Life Application Study -

Preparation Guide
Purpose of this Guide
This Preparation Guide aims to provide straightforward, easy to use guidance that will enable an ordinary person – with a family, a job and not much time – to prepare a high quality, weekly, Life Application Study for a Christian small group or house church.

Through this guide we hope to encourage the spontaneous expansion of the church by supporting the rapid formation of new small groups and house churches, whose focus is building a relationship with Jesus Christ.

Purpose of a Life Application Study
“Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” (Matthew 4:4). God has given us the Bible, not to fill our heads with knowledge, but to transform our lives! “...Jesus said, 'If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.'” (John 8:31-32)

However, the Bible can do nothing to change us unless we apply it to our lives. “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” (James 1:22). Therefore, the purpose of a Life Application Study is to help believers, as individuals and as a community, to understand God's word and to put it into practice. Our goal is to cooperate with the Holy Spirit so that our lives are transformed, and each of us become more and more like Jesus. (See Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:18). This is to our greatest benefit and to his greatest glory!

Lifestyle of the Leader
To prepare and lead a Life Application Study is a spiritual task. Therefore, the number one requirement for the leader is to maintain a close relationship with Jesus Christ. All fruitfulness flows from him! (John 15:4-8) To prepare studies that will change people's lives, that will help them overcome difficulties and enable them to grow and to flourish, the leader must be filled with the love of Jesus. He or she must be guided by the Holy Spirit, and their concern must be to see the Lord's purposes accomplished. He or she must continually turn away from sin – receiving the forgiveness of Christ as needed – so their relationship with the Lord is fresh and current, and not broken or blocked by sin. It may sound tough, but it's the very reason the grace of Christ has been made available to us – this life is possible for everyone! No study preparation principles can substitute for this; a close relationship with Jesus is essential.

Approach
To prepare a Life Application Study there are two basic options, either you create your own study directly from the Bible (based on a passage, a chapter, a word or a topic), or you base your study on some existing material prepared by someone else. Existing material could be anything from a group study outline that needs little change, to a preaching video on DVD or the internet.

To make your study suitable for your group or church the aim is to take whatever starting material you feel God wants you to use, and from it prepare a brief study that will take no more than 20 – 40 minutes of group time. Your study should consist of a brief introduction and a number of group discussion questions. Your questions must aim to help your group clearly see what God is saying, understand it, and enable them to apply to life the truths they learn.

Rhythms
Just as there are rhythms in natural life, so certain rhythms are helpful in group life. The following guidelines are suggestions for you to try rather than strict rules to follow:

· Run studies by series rather than change topic every week, e.g. “6 aspects of prayer” or “6 studies in the book of Ephesians” etc.

· Every seventh week take a break from studying. Hold a more social event and concentrate on relationship building instead.

· Be flexible. Pause your study series if a different need arises in your group or church; deal with that first. Try to be sensitive to the guiding of the Holy Spirit and minister to one another's real needs.

· Use a variety of approaches. People will quickly get bored if your programme is the same every week.

· Use a variety of people to lead the study time.

· Encourage others to lead the study sometimes, even if you have prepared it

· Encourage others to both prepare and lead the study sometimes. This will help them to develop and also help prepare your group to multiply

· Invite guest speakers from outside your group or church to come and share with your group occasionally

Sources
Options for creating your own study from scratch:

· Study a Bible passage – e.g. an incident from the Gospels.

· Study a Bible chapter – pick out key themes, arguments, lessons etc.

· Study a Bible word – Use a concordance (note 1) to find a few key verses relating to an important word, e.g. “repent”.

· Study a topic in the Bible – Use a concordance (note 1) to find key verses and passages relating to your topic; don't use too many references in a single study. Create a series of related studies if you want to cover a particular topic in more depth.

Options for creating a suitable Life Application Study from an alternative source:

· A pre-prepared group Bible study outline – perhaps from a book or downloaded from the internet.

· Bible teaching on audio CD or video DVD. If you wish to use the actual DVD/CD with your group, make sure it's not more than 15-20 minutes long. This is to leave you enough time to discuss the teaching and to apply it to life. Many short DVD's are available.

· Bible teaching on video direct from the internet. Websites like YouTube bring the messages of powerful, world-class Bible teachers direct to your small group. Try search terms like:

· Christian evangelism training

· Christian discipleship

· Christian community

· Christian basics

· Growing in Christ

· Study chapters from a Christian book. But use the book to create Life Application Studies rather than asking the whole group to buy and read the book. This will avoid excluding visitors and those who aren't so keen to read!

