in
him as a result.

So to repent and believe is something that we do decisively at a moment in time,

but it is not just a moment to look back on; it is a new, ongoing way of life. Help
your guest to see what repentance and belief will look like in their daily lives:

23
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* A new attitude to God. A follower of Jesus is deeply thankful to God,
and longs to know him better and love him more. This longing is nurtured
by reading the Bible, praying and spending time with his people.

Encourage your guest by offering to read the Bible one to one with them,
and suggesting some daily Bible-reading notes. A follow-up course like
Discipleship Explored is also a great way for a new believer to get started.

Encourage them to pray to God about what they’ve discovered on Hope
Explored, thanking him for Jesus and what he means to them. Assure
them that they can speak freely in their own words, because God sees
our hearts and understands our deepest longings, even if our words are
hesitant and uncertain.

* A new attitude to God's people. A follower of Jesus longs to love and
serve their Christian brothers and sisters — and, in turn, be loved and
served by them.

This shows itself when a new believer commits themselves to a local
church — a particular body of believers they can love. As Jesus said, “Love
one another. As | have loved you, so you must love one another. By this
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another”
(John 13:34-35).

Jesus also commanded his followers to be baptized (Matthew 28:18-20)
as a way of publicly identifying with Christ and his people. Encourage
your guest to speak to their pastor or minister about being baptized.

Offer to meet your guest at church on Sunday and help them to establish
a pattern of attending each week. Encourage them to join a small group
and to use whatever skills they have in serving their brothers and sisters
in Christ.

* A new attitude to ourselves. A follower of Jesus longs to please him by
rejecting sin and living for Jesus instead.

24
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There will be areas of our lives which we know — or will come to see — are
not pleasing to Jesus. To repent and believe means that we willingly turn
away from those ways of living and try to live life in the way God intends.
This is the life Jesus described as life “to the full” (John 10:10).

A new attitude to others. A follower of Jesus seeks to love others.

We're called to reflect Christ by relating to others with love, looking for
ways to treat them as we would treat ourselves: “So in everything, do to
others what you would have them do to you” (Matthew 7:12). And one
aspect of that love for others will be our desire to tell them the good news
about what Jesus has done.

25
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SECTION 2| HOPE EXPLORED SESSIONS

INTRODUCTION

This section contains each of the three sessions you'll be exploring with your
guest(s). It includes all the material in their Handbook, plus additional notes
and answers intended for leaders.

e Don't worry if you don't have time to go through all of the questions — the
most important thing is to listen to the guests and answer their questions.

* Try to avoid using jargon, which might alienate group members. Bear in
mind that words and phrases familiar to Christians may seem strange to
those outside Christian circles.

e |f anyone misses a session, bring them up to speed before you start. The
film summaries will help you do this.

* Some guests may feel that the Bible isn't reliable as a source of history.
That's a great question to raise, but it can take a while to answer well.
There is some time to discuss it in the Explore section in Session 1. You
can also follow up one to one at the end of the session or recommend
a book such as Can | Really Trust the Bible? by Barry Cooper or Can We
Trust the Gospels? by Peter J. Williams.

29
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Key
@ Watch a film
@ Discuss a question

@ Explore a Bible passage

30



SESSION 1
HOPE

e If you're using these sessions in a group context, welcome the guests
to Hope Explored and introduce yourself. Make sure everyone has been
introduced to each other. Try to remember names ready for next week.

e Give a brief introduction. If you have more than one discussion group,
this is best given by the course leader or speaker to everyone together.
(The wording below is intended only as a general guide.)

As we begin, | want to reassure you that:

* you won't be asked to read aloud, pray, sing or do anything that makes
you feel uncomfortable.

* we aren’t going to take your phone number and pester you. If you decide
not to come back, we are still delighted you made time to come today.

e you can ask any question you want, or alternatively feel free just to sit
and listen.

Over the next three sessions, we're going to be thinking about some of the
big questions of life: How can we find hope in a world of frequent disappoint-
ment? Is there any hope of us living at peace with ourselves and with one
another? Where can we find a sense of purpose that will infuse our lives with
genuine meaning?
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We also want to spend time addressing whatever questions are important to
you. As well as having times of discussion in groups, we will be available to
chat at the end of the session.

Please feel free to make notes and list questions you may have as you watch
the films. There is space for notes in your Handbook.

Give each guest a Luke’s Gospel or Bible and a Handbook.

Ask the group to turn to Session 1 on page 7 of the Handbook.

* Explain how the evening will run.

Watch Part 1: We watch an introduction to this session’s theme.
Discussion: We have an opportunity to discuss our own views and
experiences in relation to the theme.

Watch Part 2: We watch a film teaching something from the Bible.
Explore: We read that part of the Bible and discuss it together.

@ WATCH: Hope Part 1 (approx 6 mins)

* Hope is a wonderful thing - but few things are more crushing than when our
hopes are disappointed.

* A hope worth having needs to...
- be true.
- deliver what it promises.
- be for something that will last.

e The Christian faith is all about hope: a joyful expectation for the future, based
on true events in the past, which changes everything about my present.

32



SESSION 1 | HOPE

(=\ DISCUSS

This activity makes use of four picture prompts, each representing

a view of where the world is going. The pictures are provided in the
Handbook, but to make this activity more dynamic, it's recommended
that you print out or purchase a larger set of pictures (see page 12), so
that they can be spread in front of you and passed between you as you
discuss them together.

Ask the question below, and then briefly explain the pictures and

what they represent, but don't worry about nailing down specific
definitions. Encourage guests to choose the one which resonates most
with them. This is an opportunity to listen to guests as they share their
understanding of hope, and the things they place their hope in.

How much hope we have will depend on where we've been, where we are,
and where we think we're going. Some of us may be searching for hope;
others of us may be more sceptical. What about you? Where do you think

the world is going?

Things are getting worse: The course of history leaves us hopeless. Human

beings are on course to destroy the planet. Climate change will destroy us if

war and global pandemics don't. Our lives used to be better than they are

now, and it looks as if they won't recover.

Things are getting better: The course of history leaves us hopeful. Human

beings are making progress in politics, technology and healthcare. The world

faces big problems, but we are innovating good solutions. Our lives used to

be worse than they are now, and it looks as if they will keep improving.

Things go round in a circle of life: History is going round in circles. Nations

rise and fall. The seasons come and go. We've seen it all before, and we'll see

it all again.
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Things are in chaos: History is governed by random events. Human beings
are each a collection of atoms, ruled by chemical and electrical impulses. Na-
ture is unpredictable and uncontrollable. We don’t know where we've come
from, and we can't know where we're going.

It may be that members of your group find that a combination of these
resonate, or they have their own ideas. To stimulate discussion, you
could ask some follow-up questions: How would you — or your parents —
have answered when you were growing up? What significant life events
have changed your attitude towards hope? How would you answer
differently if you were asked about the world in general, and then about
your life in particular?

"“u\

i

Things are getting Things are getting
worse better

Things go round in a Things are in chaos
circle of life
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SESSION 1 | HOPE

@ WATCH: Hope Part 2 (approx 16 mins)

(Page ? in the group members’ Handbook.) Encourage people to make
notes or write down questions as they watch the teaching film.

e Life is full of many good things. But the Bible is realistic about the darkness
we experience too.

* |saiah 9 speaks to “people walking in darkness”. It was a message from God,
promising his people a “Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Fa-
ther, Prince of Peace”, who would bring light to the darkness (Isaiah 9:6).

* Most of us hope that there’s a God out there. The Bible says that there is,
and that he’s come to earth in the person of Jesus. Jesus is the person Isaiah
spoke of.

e Jesus calmed a storm on Lake Galilee.

e Jesus raised a dead girl.

® There's only one category big enough for him: Mighty God.

* Jesus proves there is a Mighty God who cares for his world and wants to

help people.

* Jesus' miracles point to the end of the story: one day he will bring in full a
new world without uncertainty, sickness or grief.

* This is the Christian hope: a joyful expectation for the future, based on true
events in the past, that changes everything about the present.
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2 The people walking in darkness
have seen a great light;
on those living in the land of deep darkness
a light has dawned ...
¢ For to us a child is born,
to us a son is given,
and the government will be on his shoulders.
And he will be called
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
|saiah 9:2, 6
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SESSION 1 | HOPE

(1) EXPLORE

1. What most surprised or intrigued you about the Christian view of hope
that we've just heard described?

This question aims to give guests an opportunity to respond to what they've
just heard, if they'd like to. It's fine to keep this conversation short if guests
don’t have much that they want to share.

Christian hope claims to be "“a joyful expectation for the future based on
true events in the past”. The question is: how do we know those events
are true? In the film, we heard about one day in Jesus' life, as told by a
man named Luke in his “Gospel”. So, can we trust Luke's account?

Right at the beginning of his book, Luke describes how he went about
compiling his Gospel.

Help group members to find Luke 1:1-4 in their copy of Luke’s Gospel
or Bible. You may want to take this opportunity to explain how Bible
chapter and verse references work.

Read Luke 1:1-4
("Luke 1:1-4" refers to Luke, chapter 1, verses 1-4.)
2. According to Luke, why did he write his Gospel? (See Luke 1:4.)

Luke wanted his readers to have “certainty of the things you have been

Fulfilled | Brought about; completed. Theophilus | A Greek name meaning
Eye witnesses | Those who saw first-hand ~ “friend of God". This was the first, though
what Jesus said and did. not the only reader of Luke's book.

The word | God's message about Jesus.
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taught”. Theophilus had clearly already heard Christian teaching (just like the
people in your group will over the course of these Hope Explored sessions).
But he needed to be able to know its “certainty” — that the things he'd heard
about Jesus really happened and were really true. You could follow up by ask-
ing, “Why is it important to have certainty about the teaching about Jesus, do
you think?” If we don’t have that certainty, then we can’t enjoy solid hope. Our
view of the future will be dogged by doubt or despair. But if we are confident
that Jesus is who he said he is, we can be certain that his wonderful promises
about the future will come true.

3. How did Luke research the events he wrote about? (See Luke 1:2-3.)
He acted like a modern-day journalist or historian.

* He spoke with eye witnesses (v 2) and “servants of the word” (those who
were sharing the news that “things ... have been fulfilled”).

e He “carefully investigated everything” (v 3). It seems that Luke did not
just believe everything he'd been told, but checked, cross-referenced, fol-
lowed-up etc. Luke is not presenting us with a fairytale or embellished leg-
end. He's telling us what really took place.

® He aimed to "“write an orderly account” (v 3). He'd clearly thought about
what to include, in what order, etc.

4. How does Luke’s method help us to have confidence in what he wrote
about Jesus?

As the Part 1 film emphasised, Christianity is not about a feeling in my tummy
or a blind faith in defiance of the data. It starts with information, which we
are called to put our trust in. These true events in the past are the basis of
Christian hope.

You might also like to point out that Luke wrote about “the things that have

been fulfilled among us” (v 1). Luke is talking about events that kept (or “ful-
filled") previously-made promises. These events happened “among us” — that
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is, in (roughly) the time and place that this book was being written in. In other
words, Luke is referring back to Old Testament prophecies - such as the one
in Isaiah 9, written 700 years before — and saying that Jesus fulfilled them. The
fact that these centuries-old prophecies in the Old Testament had come true
shows us that the Bible, although written by human authors such as Luke, is
inspired by God — the only one who is able to predict the future, because he
controls the future. This helps us to have even greater confidence in what it
tells us about Jesus.

