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Workin Progress: A Scriptural Course toward Self-Improvement

is appropriate for any small group, high school age and up.
Each of the seven topics covered here is designed to be discussed
during a forty-five- to sixty-minute session.

Each Bible study group is unique; therefore thisbookis intentionally
adaptable. Your group may have one dedicated leader, for example,
who guides everyone through each session, keeps discussions on track,
and leads the group in prayer. An alternative approach is to have group
members take turns leading a session (or two). Or perhaps one person
guides the group’s discussions while another leads everyone in prayer.

You are encouraged to read each session on your own before your
study group meets. Take time for personal reflection—your thoughts
matter! Working individually, you have an opportunity to think at
your own pace, dwelling on the parts that are meaningful to you. This
is the time to answer the questions from your point of view. At the
group study, answers become collaborative. Participants will recognize
varying perspectives and hear how others understand the topic. In
contemplating the thoughts of others, participants will discover more
richness in God’s Word.

For each session, you are directed to go to your Bible to read God’s
Word and then talk about that session’s emphasis. Questions are
designed to keep group members engaged in personal reflection and
in group discussion so the topic is addressed completely. There are a
few blanks to fill in along the way. Space is allowed in the margins for
noting wisdom gained during group discussions.

There is guidance for life application at the end of each session. Use
these opportunities to set small goals for personal betterment—after
all, we are all works in progress!




“Teach me to do
Your will, for You are
my God!”

—a prayer of King
David, Psalm 143:10

Teacher.

That is God so frequently!

He taught Pharaoh some lessons, taught the Israelites His command-
ments, taught Joshua to trust Him, and taught Zechariah that He is in charge.

He taught Nicodemus the necessity of being born again (John 3).
He taught the Samaritan woman about living water (John 4) and taught
His disciples about the bread of life (John 6). He taught the Pharisees the
greatest commandments (Matthew 22) and taught the disciples how to pray
(Matthew 6).

Jesus’ friends called Him “Teacher.” His opponents called Him
“Teacher.” Those who merely knew of Him called Him “Teacher.” Certainly,
today we think of God as our teacher. But let us be careful not to pigeonhole
God; He does more than teach! We can look more closely at other Bible
stories and discover more potential titles for God:

1. Commander. Noah, in Genesis 6, heard quite a list of directions from
God: Build an ark! 450 feet long! Door in the side! And we read in
verse 22 that “Noah did this; he did all that God commanded him.

2. Leader. The children of Israel, while in the desert after their escape
from Egypt, were in serious need of direction. “And the LorD went
before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way,
and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light” (Exodus 13:21).

3. Provider. The desert-dwelling Israelites were in serious need of
sustenance too. God to the rescue! They received “bread from
heaven” every day (Exodus 16:1-30).

4. Guidance Counselor. Psalm 73:24 points out that God guides us
with His counsel. John 16:13 says “When the Spirit of truth comes,
He will guide you into all the truth”

5. Back-up. “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not
know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself intercedes
for us with groanings too deep for words” (Romans 8:26). The Spirit
covers for us, just like a friend who knows us well.

6. Companion. Psalm 51:11 says, “Cast me not away from Your
presence, and take not Your Holy Spirit from me.



Teacher, Commander, Leader, Provider, Guidance Counselor, Back-up, “You call Me Teacher

Companion: these are all characteristics of our loving God. And He teaches, and Lord, and you are
directs, provides, guides, counsels, defends, and accompanies. right, for so Iam.”
—Jesus, when
Hmm. It sounds like an all-encompassing descriptive title for God could speaking to His
be Coach! He helps, guides, and shapes us each and every day, all day long. disciples, John 13:13
He coaches us through highs and lows, joys and sorrows, and everything in
between.

But unlike game day, there is no relaxing after the contest is over, and
there is no finish line to coast across. In life, we as Christians cannot fight
hard for a while and then relax in the shade. We cannot grow to be perfect,
then coast through our remaining days. Life is a relentless series of constant
personal adjustments. Each of us, as sinners struggling to model Christ, is
always a work in progress.

Through Your Word, inspire me to follsur in
Your ways. Pour Your will inte my heart

Through Your Means of Grace, fill my conscience
with the forgiveness that is mine thrsugh youw.
In Jesus name we pray it all.
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SESSION A

A WOoRK IN PROGRESS: RESPONSIBILITY

“With great power comes great responsibility.”

Introducing ...

Toddlers have none, children get some, teens want more, and adults
accumulate exponentially increasing amounts. Responsibility increases
with age. But what about the almighty God? He is as old as time and has no
superior. What is His responsibility? Does He owe anything to anyone? Is He
accountable to anyone?

This session will explore answers to these questions. As you explore the
topic of responsibility, you will see our God’s commitment to His creation.
(Is that salvation we see arriving on the horizon?)

The session then details six categories of responsibility that God has
unpacked for us in His Word. Responsibility can be shouldered or shirked,
accepted or ignored. Here we will hear the directives God gives for His
people. These expectations, combined with knowledge that God acts
responsibly for us, will lead us to act responsibly for ourselves and for others.

Get Going!