· Create a study from printed sermon notes.

· Create a study using comments in a Bible Commentary (note 2) or Study Bible (note 3) or other Bible tools.

Note: By using a variety of sources your group or church will receive a balanced diet and avoid boredom and bias from receiving only one teacher's point of view.

“But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and preached the word of the Lord.” Acts 15:35

Guard Against False Teaching
Today there is an abundance of high quality Bible teaching available in a wide variety of formats. But false teaching is equally available. The Lord Jesus rebuked some religious leaders of his day for believing false ideas: “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.” (Matthew 22:29). Only the truth will set us free (John 8:31-32).

Whenever possible, use materials from Bible teachers you know and trust. And whatever material you use, always judge it by the Scriptures and by the guiding of the Holy Spirit who lives within you. Get to know the Scriptures as well as you possibly can, and learn to submit your thoughts to the Holy Spirit so he can guide you into what is right. (See John 16:13; 1 John 2:26-27; 1 Corinthians 14:29; Matthew 7:15-20; 2 Corinthians 11:13-15; Acts 20:28-30.)

Content
What about the content of your study? How do you decide what teachings to bring to your group or church? The answer is to be guided by two things, the needs of people and the purposes of God. And in both cases we need to listen to the direction of the Holy Spirit – he will quietly direct us in the right path, so long as we don't just rush off and try to do it without him. The key to this is not spending lots of time, but rather an attitude of humble submission to the Lord: Your will be done...

“For I did not speak of my own accord, but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say and how to say it.” (John 12:49).

“Preaching [and teaching] that changes lives brings the truth of God's Word and the real needs of people together through application.” Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church, page 296.

Your Own Study
Exactly how you study the material God has given you for your group depends on the type of material; but study it you must. How can you find time in an already busy life? Be creative! Try to get 2 or 3 periods of 20 – 30 minutes each when you can be quiet before God. Perhaps first thing in the morning or last thing at night, or maybe use some lunch times? If you are willing, you can find a way! Always take paper, pen and a Bible with you.

If you are doing your own study of the Scriptures, take the passage or verses you've decided to use, pray first, then read prayerfully, asking the Lord to reveal what you need. Write down any thoughts, insights or questions that come to mind as you read. If necessary, note any points needing further research. Look these up when you have opportunity using the Bible tools you have available – See Bible Study Tools below.

To use pre-prepared material pray first, asking the Lord to give you what you need.  Then look at the material itself! Read it, watch it or listen to it, as appropriate. Jot down the key points being made, or just underline them directly on printed material. (Don't be afraid to write in books etc. - they are tools to be used.) If you can, separate out points to go in your introduction from the points your group should discuss. Some material will give too many points for use in a single meeting. Just pick out the key points and focus discussion questions on those points most relevant to your group.

If the material is a video or audio presentation, decide if you want your group to view it directly as part of the study. If the full video is too long, you could choose to play just a short clip.

Try to avoid materials – like books – that everyone’s supposed to read before they come together. Visitors will instantly feel excluded. If you want to produce a written or typed outline make sure you provide copies for everyone who might come.

Preparing the Introduction
Remember, the purpose of a Life Application Study is to help us understand God's word and to live by it.

If you're creating your own study directly from the Bible try to include the following points in your introduction:

· Set the scene

· Explain the context – What was happening, where, when, why. What led up to the passage you're studying?

For both your own study and pre-prepared material include:

· What are the key ideas?

· Why are they important?

· How could this study help us live better lives?

Don't worry if your own knowledge is limited. Just use what God has given you up to now. But do use study tools and other people to help you find out more. Always keep on learning! Your group doesn't need a long, clever introduction, just something simple, interesting and relevant.

Preparing Effective Discussion Questions
Your questions should aim to:

· Help people understand the topic or passage

· Help people see its relevance for them

· Capture people's interest
· Help people discuss the topic openly and honestly

· Help people find ways to apply lessons learned to everyday life

· Help motivate people to respond to God

Example Questions:
Understanding
· What spiritual principles can you see at work in this passage?

· What lessons was God teaching the characters in this passage?

· What did the characters here get right and what did they get wrong?

· What can we learn from this passage about God/Jesus/the Holy Spirit and the way he deals with people?

Application
· Which spiritual principles in this passage are relevant to our lives today?

· How do you think God wants us to respond to today's study?

· How well does your life currently match up to the truths we've seen in this passage?