Note: These questions may well not satisfy the more doubtful in your group
when it comes to the historicity of the Bible. You don't need to worry about
this at this point in the series. The aim here is to establish that Luke claimed
to be writing history, not fables or allegories. At the end of the discussion, en-
courage guests to read “Can We Rely on Luke’s Gospel?” on page 33 of their
Handbook when they get home. For those who want to look into these things
more, point them to a book such as Is Jesus History? by John Dickson, Cold
Case Christianity by J. Warner Wallace, or The Case for Christ by Lee Strobel.
It would be a good idea to have copies of one or more of these books to hand
so that you can give them to guests.

So, the claim is that we're reading the words of a historian who had carefully
researched the events of Jesus’ life by speaking with eye witnesses —
including the two events described in the film. Let’s take another look at
the second of those events.

Read Luke 8:40-42, 49-56

5. Trace the events of this passage. How might Jairus have felt at each of
these points?

® Verse 49: Utter grief. His daughter is dead.

Synagogue | Where Jewish people
gather for worship.
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* Verse 50: Perhaps a mixture of hope and incredulity. He's told not to be
afraid, and to believe that she can be healed — when she’s dead!

* Verses 51-53: Perhaps hope based on trusting Jesus, or grief based on
what everyone else thinks — or both.

* Verse 54-55: Can you imagine a happier moment for Jairus than when his
deceased daughter stands up?!

® Verse 56: Luke tells us — astonishment.
6. What does this episode show us about:
* Jesus' power?

He can reverse death itself. Jesus came so that one day he can bring an end
to sickness and death, and to all the pain, anxiety and grief that go along with
them. He is the Mighty God come to earth.

¢ Jesus' character?

This is a harder question — but the aim is to see that Jesus chooses to use his
power to help others, to bring life and to give hope; and that despite his great
power, he wants to meet and speak with and help those who are struggling
and desperate.

7. Earlier, we heard these events in Luke’s Gospel described as “a thumbnail
preview of an entirely new world” that Jesus will bring about one day.
What hopeless situations do you see around you? What difference
would it make to how we think and feel about those situations if Jesus
were the Mighty God, who would one day step in to set everything
right?

This questions provides an opportunity to connect what we've seen in the

Bible with peoples’ lived experiences. In answer to the first part of the ques-
tion, some people may feel comfortable sharing something very personal;
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others may want to keep the conversation more general. Either is fine. The
point is that — whether on a global scale or in our most private struggles - if we
knew that one day Jesus would make things right in the way he made things
right for Jairus, we could endure even the most seemingly hopeless situations
in the present with hope. If you have time, this would be a great opportunity
for you to share the difference that Jesus’ promises for the future have made
to you in otherwise hopeless situations.

8. We've been thinking in this session about how the Bible claims that
Jesus is the Mighty God, who gives us a hope worth having. What has
particularly struck you as you’ve heard the films and looked at this part
of Luke’s Gospel?

The aim of this question is to get a feel for where people are at in their re-
sponse to what they've heard. If people want to talk more, encourage them to
stick around at the end of the session.

Session 2 will be based on Luke 23. You could encourage group
members to read more of Luke’s Gospel before then — however much
they want or are able to — and to come to the next session with any
questions they may have.
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SESSION 2
PEACE

* Welcome the group to Session 2 of Hope Explored. If anyone missed the
last session, briefly recap what happened and how this session will run, and
make sure you've given everyone a copy of the Handbook and a Luke’s
Gospel or Bible.

@ WATCH: Peace Part 1 (approx 5 mins)
* We're all hoping for peace...
- “out there”
- "in here"”

- "between us”

* Shalom is the Bible's word for real peace — wholeness, harmony, complete-
ness, prosperity, welfare, tranquillity, safety.

* But is lasting peace only a pipe dream?

(=\ DISCUsS

This activity makes use of four picture prompts, each representing a
place where people might look for peace. The pictures are provided
in the Handbook, but to make this activity more dynamic, it's
recommended that you print out or purchase a larger set of pictures
(see page 12), so that they can be spread in front of you and passed
between you as you discuss them together.
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Ask the question below and then briefly explain the pictures and

what they represent, but don’t worry about nailing down specific
definitions. Encourage guests to choose the one that resonates most
with them. This is an opportunity to listen to guests as they share their
understanding of peace, and the places they look in order to find it.

We've heard about some different ways in which we might be hoping for
peace. But what about you? How do you think we can find peace?

Searching inside yourself: True peace can only come from inside ourselves;
as we accept ourselves, let go of past regrets, and learn to be mindful in the
present.

Getting away from it all: True peace can best be experienced when we switch
off from all the stress and escape it all — whether by taking a trip, watching a
movie, or shutting down our devices for a while.

Co-operating with others: True peace that will change our relationships will
only come when we learn to work together with one another and engage in
the give-and-take of compromise.

Campaigning for change: True peace that will transform the world for every-
one can only be achieved when we stand up and demand that the system be
changed.

It may be that members of your group find that a combination of these
resonate, or they have their own ideas. To stimulate discussion, you
could ask some follow-up questions: Where do you feel most at peace?
What does peace mean to you? How would you answer differently if
you were asked about the world in general or your life in particular?
How would you answer the question from the end of the film we've just
watched: “Is lasting peace only a pipe dream?”
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@ WATCH: Peace Part 2 (approx 21 mins)

(Page 19 in the group members’ Handbook.) Encourage people to
make notes or write down questions as they watch the teaching film.

* We all want peace; but the problem is that we all want peace on our terms.
We say, "My life, my rules”.

* The problem is not just “horizontal”. We lack peace on a “vertical” level,
between ourselves and our Creator. Instead of saying, “Your world, your
rules”, we say, “My life, my rules”. The Bible calls this sin.

¢ This matters because God is a God of justice, so God judges sin.

* But there is hope: a Prince of Peace - Jesus.

* Jesus was arrested, put on trial, and sentenced to execution by crucifixion.
As he was dying, he told the criminal next to him, "Today you will be with me
in paradise” (Luke 23:43). Jesus offered him a place of peace beyond death.

* How is this possible? Three steps to paradise: the criminal...

1) acknowledges his wrongdoing,
2) recognizes Jesus as the King, and

3) cries out to Jesus for rescue.

e On the cross, Jesus absorbed God's anger at sin. This is how he can offer
us peace.

* If we take Jesus up on his offer, we can start enjoying peace “in here”, “be-
tween us” and, one day, “out there” too.

46



SESSION 2| PEACE

(1) EXPLORE

1. Where do you think our problem with peace comes from (if you think
we have a problem at all)?

This question is intended to give guests space to respond to one of the key
ideas in the teaching film: that humans are in a state of conflict with God, and
our fraught horizontal relationships with one another are a symptom of our
broken vertical relationship with him. Coming to recognize our own sinfulness
is key to understanding the gospel, so this is an opportunity to get a feel for
where guests are at on this.

Luke wants to show us that our problem is not just horizontal but vertical
- and that as Jesus died, he was dealing with that lack of peace between
us and God.

Read Luke 23:32-47

Luke records two supernatural events that happened while Jesus was on
the cross. These were signs from God that pointed to what was happening
vertically as Jesus died.

2. What was the first supernatural event, recorded in verses 44-45a? What
does that suggest was happening vertically as Jesus died on the cross?
(See note opposite for more information.)

It got dark, and (at least it looked like) the sun stopped shining for three hours,
from noon till 3 p.m. The darkness showed that this was a time of God's judg-
ment. As Jesus died on the cross, he was suffering not just the physical agony
of crucifixion but the spiritual agony of being judged by his Father. God the
Son was suffering the judgment of God the Father.

Centuries before, God had spoken to his people through one of his

prophets, named Amos. God announced how people could know that his
judgment on humanity’s sin and on their conflict with him had come: “’In
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that day,’ declares the Sovereign Lorp, ‘'l will make the sun go down at
noon and darken the earth in broad daylight’” (Amos 8:9).

God had also told his people to build a “temple” in Jerusalem — a building
where he would dwell among them. But, as part of the temple, he had
instructed them to put up a huge curtain at least 30 feet (9m) wide and 30
feet high. This curtain functioned as a “KEEP OUT" sign — the perfect God
was present on one side of the curtain, and imperfect people could not
pass through the curtain to be with him.

3. Look at what happened to the curtain in the second half of verse 45.
What does this second supernatural event suggest Jesus’ death had
achieved?

The curtain of the temple tore in two. Because Jesus took the judgment for
sin, the curtain tore to show that there is now nothing preventing humanity
from coming into God’s presence. There is now nothing keeping humans from
being at peace with God because Jesus’ death can deal with, bear, and re-
move their sin. You could remind your group of the image in the Part 1 film of
shalom being like taking down the fence between neighbours. Jesus’ death
“took down the fence” between us and God.

4. Jesus speaks three times in this passage. What does each tell us about
him?

* Verse 34
Even at the moment of greatest rejection from all those around him, and in
the greatest pain imaginable, Jesus is still hoping for and praying for people
to be forgiven. This is a glimpse of the amazing love that he had (and has) for
people — even people who hated him.

* Verse 43
Jesus is able to welcome people into paradise (a place of perfect peace be-

yond death) — even people who have spent their lives in conflict with God
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and others, like this criminal. Jesus is able to do this because paradise is his
"kingdom".

e Verse 46

To the end, Jesus trusted God. Having borne the judgment for sin, he trusted
God with his death. Notice that he does not fear death or fight it. To the end,
Jesus was in control. It looks as though he chose the moment of his own death.

5. In what ways did the various people around the three crosses respond
to Jesus?

* “The people” (verse 35)

The crowd stood watching. The death of Jesus seems to have left them unaf-
fected — they were interested at best, but it made no great difference to them.

¢ "The rulers” (verse 35)

They sneered at Jesus. They felt assured that they were at peace with God and
therefore had no need of Jesus. They saw the cross as a failure and Jesus as
not worthy of their respect, let alone of their worship of him as God.

¢ "The soldiers” (verses 36-37)

They mocked Jesus. Despite being at the other end of the social spectrum
from the rulers, they adopted a very similar attitude. They saw Jesus dying on
the cross as proof that Jesus wasn't a king or anyone special — when, in fact,
the opposite was true.

¢ "The centurion” (verse 47)
He praised God. This hard-bitten military officer, who had doubtless fought
in several campaigns and seen many men die, realized that this death was

different. He understood that Jesus was “righteous”, meaning innocent. He
seems to have realized that Jesus was innocent of the charge of making up his
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claim to be God's Son and God's King. Jesus was, in fact, guilty only of being
who he said he was.

6. Which of those reactions best represents the way you're responding to
Jesus at the moment?

This is an opportunity for guests to share where they think they stand in rela-
tion to Jesus.

7. On the night Jesus was arrested, his disciples had let him down, denied
him and deserted him. Yet after Jesus had risen from death (which we’ll
be thinking about more in the next session), he greeted them with the
words “Peace be with you” (Luke 24:36).

* How did Jesus make peace possible by dying on the cross?

Encourage your group to summarize how Jesus achieved peace between his
people and God through dying on the cross. Jesus, God the Son, died to bear
the judgment of God the Father against the way in which all humanity has
treated God and treated each other. In dying in the darkness, under divine
judgment, Jesus took the punishment people deserve for sin. And in doing
so, he is able to offer us peace with God, eternally. That is what the tearing of
the temple curtain signified, and what his words to the criminal promised. So
he was able to say to his followers, who had let him down, denied him, and
deserted him, “Peace”.

* How do you think it felt for the disciples to hear that greeting? What
would it take for you to receive that same peace from Jesus today?