Do you know the source of the quote used for the title of this session:
“With great power comes great responsibility”? Think a minute.

When your group meets, find out how many initially thought, “Spider-
Man!” The quote is, in fact, directly from the 2002 movie “Spider-Man.”
Earlier comics often credit Parker’s Uncle Ben, who either spoke or implied
the sentiment. But Spidey is a quote thief. Nineteenth-century French
philosopher Voltaire should also get a nod because he expressed these words
when he put pen to paper in his 1832 (Euvres de Voltaire, volume 48. Our
French buddy, Voltaire, just may have been inspired by Luke 12:48, where
the following is found: “Everyone to whom much was given, of him much
will be required.”
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A Work in Progress

5?1)

Agme g
5: What does it mean to be responsible?
> —

Think about this question in terms of generalities. Add more examples

to the following list:
o Take care of duties.
o« Answer for actions.
 Endure consequences.

« Be trustworthy.

Next, approach the question from a different angle. List some more
possible endings to this sentence: “When I show responsibility, I...”

e Plan ahead.

o Have what I need when I need it.

o Meet timelines and deadlines.

« Stay safe.

« Help others do all of these things, too.

5?1)

A o .
:: What are we responsible for?
L4 Al

vyd

We mow the grass we grow, feed the children we birth, carry liability
insurance for accidents we cause, and mop up our spills. Society expects

people to be responsible for what they have and what they make. And this

leads us into:

Society’s expectation of God

12



Session A: Responsibility

O can society expect God to be responsible? “Look at the birds of
N the air: they neither

reap nor gather into
barns, and yet your

heavenly Father
He is almighty God, with no superior, so He is responsible to no one. feeds them.”

But we certainly can talk about what God is responsible for. See how He fully — Matthew 6:26
accepts the responsibility for the creation that He made:

Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor
gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.
Matthew 6:26

Cast your burden on the Lorp, and He will sustain you; He will
never permit the righteous to be moved. Psalm 55:22

God provides for our earthly needs of both body and spirit. But wait!
There’s more!

Listen to Me, O house of Jacob, all the remnant of the house of

Israel, who have been borne by Me from before your birth, carried
from the womb; even to your old age | am He, and to gray hairs |

will carry you. I have made, and | will bear; | will carry and will save.
Isaiah 46:3-4

Kings shall be your foster fathers, and their queens your nursing

mothers. With their faces to the ground they shall bow down to
you, and lick the dust of your feet. Then you will know that | am the

Lorp; those who wait for Me shall not be put to shame. Isaiah 49:23

In these two Isaiah passages, the Lord makes promises to the nation of

Israel. He shows His commitment to upholding His responsibility: “I have
made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save.” Yes, He did make, bear,

carry, and save Israel, didn’t He? And what about “those who wait for Me”?

Were they put to shame? No, those who long waited for the Messiah were
able to say, “Here He is! Just as He said! See? My forefathers were not crazy!”

He was faithful to Israel, just as He promised. He did what He said He would.
And because God has proven Himself faithful to His past promises, we, too,

can have confidence in His faithfulness to us.

Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her, that He might

sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the
word. Ephesians 5:25-26

13



A Work in Progress

In this verse, “the church” is defined as all believers in Christ throughout
all time and space. In other words, Jesus Christ loved the whole Christian
population, past, present, and future. Here we see God’s great display of
responsibility: God the Father has made something (humanity!) and is
taking care of it. He knew Jesus would defeat the devil from the moment that
humanity was created. Genesis 3:15 tells us “[God] will put enmity between
you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; He shall
bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.” This is the prophecy of Jesus
defeating Satan, and that is some advance planning! God proved Himself
trustworthy—He kept His promise to send the Messiah. And sending the
grace of Jesus is the epitome of taking care of what He made.

Yes, God’s Word proves that society can expect God to be responsible.

God’s expectation of us

At the time of creation, God appointed us to be the caretakers of His
creation (Genesis 1:16-28). And He calls each of us to be responsible for all

aspects of our earthly life. That call is summarized in the following single

verse and expounded upon in the six subsequent categories.

For each will have to bear his own load. Galatians 6:5

The six categories of responsibility

1. Legal

Exodus 20; The Ten Commandments

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is

no authority except from God, and those that exist have been institut-
ed by God. Romans 13:1

Then [Jesus] said to them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that

are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” Matthew 22:21

Refer to the explanation of the Fourth Commandment in the Small
Catechism. We have a responsibility to uphold the laws established by

God and to respect both natural and instituted authorities. So, what is our

response when a governing authority establishes civic law that is contrary to
God’s Law? That debate always ends with God’s Law superseding man’s law.

14



Session A: Responsibility

4 T7
.'; ;3 Summarize what God expects our legal responsibilities to be:
L 4 g3 >

2. Moral

Go to the ant, O sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise. Without
having any chief, officer, or ruler, she prepares her bread in sum-
mer and gathers her food in harvest. Proverbs 6:6-8

God’s directive for us is clear: Plan ahead!

It is required of stewards that they be found faithful.