· In what ways could we apply the truths we've just seen? What will you do?

· Think of a project we could do, either individually or together, to put these principles into practice.

Motivation
· Why does God give us this principle/value to live by?

· What could be the benefits of living like this? For ourselves, for others, for the Lord?

· What could be the consequences of not living like this?

· How might having a real love for Jesus and a determination to put him first help us put this principle into practice?

Preparing Application Questions
The following list can help you develop good application questions. Pick out the items that are relevant to your passage and to your people!

	Is there...
	

	...a sin to confess?
	...a prayer to pray?

	...a promise to claim?
	...an error to avoid?

	...an attitude to change?
	...a truth to believe?

	...a command to obey?
	...something to praise God for?

	...an example to follow?
	


The above SPACEPETS acrostic is taken from Rick Warren's Bible Study Methods, pages 39-40. Remember these things too: Habits, values, words, activities, relationships.

Application and Accountability
It is the application of God's word to daily living that is the big challenge for us all. This is the hardest part, but it is the only way to actually experience the benefits of living God's way. His way is always best because he designed life and knows exactly how to make it work properly!

Use the creativity of the people within your group or church to find effective ways to help each other follow through on the applications you choose. Hold each other accountable!

Here are a few practical ideas:

· Encourage members to write down the things they believe God wants them to do

· Identify applications you can tackle together as a group, then organise a project to do it!

· Find ways to monitor progress, and review progress regularly

· Ask each person in turn to share the progress they are making and the challenges they are facing

· One person could be assigned special responsibility for monitoring progress
· Always treat each other with grace! Application of God's word takes time and is difficult; there will be lots of failures along the way. Don't give up! Keep persevering, keep encouraging one another; keep growing.

· Each application you make should be practical, possible and provable
Bible Study Tools
Note 1 – Concordance – Book listing all Bible words in alphabetical order. The best ones also reference the Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek (New Testament) originals.

Note 2 – Bible Commentary – Reference book giving extra information and analysis of the Bible text.

Note 3 – Study Bible – Bible with extra notes and charts etc, helping the reader gain a better understanding of the Scriptures.

Internet based resources:

http://www.biblegateway.com/ - Online Bible; many different Bible versions available
http://live.e-sword.net/ - Online Bible study resources

http://www.e-sword.net/ - Downloadable electronic Bible study application and resources

Example Studies
Example Study 1 – From a Bible Passage

Example Study 2 – From a Bible Topic

Example Study 3 – From a Written Study Outline

Example Study 4 – From a YouTube Video

Example Study 1 – From A Bible Passage
Source: Matthew 22:34-40

The Greatest Commandments
Introduction
This incident occurred during Jesus' last week of public ministry, shortly before he was crucified. A few days earlier he had been welcomed into Jerusalem as a celebrity, but after turning the traders out of the temple many people's attitude towards him changed. In particular, the Jewish religious leaders of all parties, liberal Sadducees and conservative Pharisees, saw him as a threat and turned against him. They sent groups of their members to ask trick questions to try to trap him so they could hand him over to the Roman authorities.

But Jesus kept turning the tables on them – showing the Pharisees how to balance their responsibilities towards God and the Roman Emperor, and rebuking the Sadducees for their refusal to believe the Scriptures. When a Pharisee asked Jesus, “Which is the greatest commandment?” it seems it was more than a trick question; the Pharisee really wanted to know (see Mark 12:32-34).

“The Law” is the Law of God, and the greatest commandment is God's number one requirement for mankind; it's his most basic foundation on which we can build a life that really works. And it is a command – for those who wish to please God it is not an option.

Discussion Questions
1) The command Jesus chose as the greatest from the Old Testament Law is not even one of the Ten Commandments. Why do you think he chose this one as God's most important command for mankind?

2) What differences would you expect to see in the life of a person who makes a serious effort to obey this command?

3) The Pharisee only asked about the greatest commandment. Why do you think Jesus answered with two commandments?

4) 'Neighbour' in this passage means any fellow human being. How would the world be different if everyone followed this rule?

5) What should the church, the community of God's people, look like?

6) Would you like to live in such a community? What positive steps could we take today to begin to make this a reality?

Example Study 2 – From A Bible Topic
Source: Matthew 7:21-23; Matthew 15:1-9; John 17:3

Religion or Relationship?
Introduction
Read Matthew 15:1-9. For many people in our world today the word 'religion' has negative associations. In the West especially, people often associate religion with formal ceremonies that mean little to them, or with religious extremism related to international terrorism. No wonder many people keep away from the church!