The disciples are conspicuous by their absence from the scene at the cross.
Luke mentions the women specifically alongside unnamed followers but not
the Twelve (Luke 23:49). Although we know that John at least was there (John
19:26), we're told that when Jesus was initially arrested, they all ran away
(Mark 14:50), and Peter denied even knowing Jesus (Luke 22:54-62). So to
hear Jesus’ greeting of peace must have been a tremendous relief. We've
seen that we too are undeserving of Jesus’ peace offer. But Jesus does offer
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us peace. All we have to do in order to share in the disciples’ relief, and the
criminal’s assurance, is to take the three “steps” outlined in the teaching film:
acknowledge our wrongdoing, recognize Jesus as King, and cry out to him for
rescue.

8. We've been thinking in this session about how the Bible claims that
Jesus is the Prince of Peace, who came to fulfil our hope of peace. What
has particularly struck you as you've watched the films and looked at
this part of Luke's Gospel?
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SESSION 3
PURPOSE

* Welcome the group to Session 3 of Hope Explored. If anyone missed the
last session, briefly recap what happened.

@ WATCH: Purpose Part 1 (approx 6 mins)

* We all want our lives to mean something. We all need purpose. But the
reality of death makes us wonder, “What's the point?”

* In our 21st-century Western culture, we tend to deal with the problem of
death in one of three ways:
- We deny it.
- We downplay it.
- We despair about it.

e To find meaning in life, we need an answer to death.

(=\ DISCuss

During this activity we will be discussing four pictures, each
representing a place where people might look for purpose. The
pictures are provided in the Handbook, but to make this activity more
dynamic, it's recommended that you print out or purchase a larger set
of pictures (see page 12), so that they can be spread in front of you and
passed round as you discuss them together.
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Ask the question below, and then briefly explain the pictures and

what they represent, but don’t worry about nailing down specific
definitions. Encourage guests to choose the one which resonates most
with them. This is an opportunity to listen to guests as they share their
understanding of purpose and where they find a sense of meaning.

We've heard about some different attitudes towards purpose in life. But
what about you? Where do you look for a sense of purpose?

Building a successful career: A sense of purpose comes from being success-
ful and having a comfortable lifestyle.

Pursuing happiness: The purpose of life is to enjoy ourselves, have fun, em-
brace different experiences and pursue happiness.

Raising a family: A sense of purpose comes from caring for and nurturing
loved ones.

Leaving a legacy: Purpose in life comes from making the world a better place
for those around us and the generations that will follow.

It may be that members of your group find that a combination of these
resonate, or they have their own ideas. To stimulate discussion, you
could ask some follow-up questions: Have any significant life events
changed your sense of purpose (e.g. having children)? How does your
view of purpose differ from that of your friends or people in general?
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@ WATCH: Purpose Part 2 (approx 18 mins)

(Page 27 in the group members’ Handbook.) Encourage people to
make notes or write down questions as they watch the teaching film.

e Jesus died on Friday. On Sunday morning, something happened that can
rob death of its power and give life the purpose we long for.

* When the women arrived at Jesus’ tomb, it was empty. Two angels told
them, “He is not here, he has risen” (Luke 24:6).

* This is hard to believe — then as now. The disciples dismissed it as “non-
sense”, but in the years that followed they gave their lives for this claim. So
what changed?

e Later on Sunday evening, Jesus appeared to his disciples and proved that it
was really him, really risen.

* |s there a better explanation for the empty tomb and for the transformation
in Jesus’ followers? The Bible doesn’t ask you to shut your eyes and make
a leap of faith. Instead, it encourages you to open your eyes, look at the
evidence, and make a step of faith.

e |f the resurrection is true, then it is wonderful. It means that Jesus can be
our “Everlasting Father”, who sorts out death and gives us meaningful work
with an eternal impact. “Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord,
because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians
15:58).

e Will you take Jesus to be your "Wonderful Counsellor”?
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(1) EXPLORE

1. Think back over what we’ve just heard. What most surprised, intrigued
or puzzled you about the Christian hope of life beyond death, and how
that gives life now purpose?

This question provides guests with an opportunity to respond to the teaching
film they have just watched.

Throughout this series, we've been thinking about hope as a joyful
expectation for the future, based on true events in the past, which
changes everything about my present. But can we be confident that Jesus’
resurrection is true - that he really did rise from the dead? That's what
we'll consider now.

2. Read through the account opposite of that Sunday morning and evening.
Underline places where we're being offered evidence for the claim that
"[Jesus] has risen!” (verse 6).

" On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the

women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb.

2 They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, * but when

they entered, they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. * While

they were wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes

that gleamed like lightning stood beside them. ® In their fright the

women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the men

said to them, "Why do you look for the living among the dead? ¢ He

7

is not here; he has risen! ...

? When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to
the Eleven and to all the others. '° It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this
to the apostles. '" But they did not believe the women, because
their words seemed to them like nonsense. '? Peter, however, got
up and ran to the tomb. Bending over, he saw the strips of linen
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lying by themselves, and he went away, wondering to himself what
had happened.

[Later that evening]

36 While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood
among them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’
37 They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost.
He said to them, ‘Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in
your minds? 3° Look at my hands and my feet. It is | myself! Touch
me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see |
have.’
40 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. '
And while they still did not believe it because of joy and amaze-
ment, he asked them, ‘Do you have anything here to eat?’ *> They
gave him a piece of broiled fish, “* and he took it and ate it in their
presence.
44 He said to them, ‘This is what | told you while | was still with you:
everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of
Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’

(Luke 24:1-6a, 9-12, 36-44)

Spices | Used in that culture to prepare a The Law of Moses, the Prophets and

body for burial. the Psalms | The Jewish Scriptures, writ-
The Eleven |Jesus’ closest followers. ten hundreds of years before. These can
Strips of linen|What a body was wrapped  be found in the Old Testament section of
in before burial. the Christian Bible.

Broiled | Cooked over a fire.
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3. Which evidence do you find most striking? Are there any claims which
you are less convinced by?

This is an opportunity for your group to discuss the evidence, and for you to
help them to think through what the grounds for belief in the resurrection are.
You might like to remind people of one of the questions asked in the film: what
do we need to believe in order to believe that the resurrection didn’t happen?
Of course, there will not be time now to deal with every view and objection —
but you can pick up on any in one-to-ones after the series has finished.

4. We've heard that Jesus is the "Everlasting Father”, who sorts out the
problem of death and gives meaning to life. If Jesus did rise from the
dead, what difference do you think it could make to:

e the way we view our own lives? (See 1 Corinthians 15:58.)

Our lives would take on a whole new sense of purpose. If Jesus is alive today,
then we can give ourselves “fully to the work of the Lord [that is, Jesus]”, just
as the disciples did after Jesus’ resurrection. And we can do so knowing that
our “labour in the Lord is not in vain”, because death is not a dead end. What
we do for Jesus now reverberates through eternity, as Jesus weaves it into his
bigger story.

* the way we face the reality of death?

We would no longer need to fear our own death. Because Jesus got through
death, he can get us through death if we're trusting in him. And when loved
ones die, if they're trusting in Christ, then we have the comfort of knowing we
will see them again one day.

5. A Christian is someone who has committed to living with Jesus as their
"Wonderful Counsellor” — the one who takes direction of their life. Who
else might we be looking to for our direction in life?

In the words of the film, “All of us take someone as our counsellor; it may be a

parent, a partner, a guru, a celebrity — most often, it's simply ourselves”. Such
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counsellors don't always have the best intentions. Even when they do, they're
still fallible; they don't always know what's best.

* Thinking about all we've seen of Jesus in these three sessions, how do
you feel about the idea of Jesus taking direction of your life?

In these sessions we've seen Jesus’ character: he is forgiving (of the thief on
the cross) and he loves to help those who come to him and ask (such as Jairus).
And we've seen Jesus' power: he can calm storms and raise the dead. So we
can trust him to take our lives in the right direction.

Over the course of Hope Explored, we've been thinking about Christian
hope as a joyful expectation for the future, based on true events in the
past, which changes everything about my present.

6. Looking back over the last three sessions, what have you found most
thought-provoking, reassuring or surprising about the Christian view of:

e the future — where the world is heading and what Jesus promises for
the future?

e the past — who Jesus is and what he did during his time on earth?
e the present — what difference Jesus can make to our lives today?

This final question is an opportunity for guests to reflect on the key claims
of the Christian message that they've heard over these three sessions. Make
a mental note of anything it would be good to follow up on one-to-one

in the days and weeks ahead. Before you officially end the session, thank
everyone for making time for Hope Explored and invite them to think about
what's next (see below).
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(=) WHAT'S NEXT?

Take time to speak to each guest at the end of the session to ask them how
they have found Hope Explored. Take the opportunity to invite them to keep
exploring the person and work of Jesus.

Invite guests to Christianity Explored or Life Explored

After attending these sessions, many guests will want to explore further on a
longer course. Christianity Explored helps guests to see from Mark’s Gospel
who Jesus is, why he came and what it means to follow him. Life Explored
helps guests to uncover where they look for meaning and satisfaction, and
shows that the greatest pleasure in life is enjoying God himself. Find out more
about either course at www.hope.explo.red.

Invite guests to church with you

One of the best ways to keep in touch with guests is to invite them to church
with you on Sunday. Think about how else you can stay in touch, perhaps with
an invitation to coffee in a few weeks' time.

Invite guests to take Jesus as their “Wonderful Counsellor”

Some guests will be ready to trust in Jesus and want to start following him.
Rejoice! Explain that Jesus calls us to repent and believe in him (Mark 1:15).
In other words, we turn away from our “my life, my rules” attitude and turn
back towards the God who loves us and gave us his Son so we could enjoy him
forever. Ask your guest what they think that might look like for them. Arrange
to meet again as soon as possible. (See page 23 of this Leader’s Handbook for
more on how to help someone who wants to become a Christian.)

Pray
Whoever you have been using Hope Explored with — and whatever you plan

to do next — keep praying for them. Pray that the Spirit will open their eyes to
the truth about Jesus, to the glory of the Father (2 Corinthians 4:6).
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QUESTIONS ABOUT
CHRISTIAN BELIEF

How do you know that God

exists?

Many philosophical and scientific argu-
ments have been used over the years
to show that believing in God is rational
and sensible. But ultimately, even the
best of these lead only to general belief
in a God, not specifically to the God of
the Bible. It is usually more helpful to talk
about Jesus and his claim to be God.
We can know God exists because he be-
came a man: Jesus Christ. This is the core
of Jesus' answer to Philip’s question in
John 14:8-9. It's worth looking this up and
reading it together if the question arises.
Jesus was a real person who lived in
Palestine 2,000 years ago — the histori-
cal evidence for this stacks up (see next
question).

Jesus claimed to be God (e.g. John 5:18;
20:28-29), and his actions bore out that
claim. Check out his claims as you read

Luke and come to Hope Explored.

Why should we believe what the

Bible says?

Try not to get involved in defending pas-
sages from all over the Bible. Instead,
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start with the reliability of the Gospels.
See “Can We Rely on Luke’s Gospel?” on
page 71 of this Leader’s Handbook. If we
can rely on the Gospels, and what Jesus
says in the Gospels about the trustworthi-
ness of Scripture, then it makes sense to
trust the Bible as a whole.

Historical evidence in the New Testa-
ment is confirmed at a number of points
by non-Christian historical writers — e.g.
Tacitus and Josephus — and also by ar-
chaeological evidence.

The New Testament documents were
written soon after the events they de-
scribe.

This New Testament documentation
is extensive, coming from as many as
ten authors, eight of whom wrote inde-
pendently of each other.

The documents are historical in charac-
ter as well as theological. They contain
many verifiable details of the time and
culture in which they were written.
Textual criticism shows that the text of
these documents has come down to us
intact from the era in which they were

written.

e The writers were people who suffered
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and died for what they believed, and
were also of very high moral standing.
They believed in telling the truth. It
is highly unlikely they would make up
these stories or even “imagine” them.
The Gospels are very uncomplimentary
about the disciples who assisted in writ-
ing them. For example, Peter helped
Mark write his Gospel — and yet Peter is
shown to be a coward (Mark 14:66-72).
Given that Peter was a leader in the early
church, why would he include something
like this? Unless, of course, it was just the
inconvenient truth.

The Gospel accounts are too detailed to
be legends. They're packed full of tiny de-
tails that apparently serve no purpose, un-
less explained simply as eye-witness de-
tails. Modern novels sometimes have this
level of detail, but they didn't exist until
about 300 years ago; it's unprecedented
in an ancient document. The author C. S.
Lewis (once Professor of English Literature
at both Oxford and Cambridge) said, “I
have been reading poems, romances, vi-
sion literature, legends and myths all my
life. | know what they are like. | know none

of them are like this.”

Don’t all good people go to

heaven?

What is “good”? How good is “good
enough”?

Some of us are better than others, but
no one meets God's standards (see Ro-
mans 3:23).
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We are not good because our hearts
are “sin factories” (Mark 7:21-22).
think

enough” for heaven don't realize that

People who they're "good
they’ve broken what Jesus calls the first
and most important of all God's com-
mands: “Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul
and with all your mind and with all your
strength” (Mark 12:28-30). Rather than
loving God, we love other things more
(see the story of the rich man meeting
Jesus in Mark 10:17-22). We may be
"good"” relative to others, but we can't
be good enough for heaven if we break
God's most important command.

The opposite is, in fact, true. "Good”
people go to hell; bad people go to
heaven. Those who think they are good,
and rely on that, will be lost. Only those
who know they are lost are able to receive

forgiveness and eternal life from Christ.

Why would a good God send

people to hell?

God is utterly holy and good. His char-
acter is what decides right and wrong in
the universe.

God must judge everyone. He would not
be a just God if he ignored wrongdoing
or evil. He will judge fairly and well.

We know that punishments ought to fit
the crime. Someone who murders de-
serves a worse punishment than some-
one who runs a red light. Is it possible
that the reason we think hell is unfair is
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because we don't realize how serious
our sin is?
Jesus is the most loving person who ever
lived, but it is he who teaches most about
the reality of hell. He does so because
he knows it is real and doesn't want us
to suffer the inevitable consequences of
our rebellion against God.
God has judged his Son, Jesus, on the
cross. As a result, he went through hell,
so we don't have to. When he died on
the cross, he was dying in our place. For
those who turn to him, Jesus took the
punishment we deserve, so we can know
God and enjoy him forever.
¢ If we understood how holy God is, we
would be asking the opposite question:

how can God allow anyone into heaven?

If God forgives everything, does

that mean | can do what | like?

e God offers us forgiveness so that we
can know and enjoy him. Why would we
want to “do what we like” if, by doing
so, it keeps us from enjoying him to the

full and puts us in danger of judgment?

How can we be sure that there is

life after death?

e The Bible teaches that everyone will be
resurrected after death in order to face
judgment (Hebrews 9:27). For those who
know and love Christ, there is nothing
to fear, because the one appointed as
Judge (Acts 17:31) is also the one who
gave his life for them.
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¢ Who do you trust for accurate information
about life beyond the grave? The person
who has been there and come back. If
Jesus has been raised from the dead,
then those who trust in him will also be
delivered from death. (See John 11:25.)

What about other religions?

e Sincerity is not truth. People can be sin-
cerely wrong.

If the different religions contradict each
other (which they do at several major
points), they cannot all be right.

The question really is: has God re-
vealed himself, and if so, how? Jesus
claimed to be the unique revelation
of God. He claimed to be God in the
flesh. Are his claims valid? If Jesus is
God, then, logically, other religions
must be wrong.

Jesus claims he is the only way (John
14:6).

Religions can do many good things: pro-
vide comfort, help, social bonding, etc.
But all of them — apart from Christianity
- teach that we must DO something in
order to “earn” our place in heaven.

By contrast, Jesus claims that we can
never “earn” our way to heaven by doing
good things. He claims that the only way
we can know and enjoy God forever is if
we trust in what HE (Jesus) has done on

our behalf, not in what WE have done.

What about those who have never
heard about Jesus?
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e We can trust God to be just; he will
judge people according to their re-
sponse to what they know.

e Everyone has received some revelation,
even if only from the created world (see
Romans 1:18-19).

e Those who have had more revealed
to them will be held more responsible
(Matthew 11:20-24).

® You have heard, so you must do some-
thing about it — and leave the others to
God, who will treat them fairly.

Isn't faith just a psychological
crutch?

e |t is true that faith in Christ provides an
enormous psychological crutch! It gives
hope, meaning and joy, even in the face
of suffering and death. It is one of life’s
greatest joys to know for certain that you
are perfectly known and yet perfectly
loved by the Creator of the universe.
But that doesn’t mean Christian faith is

“wishful thinking” — some sort of imagi-
nary story created to make us feel better
in the face of life’s hardships.

On the contrary, Christian faith is found-
ed on historical events: the life, death
and resurrection of Jesus. The truth of
these events — and therefore the truth of
Christianity — doesn't depend on wheth-
er or not we “need” them to be true.

Why does God allow suffering?
e Much suffering is a direct result of our

own sinfulness (e.g. that caused by
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drunkenness, greed, lust, etc.).
e But some is not (see John 9:1-3).
o All suffering results from the fallen nature
of our world (see Romans 8:18-25).
God uses suffering to discipline and
strengthen his children (see Hebrews
12:7-11; Romans 5:3-5).
God also uses suffering to wake people
up so that they understand that there
is a judgment coming to our pain-filled
world (Luke 13:1-5).
Unlike many other “"gods”, the God of

the Bible knows intimately what it is like
to suffer. God the Son suffered loneli-
ness, grief, temptation, alienation from
loved ones, mockery, isolation, bereave-
ment, hunger, thirst, homelessness,
mental anguish and the worst physical
agonies humans have been able to in-
vent. As a result, he relates to and sym-
pathizes with our deepest pain (Hebrews
4:15). He is not distant from it, or disin-
terested in it.

But the God of the Bible does more

than show mere sympathy; he has done

something decisive to end all human suf-
fering. Jesus suffered and died so that
those who know and love him can one
day enjoy a new creation, where there

will be no suffering or pain of any kind.

Though we don’t know all the reasons
why God allows suffering in every case,
it seems reasonable to assume that our
“not knowing” doesn’t necessarily mean
suffering must be pointless. At the time

Jesus suffered and died, the disciples
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would have felt that his death was a hor-
rible evil, a pointless tragedy. And yet, if
the biblical claim is true, his suffering and
death was the means by which countless

millions of lives have been saved.

If Jesus is going to return to fix
the world one day, why doesn’t
he do that now?

e The New Testament quotes people ask-
ing the same thing back then: “Where
is this ‘coming’ he promised? ... Every-
thing goes on as it has since the begin-
ning of creation” (2 Peter 3:4).

It seems that Jesus’ return is taking a
long time to us, but God reckons time
differently. He exists outside of time and
space. So “with the Lord a day is like a
thousand years, and a thousand years
are like a day” (2 Peter 3:8).

When Jesus returns, he will put the
world to rights, but those who have not
accepted his offer of forgiveness will
face his judgment (2 Peter 3:7). This
hasn't yet happened because God is
being “patient with you, not wanting
anyone to perish, but everyone to come
to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Have you
considered that God might be waiting

for you to come to Jesus?

Hasn’t science disproved

Christianity?

e Start by asking what they mean by the
question. They may have some specif-

ic point which needs addressing - and

69

that will require some research. During
the session, it's best to avoid having
technical discussions about evolution,
carbon dating, etc. as you're likely to run
over time or leave other members of the
group feeling bored or left out.

Most people mean “Hasn't the theory
of (macro)evolution replaced the idea of
creation, and so disproved Christianity?”
People usually are not talking about ar-
chaeology which, incidentally, backs up
the Bible at almost every point.

Ask what conclusions they are drawing
from evolution. Even if they believe it gives
an account of how life on earth came to be
so varied, it doesn't answer the question
of how life came to be in the first place.
How did something come from nothing —
literally nothing, not even empty space. It
also doesn't answer the question of WHY
things exist: what is the purpose of life?
What should we live FOR?

Steer the conversation towards talking
about God's existence (see above) and
towards Jesus. If Jesus is God, it puts
the creation/evolution debate in a com-
pletely different perspective.

If Jesus is God’s Son, how can he

be God too?

e Jesus lets himself be described as the
“Son of God” — a term which can mean
that he is the King of God's people, but
can also be a claim that he is much more.

e Jesus acts in the New Testament in the
way that God does in the Old Testament.
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He speaks as God speaks and does
things that only God can do (raises the
dead, forgives sins, controls nature, etc.).
His words and actions show that he is

making a claim to be God.

Christians do not believe that there are
many gods, and that Jesus is just one of
them. The Bible teaches that God is a
“tri-unity” or “Trinity”: one God in three
“Persons”. The three Persons are Fa-
ther, Son and Spirit, all of whom are fully
God. For one example of this biblical
teaching, see the description of Jesus'
baptism in Mark 1:10-11, where God's
tri-unity is clearly seen.

e This is complex and hard to grasp fully —
but wouldn't it be strange if the nature of
God himself were an easy thing for finite

humans to understand?

Why does God hate sex?

e |t would be strange if the Creator of sex
hated it! He created sex to be beautiful,
enjoyable and extremely powerful.

e Our Creator knows best what leads to our
joy and health. He designed sex to be
enjoyed by a husband and wife within the
mutual protection of marriage (see Jesus'’
words in Matthew 19:4-5). Sex joins peo-
ple together in a way that is more than
physical.

® Marriage is a temporary institution which
anticipates and reflects a far greater
marriage: the marriage of God and his
people, which God's people will enjoy

in the new creation. This is why Jesus
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is described as the bridegroom and his
people are portrayed as his bride (see
Mark 2:19-20; Revelation 19:7-9).

e But those who, for whatever reason, re-
main single all their lives will not miss out
on anything if their hope is in Christ. Help-
ful resources about faith and sexuality,
including stories from same-sex attracted

Christians, can be found at livingout.org.

Christians are hypocrites - so how
can Christianity be true?

e The failure of many Christians to live ac-
cording to their stated beliefs does not
invalidate Jesus' claims to be God.

The Bible says that Jesus alone is per-
fect, and it is honest about the failures
and weakness of his followers.

Jesus taught that there will always be
false teachers and fakes (Mark 13:21-22)
who pretend they are Christians but who
are not. This is true today.

Everyone is a hypocrite to some ex-
tent. How many of us fully and perfectly
“practise what we preach”? But Jesus
calls those who follow him to change

and grow more like him.

Note: For answers to these and other
questions, see If You Could Ask God One
Question by Paul Williams and Barry Coo-
per, Confronting Christianity by Rebecca
McLaughlin or The Reason for God by

Tim Keller.
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CAN WE RELY ON
LUKE’'S GOSPEL?

e This material is a copy of the notes found
on page 33 of the group member’s
Handbook.

Who? When? Why?