The Oxford English Dictionary defines religion as , “belief in and worship of a super-human controlling power, especially a personal God or gods.” An alternative definition could be: “Religion is mankind's attempt to relate to its Creator.”

Most people in the world believe in something beyond themselves, even if they claim to have no religion. The trouble with religion is that often it ends up with one group of people setting some rules then trying to impose them on everyone else. Most rules in most religions are, in fact, man made. As such, they can often do more harm than good. The bottom line is that, if we really want our religion to have its proper effect and help us relate to our Creator, then we must listen carefully to what he says about it. Only his way actually works!
Discussion Questions
1) Read Matthew 7:21-23. What sort of people is Jesus talking about who say to him, “Lord, Lord”? And what's the difference between those who enter the kingdom of heaven and those who do not?

2) Read John 17:3. It is, unfortunately, possible to go to church services religiously – even for years – yet not know God. How would you explain to someone like this the difference between simply attending church and knowing God?

3) Read Matthew 15:1-9. Even in the most progressive churches it is easy to slip into a comfortable routine of following our own traditions however “new” they may be. What does God really want of us, and what changes could we make – in our lives and in our church – to help keep our relationship with the Lord fresh?

4) What are some of the consequences of empty religious practice, and what are some advantages of maintaining a genuine relationship with God?

Example Study 3 – From A Written Study Outline
Source: Living Hope Equipping Module, E5.9 More Key Values – Work and Money

The Christian And Money
Introduction
Read Matthew 6:19-21, 24.

We must keep money in it's proper place! For the Christian, money must never come before God. Money must always be our servant, never our master. We must take care to invest our resources wisely – earthly things are temporary and passing – heavenly things are permanent and lasting. We need money to live in this world, but our true priorities and passions are revealed by how and what we invest in.

Today's world is incredibly materialistic! Day after day the media constantly bombard us with the message that if we have the 'right stuff' we will be happy. We look at the latest stuff, or we see what someone else has got, and we want it! Even if we haven't got the money for it; so we get into debt...

But the Bible tells us that, “Godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6), and relationships are the most important thing (Mark 12:29-31). Only God can provide all our needs.

Discussion Questions
1) Read 1 Timothy 6:6-10. What is the problem with money? Why does the Bible say, “the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil”? Give some examples.

2) Read Matthew 6:11. What would you say is God's attitude towards our needs?

3) God has given us lots of practical advice in the Bible and life is always better when we follow it. Read Romans 13:6-8. Why is this good advice, and what are some ways we can put it into practice?

4) Giving is an important part of being a Christian. Read Matthew 6:1-4 and 2 Corinthians 9:6-8. Guilt is often used to motivate people to give. How much should we give, and what motives are pleasing to God?

5) Share one action or attitude in your approach to money that you will consider changing as a result of this study.

Example Study 4 – From A YouTube Video
Source: YouTube video - “Becoming a Contagious Christian group Bible study by Bill Hybels, Lee Strobel, and Mark Mittelberg.” Length = 38 minutes; Use 0 – 14:30 minutes for this study

Sharing Your Faith is Not as Scary as You Think!
Introduction
This video is part of the “Becoming a Contagious Christian” course from the well known Willow Creek Church in America. The course itself aims “to prepare us to be contagious Christians who are active in leading others to Christ.”

Jesus' command to “Go and make disciples...” applies to all Christians. In this study we'll use the first part of the video to help us begin to understand our part in the mission of our Lord Jesus Christ. His mission remains, as it has always been, to reconcile the world to God (see 2 Corinthians 5:19). As followers of Christ, this is our mission too.

Discussion Questions
1) Watch the video 0 – 6 minutes. Most Christians find the idea of sharing their faith with unbelievers a scary prospect. Why do you think it's important that we all get involved in this work, despite our fears?

2) Watch the video 6 – 14:30 minutes. One of the great things about being a Christian is having a purpose in life, a mission to fulfil. What are some of the reasons why many Christians don't get involved in this mission?

3) The video begins to show some positive ways we can engage with the people around us. List a few things that can help us share the gospel in a positive way, and also list a few things we should avoid if we don't want to push people away from Christ. Imagining yourself as the unbeliever can help you tell the difference. [Make a list: Things to do/ Things to avoid]

4) Which of the positive things to do could we put into practice together or as individuals? Decide on at least one thing to do to take your group/church forward.
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