Luke was the author of two books in the
New Testament: the Gospel of Luke,
which describes Jesus' life, death and
resurrection, and a “sequel”, Acts, which
details the spread of Christianity in the
following decades. Luke was a doctor
who appears to have become a Christian
from a Gentile (non-Jewish) background
(Colossians 4:10-14). He was a travelling
companion of the apostle Paul on sev-
eral of his missionary journeys around
Europe (see Acts 16:10-17).

Luke was not himself an eye witness of
Jesus, but that does not mean his Gospel
is unreliable. In the book’s introduction,
he describes how he “carefully investi-
gated everything from the beginning”
and set out to write an “orderly account”
of the message “handed down to us by
those who ... were eye witnesses” (Luke
1:1-3). He did this so that people who

had become Christians — including his
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patron, Theophilus - could “know the
certainty of the things you have been
taught” (Luke 1:4).

Jesus died, rose again and returned to
heaven around AD 30. Luke wrote about
30-50 years later — well within the lifetime
of those who lived through the events
he recorded, many of whom he lists by
name. So Luke had to write accurately.
Any inconsistencies between what peo-
ple had seen and what he wrote would

have discredited him.

Has Luke’s book changed over
time?

How different is Luke's original book from
the book that we have today? We don't
have Luke’s original to compare with the
book we call Luke's Gospel. This is normal
for ancient documents, since the original
copy would have been written on mate-
rial such as papyrus or parchment, which

would have eventually rotted away.

For this reason historians assess the reli-
ability of copies of an original by asking
the following questions:
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* How old are the copies?

® How much time has elapsed between
the writing of the original document and
the production of the copies that now
exist?

® How many copies have been found?

The table below answers these questions

for three widely-trusted historical works

Date of original

Date of oldest

and compares them with the New Testa-
ment. So we can have great confidence
that what we read is what Luke wrote.

For more detail, Can | Really Trust the
Bible? by Barry Cooper or Can We Trust
the Gospels? by Peter J. Williams would
be good places to start.

Number of ancient
copies in existence

Approximate time
between original and

document cuivingleopy oldest surviving copy  today
THUCYDIDES'
AD 900 plus a
HISTORY OF THE
PELOPONNESIAN c. 431-400 Bc ]tew Iategst—century 1,300 years 73
WAR ragments
CAESAR'S GALLIC
WAR c. 58-50 Bc AD 825 875 years 10
TACITUS' HISTORIES
AND ANNALS c. AD 98-108 c. AD 850 750 years 2
THE WHOLE NEW
TESTAMENT, 4D 40-100 AD 350 310 years 14,000 (approx
INCLUDING LUKE'S 5,000 Greek; 8,000
GOSPEL Latin; 1,000 in
other languages)
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FILM
SCRIPTS

Session 1 | Hope | Part 1

It's the feeling you get as a kid in the last
week of school before the summer — or as
an adult, when you've only got two days
left at work before a holiday. Or how it
feels a couple of minutes before the final
whistle, when you know your team’s going
to win. Even though the game’s not over,
your excitement builds with every pass
and tackle as the clock counts down to
certain victory.

That's hope. And there are few emotions
more powerful. Hope is a spark inside you
that brings a smile to your lips, a light that
shows on your face, a feeling that lifts your
head and pulls you forward.

Maybe you can remember a time when
you knew that something good was on its
way: that some happy thing was going to
happen to you or the people you love.

That, right there, is hope.

And it's a strange emotion, because in that
moment nothing has changed and yet ev-
erything has changed. That thing on the
horizon of your future lifts your mood in
the present. So, while circumstances re-
main the same for now, you go about your
day like you're walking on air.

Real hope is not a vague optimism but
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a joyful confidence — an expectation for
the future that is worth working for, worth
waiting for. Hope's a wonderful thing, a
powerful thing. It's what keeps us alive.
History’s greatest survival stories show that
when we have something to live for we can
persevere through even the hardest of cir-
cumstances.

That's why there are few things that crush
us more than when our hopes are dashed.
That sinking feeling in your stomach when
the application gets rejected or the sale
falls through or the test results come back,
and all your happy daydreams dissolve in
a moment. I'll never forget the phone call
my dad got when | was sixteen years old
that broke the news of a family tragedy.
My uncle had been killed in an accident. It
hit me like a ton of bricks.

Dashed hopes are hard to bear. And so are
disappointed hopes. Perhaps you know
how it feels when you do get what you've
been dreaming of, only to find it’s not all
you thought it would be. You finally get the
job, or the relationship, or the retirement
that you'd been hoping for and... it just
doesn't deliver the satisfaction it prom-
ised. So you set your sights on something
else, and the whole cycle starts over again.
Hope drives us — until it disappoints us.

And perhaps you've even met someone
with no hope at all. Someone who's been
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knocked down too low for too long, and
now there’s no good thing on the horizon —
nothing to lift their head. Hopelessness is
awful. Maybe that's been you — in the past,
or perhaps even right now.

We all need hope. It's what keeps us alive.
So we need to find a hope worth having,
that won't get dashed and that won't dis-
appoint us. What does that kind of hope
look like?

A hope worth having is one that is true. We
need to be confident that it really will hap-
pen. Not a fantasy but reality; not maybe
but sure.

A hope worth having is one that delivers
what it promises. When we get there, it
needs to meet our expectations and be
worth all the effort. The thing we're hoping
for should be every bit as good as we'd
imagined it would be.

And a hope worth having has to be for
something that will last. Otherwise the joy
will fade, and we'll have to start hoping for
something else.

Hope like that proves elusive to many of
us. Yet lots of people say they've found
it. In all humility, | would, too. That's why
these three sessions are called Hope Ex-
plored. Because a hope worth having is
what the Christian faith claims to offer. It's
an invitation to put your hope in a future
that is better than anything else you could
imagine.

Christianity is not about a feeling in my
tummy or a blind faith in defiance of all the
data. Christian hope is a joyful expectation
for the future, based on true events in the
past, which changes everything about my
present. That's what real hope is: a hope
worth having.
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And if you're not convinced of that, wel-
come. Whatever you do or don't believe,
we're so glad you're here. This series is for
you. This is your opportunity to explore,
to discuss, to question, to discover. This is
Hope Explored.

Session 1 | Hope | Part 2

Where do you think the world is going?
Sometimes it looks like things are getting
better, other times things seem to be get-
ting worse — and a lot of the time, it looks
like chaos!

But what if | were to ask you a more per-
sonal version of that question: Where do
you think your life is going?

Our answer to both of those questions will
partly depend on our experience of life so
far. As we look at the world around us, it's
easy to spot the many good things we hu-
mans enjoy. | call them the Fs: fun, food,
family, fitness, friendship, falling in love.

But even if you've lived the most sheltered
life, you'll have encountered some of the
Ds as well: disappointment, death, di-
vorce, depression, disease, disorder in the
world. In a word: darkness.

The Bible is 100% realistic about the dark-
ness we experience. But it also speaks of
hope. Listen to these words from a part of
the Bible called the book of Isaiah, chapter
9 verse 2:

"The people walking in darkness have seen
a great light; on those living in the land of
deep darkness a light has dawned.”

Every dark path needs a light at the end of
the tunnel. Every sad story needs a turning
point if it's going to have a happy ending.
Every person needs a hope worth having.
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And that's exactly the kind of hope this
verse is talking about. It was written in
around 700 BC, to an oppressed people
living in Judah, in modern-day Israel, just
east of the Mediterranean Sea. It's part of
what's called a prophecy: a message from
God to his people, delivered via a human
messenger called Isaiah.

Isaiah’s message was that someone was
coming who could turn things around for
hopeless people; someone was coming
who could bring light into the darkness.
Listen to this:

"He will be called Wonderful Counsellor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace.”

Now, | don’t know whether you believe that
there's a God out there. Many of us like to
think that there is. Or, at the very least, we
hope that there’s something more than our
material universe: some bigger reality that
makes sense of the story of life on earth.
But if there is a God out there, it would be
great if he proved it.

And the claim of the Bible is: he has. The
Bible says that 2,000 years ago someone
showed up who was that person God had
promised through lIsaiah to send - the
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Ever-
lasting Father, Prince of Peace, came to
earth. And that turning point in history can
give us hope today.

| don't expect you to believe that just be-
cause | say it. In fact, please don't believe
it just because | say it. Instead, I'd love you
to look with me at some of the evidence
for that claim: a Gospel, a historical biogra-
phy of a man named Jesus, who was born
in Israel, grew up in an obscure town, and
started his working life as a carpenter, but
went on to become the figure at the centre
of the world’s largest religion. The book is
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called Luke — named after the doctor who
wrote it. He interviewed eye witnesses of
what this Jesus said and did, and wrote it
up, in around AD 60.

In Luke chapter 8 he tells us about one sin-
gle day in Jesus' life. We're going to look
briefly at just two snapshots from that day
and see how they relate to one of the titles
Isaiah used: Mighty God.

The first incident takes place on a lake.
Luke 8 verse 22:

“One day Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Let
us go over to the other side of the lake.” So
they got into a boat and set out. As they
sailed, he fell asleep. A squall came down
on the lake, so that the boat was being
swamped, and they were in great danger.

“The disciples went and woke him, saying,
‘Master, Master, we're going to drown!’

“He got up and rebuked the wind and the
raging waters; the storm subsided, and all
was calm. ‘Where is your faith?’ he asked
his disciples.

“In fear and amazement they asked one
another, ‘'Who is this? He commands even
the winds and the water, and they obey
him."”

Imagine the disciples’ desperation as their
routine boat trip turns into a life-threaten-
ing emergency. This is not just your aver-
age storm.

In fact it's more like a hurricane — it's what
happens when the cold air from the moun-
tains meets the warm air around the sea of
Galilee. It produces this type of typhoon
on the surface of the water. But when
faced with the horrors of this hurricane,
Jesus stands up and says, Quiet, be still.
And it is.
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Here is a man with the power to control
the uncontrollable — here is a man who
can turn things around. The wind and the
waves don't have ears, and yet when Jesus
speaks, he can calm them.

So the disciples are left asking the right
question: “Who is this?” Who can do
something like that? What category do
you put him in? If he can calm a storm with
a word, he's clearly not simply a teacher, or
a philosopher, or a healer. Who is he?

This matters to us, because it's not just
about lakes and storms and fishing boats.
It's about the things that make you lie
awake at night because they're out of your
control. The question marks that cloud
your future. The hard things that threaten
to overwhelm you.

Wouldn't it be amazing news if there were
a Mighty God with the power to control
them? That wouldn't make hard things
easy. But it would be reassuring that be-
hind the universe stands a Mighty God
who is running the show, who is working
things out.

So consider this: could this man Jesus be
that Mighty God? Could it be that Jesus is
the Mighty God, promised by Isaiah, now
walking on the earth he created and com-
manding it with his words?

Maybe, though, the calming of the storm
was a stroke of luck. A happy coincidence.
A one-off. Let’s look at a second snapshot
from later that day, after Jesus had got off
the boat and walked into a town. Luke 8
verse 41:

“A man named Jairus, a synagogue lead-
er, came and fell at Jesus' feet, pleading
with him to come to his house because his
only daughter, a girl of about twelve, was
dying.”
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There’s nothing more agonising than a par-
ent losing a child. This little girl — she’s Jai-
rus’ pride and joy, the light of the house.
But now she's seriously sick. And there’s
nothing Jairus can do. He'd fix this if he
could, but he can’t. He's desperate.

So he throws himself at the feet of this man
he’d heard has miracle powers, and begs

for help.

Now, if Jesus is just a carpenter, what can
he do? He can offer to make a lovely cof-
fin. But the question is, can he do more
than that?

Jairus is about to find out. They set out for
his house together, but Jesus gets delayed
on the way, and before they get there,
Jairus hears those horrific words that every
parent dreads.

“"Someone came from the house of Jairus,
the synagogue leader. 'Your daughter is
dead,’ he said. ‘Don’t bother the teacher

o

anymore.

It's like a punch in the stomach. All Jairus’
worst nightmares have come true. His wife
will never be the same again.

But then Jesus speaks:

“Don't be afraid; just believe, and she will
be healed.”

When someone’s lost a child, you don't
play games with the parents. This is a big
claim. He'd better be able to deliver. He'd
better be more than a carpenter. What's he
going to do?

"When he arrived at the house of Jairus,
he did not let anyone go in with him ex-
cept Peter, John and James, and the
child’s father and mother. Meanwhile, all
the people were wailing and mourning for
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her. 'Stop wailing,” Jesus said. ‘She is not
dead but asleep.” They laughed at him,
knowing that she was dead.”

That’s the laugh of the playground. “Who
do you think you are? She's dead! These
poor parents — don't dangle this false
hope in front of them.”

But it'’s not false hope. Listen to what hap-
pens next.

“But [Jesus] took her by the hand and said,
‘My child, get up!" Her spirit returned, and
at once she stood up.”

Jesus can raise a child from death just
as easily as we might rouse a child from
sleep. He's not “just” a carpenter. He's
not “just” anything. He has the authority
to turn chaos into calm. He has the power
to turn grief into joy. What category is big
enough for him?

Luke is showing us, here and throughout
his biography of Jesus, that there’s only
one category big enough: Mighty God.
Isaiah brought the promise. Luke is show-
ing us how it started to be fulfilled as the
Mighty God showed up and did things
that only a mighty God can do.

Most of us hope that there’s something
more to life than meets the eye, or some-
one out there who makes sense of life's
muddle and mess. Jesus shows us what
kind of someone there is out there. There'’s
a Mighty God who gets involved in his
creation, who's interested in the details
of our lives, who cares about our joys and
our tears. We're right to hope for more, for
better. The great claim of Luke's Gospel
is this: there is a Mighty God out there,
and he came down here, and his name
is Jesus. He's come to this world, and he
cares about this world.
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And what if that turning point in history
could turn things around for you today?
What if, with Jesus, the saddest part of the
story is not the end of the story?

You see, the Bible tells a unique story
about where the world is heading. It says
that one day the Mighty God will come to
earth again, and when he does, everything
that he did on a local, individual level 2,000
years ago he will do on a global, cosmic
level. The calming of the storm, the raising
of the little girl — they're like a thumbnail
preview of an entirely new world. A world
where all the uncertainties are brought
under control. A world without sickness or
grief or death.

That is, deep down, the world we're all
longing for. And if we want to be part of it,
then, like Jairus and the disciples, all we've
got to do is come to Jesus for help.

That's the hope that has turned my story
around. When | got that phone call, aged
16, telling me that tragedy had struck close
to home, | was crushed. | thought I'd never
feel hope again. But in the weeks that fol-
lowed my brother gently came alongside
me and told me that Christianity wasn't
about the things | had always assumed it
was. It was about Jesus. And as | looked
at Jesus, in places like Luke’s Gospel, he
brought hope alive. Could Jesus do that
for you, too?

Having this hope changes nothing and it
changes everything. We may still experi-
ence those Ds — disappointment, death,
divorce, depression, disease, disorder and
darkness. But we’ll travel through them
feeling sadness, yes, but never despair
— because with Jesus, the worst thing is
never the last thing.

And it's as though we're living in those last,
exhausting few minutes of a sports match
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— if we're well ahead on the scoreboard,
then whatever hits we may take before the
final whistle, we can withstand them be-
cause we know we're going to win in the
end.

And having this hope means that we can
enjoy the good things — the fun, food,
family, fitness, friendships, falling in love -
without that nagging fear of losing them
someday, because we know that even
sweeter days lie ahead.

That's hope. Real hope. That's a joyful
expectation for the future, based on true
events in the past, which changes every-
thing about your present. That's the spark
that can bring a smile to your face. And
Jesus stands with his hands outstretched,
inviting us to experience it for ourselves.

Session 2 | Peace | Part 1

Westfield Park Road has been etched in
my memory ever since | lived there in my
20s. | was at number 2 with some friends,
and we quite liked the place. But there was
a problem: it was number 1. We shared a
front door and several internal walls — but
that was about all that we had in common.

With neighbours like these, there was no
hope of any peace and quiet. They would
play loud music at midnight; they would
wake us up as they came back from a night
out. | still remember opening the door for
one of them at 3am after he had locked
himself out. He didn’t even apologise. |
think he thought | was the butler!

It's trivial really, but it struck a nerve. All |
wanted... was a bit of peace.

| wonder what comes into your mind when
you hear that word: peace.

Maybe it's a beach somewhere in the sun,
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with nothing but the sound of the ocean.
Or one of those iconic news clips from his-
tory which show revellers celebrating the
end of a war. Or John Lennon in his famous
song “Imagine”, dreaming of all the peo-
ple living life in peace.

Whichever of those most resonates with
you, it strikes me that for most of us, one
of our biggest hopes, one of our deepest
longings, is for peace.

For one thing, all of us would love to see
peace "out there” — an end to conflict and
crises around the globe. At times my heart
sinks when | turn on the news, and I'm sure
yours does too.

And most of us hope for peace “in here”
too. We long for a break from the anxious
soundtrack of thoughts that play in our
mind like a record on repeat. For a solu-
tion to the regrets and responsibilities that
keep us awake at night.

And we hope for peace “between us” -
in our relationships. I'm sure, like mine,
your circle of family and friends has been
marred by relational strife. It could be a
couple who've stopped really talking or
listening to one another. Or a parent and
a child whose every interaction is at risk
of spiralling into an argument. Or two old
friends, where a simple misunderstanding
like a forgotten birthday or a lack of phone
calls or a shortage of sympathy has made
everything go cold.

The absence of peace is so painful — it's
all jagged edges and gaping silences and
lingering regrets.

But the presence of peace... Well, that's
truly beautiful. It's wholeness and harmo-
ny. It's completeness, prosperity, welfare,
tranquillity. It's safe.
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That's precisely the vision behind the Bi-
ble's word for peace: shalom. It paints a
picture of a peace that is deeper and more
far-reaching than the ceasefires we often
settle for. Shalom is not just “It's ok, | get
along with my neighbour and we don't
hassle each other and we leave each other
to get on with our lives”. That would be
pretty good. But shalom is one better. It's
“| take delight in my neighbour. We so
enjoy each other that we take the fence
down between each other's gardens; we
have barbecues together; we babysit each
other’s kids.”

That kind of peace would be beautiful. But
is there any real hope of a world like that?
Or is lasting peace only a pipe dream?
That's what we're going to find out.

Session 2 | Peace | Part 2

When | was a teenager | kept a journal.
| wrote it because | thought | was such a
great guy that | owed it to humanity to
record my life. The only problem was that
week after week it showed that | was the
opposite of great.

So in my journal I'd lament that there was
a lack of world peace, but never lay aside
the weapons of malice and sarcasm myself.
I'd say, “Wouldn't it be great if the starving
were fed”, and then I'd ask my parents for
a bigger allowance, and I'd eat it.

My journal revealed that there was a prob-
lem in my world, and that problem was me.
That might have been obvious enough to
the people around me — but that realiza-
tion was a real turning point for me.

| occasionally think about my old neigh-
bour from Westfield Park Road. He could
have done with a journal like | had. Imag-
ine how it would have gone: “Came back
at 3am. Locked out of the flat. Woke up my
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butler to let me in. Didn't say thank you.
Never said sorry.” Like my journal, it would
have exposed the problem in his world.

But this problem extends to each one of
us. Have you noticed that though we want
to be at peace, we humans also have this
horrible capacity to spoil the peace? On a
global level and on a personal level, wher-
ever you have conflict, you'll find it was a
human who started it.

We all want peace - but we all want to be
the ones to dictate the peace treaty. Deep
down, we expect every relationship to be
on our terms. If we were to open up our
journal, we'd find that there was a slogan
for our lives, and it could be this: “My life,
my rules”. And this is what we find so in-
furiating. Because if | want to be king and
you want to be king, what happens when
we meet?

Of course, none of us are all bad all of the
time — we're capable of great good too.
But in your more honest moments, you'll
be aware that there's something inside you
which means you are sometimes selfish, or
unthoughtful, or even deliberately nasty.
The writer Gore Vidal once said, “Every
time a friend of mine succeeds, something
inside me dies”.

It's so hard to keep good things good.
Why do we hurt the people we love most?
Because we say, “My life, my rules”. And
that's why our hopes for peace are never
totally fulfilled.

But it gets worse.

If you really want to understand the prob-
lem with peace, you need to see that it's
not just horizontal - it's not just broken
peace out there, in here and between us.
The Bible's diagnosis of the root of the
problem is vertical. We say to our Creator,
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"My life, my rules”. We choose conflict
with him instead of peace with him. In-
stead of saying to the one who made ev-
erything and sustains everything, “This is
your world, so we'll go by your rules”, we
live as though God should abide by our
rules and fit in with our plans. That attitude
is what the Bible calls “sin".

And sin matters more than you might think
- because it matters very greatly to God.

What | do to you matters to God, and what
you do to me matters to God, and how we
treat the world matters to God. Sin has
consequences, because God is a God of
justice, and so God judges sin.

Now, that's good news when we are the
victims of sin. God is not indifferent; he
cares. But that's also very sobering news,
because we have sinned — and so we face
an eternity spent without the God who
we've rejected — an existence without him
and without any of the good things that
he gives us to enjoy in this life even as
we reject him. That existence is the place
that Jesus called hell; he described it as
the "outer darkness, where there will be
weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

The Bible is very straight with us: if we turn
our backs on the Lord of light, we'll find
ourselves left in the dark. God will hand
us over to the consequences that our con-
flict with him and our treatment of others
deserves.

But there is hope. We saw in the last ses-
sion that thousands of years ago, God
spoke through a prophet called Isaiah, and
he promised that a ruler would come who
would be called “Wonderful Counsellor,
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace”.

And 700 years after that promise was
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made, Jesus was born. He came to show
that there is a God out there, and that
he cares about us enough to live with us.
When he grew up, he proved that he him-
self was the Mighty God by doing things
like calming a storm and raising a dead
girl. But that's not all. Isaiah’s prophecy
also called him the Prince of Peace. So if
you want peace, Jesus is the person to
start with.

Ironically though, for a Prince of Peace,
Jesus sure did make a lot of people angry.
The religious and political rulers of the day
had a problem with him because he didn't
fit in with their rules, their agenda, their
priorities. They saw Jesus as a threat to
their power, and so they were determined
to have him killed.

They conspired with the Roman govern-
ment to have Jesus arrested in secret,
condemned in a sham trial, and executed
in public. The charge: claiming to be God.
The sentence: death by crucifixion. It was
an absolutely brutal method of capital
punishment that the Romans saved for the
worst offenders in society.

That's where we're picking up the story in
Luke 23 verse 32, as Jesus is led out of the
city to be hung on a cross on a hill just out-
side of Jerusalem.

“Two other men, both criminals, were also
led out with [Jesus] to be executed. When
they came to the place called the Skull,
they crucified him there, along with the
criminals — one on his right, the other on
his left. ...

“One of the criminals who hung there
hurled insults at him: ‘Aren’t you the Mes-
siah? Save yourself and us!’

“But the other criminal rebuked him.
‘Don't you fear God," he said, ‘since you
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are under the same sentence? We are
punished justly, for we are getting what
our deeds deserve. But this man has done
nothing wrong.’

"Then he said, 'Jesus, remember me when
you come into your kingdom.” Jesus an-
swered him, ‘Truly | tell you, today you will
be with me in paradise.””

"Today you will be with me in paradise.”
When you think about it, that's an out-
rageous offer. This criminal is under the
sentence of death. He's likely a murderer,
a thief and a terrorist. He's been cast out of
society and nailed up on a cross to slowly
suffocate to death.

Yet what does Jesus promise him? A place
of peace. That's what the word “paradise”
is getting at. It's harmony, wholeness and
tranquillity.

So how can one dying man look across at
another dying man and make such a prom-
ise? How can we find peace?

Well, in the verses leading up to that
peace offer, there are three steps — think of
them as three steps to paradise, if you like.

We see the first one in verses 41 and 42.
The criminal says, “Don’t you fear God? ...
We are punished justly, for we are getting
what our deeds deserve.”

So he doesn't say, Look, I'm a victim. He
doesn't say, I'm innocent. It's as if his jour-
nal has been opened and his heart has
been exposed. There's a problem in his
world, and that problem is him. He says,
| deserve to be here. I'm being punished
justly, not only by the arm of the state, but
by the arm of God. He acknowledges his
wrongdoing. That's the first step.

You don’t meet many people this honest
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about their own flaws. | don't know what
you made of all that talk of sin and judg-
ment earlier. But the thing is, Christianity
will never make sense until you get to the
point where you look at your wrongdoing
and say, “Actually, I've been living with a
‘My life, my rules’ attitude, and | deserve
judgment.”

Our culture finds this unpalatable. We live
in a world that laughs at sin — just as the
other criminal mocked Jesus back then.
But that doesn’t change the truth: that our
conflict with God is real, is serious, and it's
our fault. And admitting this can actually
be wonderfully freeing, as we'll see next.
So that's step one — we acknowledge our
wrongdoing.

Second, the criminal recognizes Jesus as
the king - the Mighty God, come to earth.
He sees in verse 41 that “this man has
done nothing wrong.” And then in verse
42 he says, "Jesus, remember me when
you come into your kingdom”. When this
criminal looks at Jesus, he doesn’t see a
desperate man at the end of his life but a
king with a royal pardon to bestow. A King
who can calm a storm, who can raise the
dead, and who will rule over a paradise
beyond death. | wonder what you see as
you look at Jesus?

And in the third step, this dying man cries
out to Jesus for rescue. He says, “Jesus,
remember me when you come into your
kingdom.”

It's not that he just wants Jesus to think of
him — he wants Jesus to act for him.

Think of a married couple. If one of them
says, “Remember, darling, it's our anni-
versary next week”, they're not expecting
their partner merely to remember that fact
but to do something about it — to book the
table or buy the flowers.
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This criminal sees that Jesus is a King with a
kingdom beyond death — an eternal place
of total peace. And when Jesus gets there,
the man wants Jesus to act for him. He
asks Jesus to welcome him, a condemned
criminal, into that kingdom. This criminal
offers nothing, but he asks for everything.

And what does Jesus say in response? He
doesn't say, Sorry — I'm just a man like you.
| can’t help you.

He doesn't say, Well, Ill tell you how you
can save yourself. Live a decent life. Say
your prayers, love your neighbour, go to
church, and then you'll book your place in
heaven.

He doesn't say, You decided to reject me
and my rule in your life. You made your
bed, and now you’ll lie in it.

No - Jesus says, “Truly, | tell you today
you will be with me in paradise”. No con-
ditions. No qualifications. No delays. Just
total acceptance, total forgiveness, total
peace with God. The criminal offers noth-
ing, but he receives everything.

Yet this forgiveness isn't free. Yes, it's free
for the criminal, but it costs Jesus his life.
Look at what happens next in verse 44.

"It was now about noon, and darkness
came over the whole land until three in the
afternoon, for the sun stopped shining ...
Jesus called out with a loud voice, ‘Father,
into your hands | commit my spirit.” When

he had said this, he breathed his last.”

Three hours of total darkness - it's not an
eclipse but a supernatural sign of God's
judgment against sin. But this judgment
isn't falling on the people who deserve it.
Instead, what’s happening is that God is
handing Jesus over to the consequences
of other peoples’ sin — of my sin. Jesus is
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paying for all the wrong in my journal.

In a world of conflict and rebellion, Jesus
was the only person always to have kept
the peace. If Jesus had kept a journal, you
wouldn't find any wrongdoing in it. But
on the cross, he experienced God's judg-
ment — as if he had my sinful record. Jesus
willingly paid the price so that he can offer
peace.

Here's a picture of how this works. A few
years ago, as | was cycling in London, my
front wheel jammed between the bars
of a road drain. The bike stopped dead,
| flew over the handlebars, and | hit the
surface of the road head first. A doctor |
saw afterwards said that if | had not been
wearing a helmet, |I'd probably have been
killed. But | was wearing a helmet. It got
smashed to pieces, but | just stood up
and | was fine. Because of the bicycle hel-
met, | was alive.

Bicycle helmets are designed to absorb
the energy of an impact so that it's not
transmitted to your head. But in order
to absorb that impact, the helmet has to
shatter. So when | crashed, my helmet was
destroyed by the impact that would have
killed me. And that is a small and inad-
equate picture of what Jesus did on the
cross. Here was God, taking his own judg-
ment, bearing his own anger, taking into
himself the darkness that should be mine.

The Prince of Peace experienced the dark-
ness as he died so that the criminal next
to him would not have to endure it after
he died. Instead, that criminal could enter
into God's place of peace for eternity.

Peace with God is what Jesus offered the
criminal — and peace with God is what
he continues to offer today. The steps to
peace haven't changed. If we acknowl-
edge our wrongdoing, accept Jesus as
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King, and ask him to rescue us, we too can
know peace. That's all we have to do, but
we do have to do it.

And if we take Jesus up on this offer, then
everything changes.

It starts “in here”. It means you can face
the world with joy and confidence - be-
cause you're at peace with the one who
owns the place! When you mess up, you
don't need to try to ignore it, or seek to
hide it, or work to excuse it. You can be
honest. This is wonderfully freeing.

And that changes things “between us”.
God’s Spirit gets to work in the lives of his
people, making friends out of enemies,
repairing broken relationships. It means
we can learn to forgive others because we
know how much we have been forgiven by
God. It means we're able to say those two
phrases that are so crucial to relational har-
mony: “I'm sorry, | was wrong” and “That's
ok, | forgive you.” That won't always be
easy, and it won't always look perfect, and
it will often take time, but God's peace does
give us real hope for all our relationships.

And one day, there'll be peace “out there”.
There's hope for our bitter and broken
world. History is heading somewhere, and
heading somewhere good. The Bible says
that there will be a day when the Prince of
Peace will restore the whole creation to a
state of shalom — of real peace - fully and
finally and forever.

Peace “in here,” secure before God.
Peace "between us,” as we live in his
world. Peace “out there” one day in a re-
stored creation. And all because of peace
with God, won for us by Jesus, the Prince
of Peace. His death means that as we look
at the journal of our lives and see the ev-
idence of our sin, we can say to him with
confidence, “I'm sorry, | was wrong.” And
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in return, we can hear with comfort, “That's
ok, | forgive you".

That's the hope of peace that Jesus invites
us to know for ourselves, just as he offered
it to the rebel on the cross: “Truly | tell you,
today you will be with me in paradise.”

Session 3 | Purpose | Part 1

| was at a school reunion not long ago, re-
flecting on the past 35 years. (I know it's
hard to believe by looking at my hair that |
left school 35 years ago, but it's true!)

The friend | was talking with was brutally
honest about his life as he rewound it in his
mind. He said, “I've spent my life just going
from one thing to another. I've just lived.”
And it felt to him like it had been a bit
empty — like it had all been an anticlimax.

I remember feeling something similar
when | was clearing out my parents’ house
after they’d died. I'll never forget the expe-
rience. In one sense, it was darkly comic.
My friend who was helping me dropped a
piece of furniture on his foot and broke a
toe, and we crashed the removal van half-
way through the job and had to pay for the
damage.

But the experience has stayed with me for
deeper reasons too. | remember the two
sofas which for so long had been the cen-
tre of my mum and dad’s living room, the
centre of their home — and | had to watch
them go toppling into the skip. Then there
were the gifts that my father had been
given on his retirement — tokens of a long
and respected career — and | had no idea
what to do with them. There were draw-
ers full of photos of a growing family and
happy holidays — and | knew those mo-
ments would never be recaptured.

In one sense, the house was full of signs
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of two lives well lived. But as | surveyed
these objects that my parents had so cher-
ished in their lifetime, | couldn’t help think-
ing, “What was the point of that?” All the
trophies won, all the milestones marked,
all the Christmases celebrated — what did
it matter? The reality of death sudden-
ly made the preceding eight decades of
life seem strangely meaningless. My par-
ents were here, and then they weren't. It
would be the same for me and for my bro-
ken-toed friend. What was it all for?

All of us hope that our lives mean some-
thing. We want to make a difference. Leave
a legacy. Build something worthwhile. We
need purpose. That's what gets us out
of bed in the morning and what gets us
through the tough times.

But there’s a huge problem that gets in the
way of our search for the meaning of life.
It's the reality that life ends. It sounds de-
pressing, but it's true. As cleaning out my
parents’ house showed me, death mocks
everything we achieve and accomplish
and accumulate.

And that's why every culture in history has
had to find a way to deal with the reality
of death. Here's how 21st-century Western
societies do it.

First, we deny it. We just pretend it's not
there. Near where | live, there's a great
playground. It's where | take the kids
sometimes on a Sunday afternoon. For
centuries it was a cemetery, right in the
middle of the community. But now that's
been paved over. They've moved the cem-
etery miles away, behind a high wall, away
from sight, and they've put a playground
in instead. It's symbolic of what we do with
death as a culture. We hide it. We pretend
it won't happen.

Then we try to downplay it. Think of all the
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ways we describe death to make it sound
less final — less of a full stop. As Professor
Dumbledore remarks in one of JK Rowl-
ing’s Harry Potter books, “To the well-or-
ganized mind, death is but the next great
adventure.”

But then, reality intrudes. We go to a col-
league’s funeral. A loved one dies. We
ourselves get a terminal diagnosis. We
can't deny death’s reality any longer or
downplay how much it hurts. Death is not
an adventure for those left behind - it's
agony, isn't it? Death robs us of our loved
ones — and people who love us are so hard
to come by.

When we confront that reality, all that's
left is to start to despair about death -
because death drains life of meaning. In
the haunting words of playwright William
Shakespeare:

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the
stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.

None of us want our lives to signify noth-
ing. We want them to mean something.
But if we want to find meaning in life, we
need a reason to hope that something
comes next — we need an answer to death.

As a pastor in central London | spend
time with a lot of grieving people. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, a neighbour of
mine died, and so | went with the widow
to register the death. The woman across
the counter doing the paperwork was so
sympathetic. She said, “It's so sad to hear
about your husband. | lost my dad last
year. | hope he’s in a better place, but
no one has come back from the dead to
prove it.”
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So my question to you is this: what differ-
ence would it make if somebody has?

Session 3 | Purpose | Part 2
Where do you look for meaning in life?

As | was catching up with my friend at
our school reunion, it was clear he’d been
looking in all sorts of places for a sense of
purpose. And in the end, it had all felt a
bit pointless. But as we caught up, and as |
shared where life had taken me, he shook
his head and said, “I've spent my life just
going from one thing to another. I've just
lived. But you... you've had real purpose.”

And, with all humility, | can say that he’s
right. But it hasn't always been that way. |
can remember when death came close to
home for the first time when | was a teen-
ager. | was in utter despair — not just about
death but about life itself.

You see, to find meaning in life, | needed
to find an answer to death. We all do.

And at the point we've reached in Luke’s
Gospel, Jesus looks like the last place to
look for that answer. He made some big
claims, he achieved some notable things,
he stirred up hopes and dreams... and
then, on that first Good Friday, he died.
His body was laid in a tomb and a huge
stone was rolled over the entrance. Hope
extinguished. It was over.

That was Friday. But Sunday was coming...
And the claim at the heart of the Christian
faith is that on that Sunday morning some-
thing extraordinary happened. Something
that can rob death of its power and give
life the purpose we long for. Here's how
Luke begins in chapter 24 verse 1:

“On the first day of the week, very early in
the morning, the women took the spices
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they had prepared and went to the tomb.”

Can you imagine what these friends of
Jesus are feeling as they hurry to the
tomb on that Sunday morning? Grief, fear,
hopeless, powerless... grief at the death
of Jesus, their friend. Fear of the authori-
ties who have killed their friend. Hopeless
— because they'd dared to hope Jesus was
the Mighty God and the Prince of Peace,
but now he's lying cold and lifeless, and
all their hopes have died with him. And
they must feel powerless, because they
know there’s going to be a huge stone
across the entrance to the tomb. They've
brought these spices to embalm the body,
but it's just a gesture. They've spent all this
money, but the Roman authorities aren't
going to allow the tomb to be opened.
But when someone dies, you do do things
that are useless from a practical point of
view.

So the women go along, and then when
they get to the tomb, they experience
three shocks of escalating intensity. What
do you make of this? Luke 24 verse 2:

“They found the stone rolled away from
the tomb, but when they entered, they did
not find the body of the Lord Jesus. While
they were wondering about this, sudden-
ly two men in clothes that gleamed like
lightning stood beside them. In their fright
the women bowed down with their faces
to the ground, but the men said to them,
‘Why do you look for the living among
the dead? He is not here; he has risen!
Remember how he told you, while he was
still with you in Galilee: “The Son of Man
must be delivered over to the hands of
sinners, be crucified and on the third day
be raised again.”” Then they remembered
his words.”

The first shock is in verse 2: “They found
the stone rolled away from the tomb”.
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Then in verse 3, they enter, and the body
of Jesus isn't there. The tomb's empty.

And finally in verse 4, two angels appear
in clothes that gleamed like lightning.
And if you're at a loss at the mention of
angels, you aren't alone — the women are
also flat on their faces. They know this is
supernatural.

And then comes the news that is going to
change their lives forever. The news that's
going to change the world forever. Seven
little words: “He is not here, he has risen!”
The angels say, Look, if you're looking for
a dead body, you'll never find him. Jesus
is alive.

Now, I'm not telling you this to try to insult
your intelligence. It's hard to believe a man
rose from the dead. It just doesn't happen.

Well, it was hard for people to believe in
those days too.

“When [the women] came back from the
tomb, they told all these things to the
Eleven [the disciples] and to all the others.
It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the
mother of James, and the others with them
who told this to the apostles. But they did
not believe the women, because their
words seemed to them like nonsense.”

None of these people leapt to illogical
conclusions. 1st-century people knew just
as well as we do that dead men do not rise
— it's against the laws of nature.

And yet... in the space of a few weeks,
those same men who dismissed the resur-
rection as nonsense were proclaiming that
Jesus was alive — that God had reversed
the laws of nature and raised his Son from
the dead. In the space of a few decades,
Christianity went from being this handful
of incredulous men and women in Jerusa-
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lem to something embraced by thousands
of people across the ancient world. This
tiny start-up religion ended up shaking the
entire Roman Empire. And in those same
decades, ten of Jesus’ eleven closest fol-
lowers died because they claimed Jesus
had risen. They were willing to be killed for
the claim that Jesus was alive.

So what had changed? What caused this
huge paradigm shift — so that they went
from dismissing the resurrection as non-
sense to giving up their lives for it?

Here's what happened next, on that Sun-
day evening, as the disciples were gather-
ing together...

“Jesus himself stood among them and
said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’

“"They were startled and frightened, think-
ing they saw a ghost. He said to them,
‘Why are you troubled, and why do doubts
rise in your minds? Look at my hands and
my feet. It is | myself! Touch me and see;
a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as
you see | have.’

“"When he had said this, he showed them
his hands and feet. And while they still did
not believe it because of joy and amaze-
ment, he asked them, ‘Do you have any-
thing here to eat?’ They gave him a piece
of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in
their presence.

“He said to them, ‘This is what | told you
while | was still with you: everything must be
fulfilled that is written about me in the Law
of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."”

Jesus gave them, and gives us, evidence —
proof after proof that it's really him, really
risen. Just in this one episode in that room
he appears to them; he speaks to them;
he points to the nail-marks in his hands
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and feet; he invites them to touch him to
check; and then he eats something. And
he tells them that what he’s doing was pre-
dicted hundreds of years before by proph-
ets like Isaiah. And that's just this one oc-
casion! Jesus was seen and spoken to on
numerous occasions, sometimes by small
groups, and at least once by a gathering
of hundreds.

That's why the first followers of Jesus were
willing to die for the claim that Jesus was
alive. They weren't just dying for some-
thing they believed to be true, like martyrs
of whatever religion or cause today, but
because of something they'd seen to be
true. There's a big difference.

| hope you're beginning to see that the
evidence that Jesus really did rise from the
dead actually stacks up. And this matters,
because Christian hope is based on true
events in the past. So we need to be con-
vinced this really did happen.

And if you're not, well, here's another way
to think about it. Ask yourself: is there a
better historical explanation for the incon-
testable events of the first Easter Sunday?

First, the empty tomb. No one, including
Jesus’ enemies, denied at the time that
Jesus’ body was gone. So if Jesus did not
rise again, where did his body go?

Likewise, to deny the resurrection we're
also going to have to find a different ex-
planation for the transformation in Jesus'
followers and the explosive growth of
Christianity in the 1st century. What else
could have caused that?

So to believe in the resurrection is not to
follow a preconception or prejudice — it is
to follow the historical evidence. The Bible
doesn’t ask you to shut your eyes and make
a leap of faith. Instead, it encourages you
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to open your eyes, look at the evidence,
and make a step of faith.

Because if this is true, then it's wonderful. It
changes everything.

If Jesus rose from the dead, he really is the
Mighty God and the Prince of Peace who
Isaiah promised. And he offers to be our
"Everlasting Father” too - that's the third
of the four titles Isaiah gives him.

| don’t know what kind of dad you had.
Maybe you had a great dad. Maybe yours
just wasn't there, or if he was, you wished
that he wasn't. But the image of a father in
the Bible is of someone who sorts things
out. They care for you and about you.
They get things done. They make sure the
family’s protected. That's what a good dad
should do. He sorts things out. That's what
the title “Everlasting Father” tells us about
Jesus. He sorts out eternity. He sorts out
the problem of death.

Because if Jesus got through death him-
self, he can get me through. In his resur-
rection, Jesus is like a needle that goes
through a tapestry — he bursts through
death and comes through the other side.
And we're like the thread. If we're attached
to him, we follow through. Yes, we'll still
die. But like Jesus we'll burst through into
glorious new life on the other side.

But it's not just that. As our Everlasting
Father, Jesus invites us to be part of the
family business. He says, I’'m going to give
you work with an eternal impact.

Not long after | became a Christian as a
teenager, a friend showed me a verse from
the Bible that totally changed my perspec-
tive on life. It was a real turning point. It's
from part of the Bible where Paul, the writ-
er, has just finished explaining about the
evidence for the resurrection and how this
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guarantees that Christians will also live be-
yond death. Then he finishes by explaining
how that hope for the future transforms
what we do in the present: “Therefore, my
dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let
nothing move you. Always give yourselves
fully to the work of the Lord, because you
know that your labour in the Lord is not in
vain.”

Reading that verse for the first time was
a real light-bulb moment for me. Jesus’
resurrection gave me hope in the face of
death. And that meant the idea of death
no longer sapped life of all meaning. Noth-
ing was in vain. Everything | did could be
part of something that would last beyond
my lifetime. | had a purpose to live for
because | had a person to live for: Jesus
Christ: the Mighty God, Everlasting Father,
Prince of Peace.

Fastforward 35 years to that conversation
at my school reunion. My friend was right.
My life has had real purpose. Jesus' resur-
rection means everything | do has mean-
ing. Not because of what | do but because
of who | do it for.

And Jesus extends that same invitation to
you — to spend your life building some-
thing that lasts forever. If we find our
significance in anything else, it will even-
tually let us down - but this won't. The
resurrection is the great answer, the only
answer, to our despair at death. And it
means that we don’t have to downplay or
deny death, because Jesus has defeated

death.

Our lives can be more than a few short
sentences in the great sweep of history,
scrunched up and forgotten once we're
gone, discarded as meaningless. No, they
can have real purpose. Because, when we
live with Jesus as our Everlasting Father, all
that we do with him and for him is woven

88

into his bigger story — a story that only gets
better beyond death.

So here's my question as | finish: will you
ask Jesus to be for you the fourth descrip-
tion Isaiah gave him: your "Wonderful
Counsellor”?

By “Counsellor”, Isaiah means someone
who takes direction of your life — the one
you view as the authoritative expert, the
person who calls the shots. All of us take
someone as our counsellor: it may be a
parent, a partner, a guru, a celebrity — most
often, it's simply ourselves. But there’s no
counsellor as wonderful as Jesus.

Jesus gives hope — because he's the
Mighty God, with the power to meet our
deepest needs.

Jesus offers peace — because he's the
Prince of Peace, who tears down the barri-
er between us and God.

And Jesus brings purpose — because he’s
the Everlasting Father, whose defeat of
death gives life the meaning we long for.

So you can trust him to be your Wonder-
ful Counsellor — to be the one who knows
what's best and who shows you what's
best, as you seek to live life his way. And
if you're not sure of that yet, then please
— keep exploring. Find out more about
Jesus.

All of us are looking for a hope worth hav-
ing. That's why we called this series Hope
Explored. For Christians, Jesus' promise
of life beyond death is what gives us real
hope - it's what lights the spark inside us
and lifts our head and pulls us forward to-
wards the future.

And you too can live with a joyful expecta-
tion for the future, based on true events in
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the past, which changes everything about
your present. Jesus invites you to be part
of the great story of what he has done, is
doing and will do.

That's not just hope explored. That's hope
fulfilled.
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REGISTER YOUR COURSE AT
WWW.HOPE.EXPLO.RED

Visit the Hope Explored website to register your course and gain access to
additional materials:

e Digital picture prompts for the discussion activity
e Qutlines and transcripts of the teaching films
* A sample presentation for use when running Hope Explored online

* Guidance for setting up your course, including setting up a venue,
inviting guests, and choosing and training leaders

* Promotional materials including trailers, logos and posters

Christianity Explored Ministries (CEM) aims to provide Christian churches and
organizations worldwide with resources which explain the Christian faith clearly and
relevantly from the Bible. CEM receives royalties from the sale of these resources, but
is reliant on donations for the majority of its income. CEM is registered for charitable
purposes in both the United Kingdom and the USA. www.ceministries.org
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Leader’s kits contain everything you need
to evaluate the course.

For more information visit

www.ceministries.org
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