1 Corinthians 4:2

A trust is something that one hands over to another with the expectation
that it will be well cared for. It is as if one says, “Here. This is mine, but I

would like for you to have it for a while; please take good care of it.” That is
exactly what God does when He gives each of us physical blessings. “Our”

children are really His children, whom He asks us to care for and love. Our

country is His country that we need to respect. Our yard is His creation
for which we are responsible. When the Bible study group gathers, work

together to see how many “entrusted items” you can list. Count them as
you go!

To one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to

each according to his ability. Matthew 25:15

This verse is the summary of the parable found in Matthew 25:14-30.
In Jesus’ story, the master was going on a journey and entrusted his three

servants with money. A lot of money. When he returned, the master held
each accountable for the wise use of his money. Jesus makes a point through

this parable, showing that we all are accountable for using our blessings

responsibly! Afterall . ..

T
e

;: Whom do our “talents” (money or skills) benefit?
" ." >

15



A Work in Progress

a1,
‘\ . . ofe
- ~ Towhom or for whom must we show moral responsibility?
S,

vyd

3. Family

Family members are part of our legal and moral responsibility, but now
we focus on family as a responsibility category of its own. These verses will
zero in on God’s directive to treat our family with respect and honor.

Honor your father and your mother. Exodus 20:12
This is a popular verse for parents of toddlers and teens!

5?1)

LY O
:: What does honor mean?
'-‘ .’5 hd

Write your thoughts below to help guide your thoughts later during the
group discussion:

4 T 1 p
Agme g
N = Do you consider respect to be a synonym for honor?
L 4 >

vyd

Take some time to compare and contrast honor with respect. List
similarities and differences between the two concepts.

The words are similar in that they both indicate holding someone in high

regard. Yet the words are different in that respect acknowledges someone’s
position, while honor acknowledges their worth. This subtle difference

makes it easy for us to see far beyond simply obeying mom and dad. We are
responsible for treating them as the God-established assets they are. They

receive their greatest worth from the fact that God established them.

16



Session A: Responsibility

And these words that | command you today shall be on your heart.
You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of
them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way,
and when you lie down, and when you rise. Deuteronomy 6:6-7

Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will
not depart from it. Proverbs 22:6

In addition to the responsibility of feeding their children, God has
charged parents with teaching their kids how to be faithful and responsible
adults! That is some heavy stuff and perhaps the weightiest task felt by
parents.

Let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see

that she respects her husband. Ephesians 5:33
Proverbs 22 may tell of parents’ weightiest task, but Ephesians 5

summarizes one of the most challenging tasks for some married people. To

show this love and respect at all times can be difficult. Yet, clearly, it IS God’s
expectation of us.

4. Community

Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be
obedient, to be ready for every good work. Titus 3:1

Initially, being “submissive to rulers and authorities” sounds restrictive.

After all, our rulers have a list of things we cannot do. But then again, there
is this document called the Constitution of the United States. In it, the rulers

and authorities clearly delineate a list of things that we, as citizens, can do:
worship our chosen deity, speak our mind, assemble at will, bear arms.

Gerald W. Johnson, a noted journalist and historian (1890-1980), once

remarked on how the gift of a right also saddles a man with responsibility.
A right to free speech does, technically, give you a pass to speak harshly,

speak critically, and speak, as some might say, “without a filter.” But what
Mr. Johnson points out is that speakers have a duty to act with the interest of

the community in mind. Speak to build up, not to tear down. Use freedoms

wisely. God says it this way:

For each will have to bear his own load. Galatians 6:5

17



A Work in Progress

“For we are His
workmanghip, cre-
ated in Christ Jesus
for good works,
which God prepared
beforehand, that

we should walk in
them.”

—FEphesians 2:10

But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” that
none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. Hebrews
3:13

God calls us to encourage everyone not just in our own home or with our
own friends but also in the community at large. We have a responsibility for
ensuring that our public actions, overheard discussions, and social media
posts are all edifying to the society in which we live.

4 T7

oo
:: In summary, our community responsibility includes wise use of our what?
b
s

L}

g
L 4

o

5. Faith

Matthew 25:1-13

While studying on your own, grab your Bible and read the parable. It
is the parable of the ten virgins, each girl being responsible for her own
lamp while awaiting the bridegroom’s arrival. Be careful! You might miss
the show if you aren’t prepared! Likewise, each of us has a responsibility to
guard our heart’s faith. The alternative is to be caught with an empty heart
and not be prepared for Jesus’ second coming on Judgment Day.

Acts 18:1-6

In these verses, Paul is preaching Christ as Messiah and the listening
Jews get abusive. Paul, obviously frustrated, says he is done with these
people: “I have fulfilled my responsibility!” What does this story indicate
that our responsibility is? It is each Christian’s responsibility to witness to
Jesus” work and promise of salvation, to testify that Jesus is the Christ.

4 T7
LY

Ol >
.’-: We are responsible for guarding faith and the faith
vyl v of

6. Personal

Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will be required,
and from him to whom they entrusted much, they will demand
the more. Luke 12:48

18



Session A: Responsibility

You are the only one who can fulfill your potential. And did you notice?
This is not a request. Fulfill your potential!

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in
them. Ephesians 2:10

God is our Creator. He is the one who gives us our potential. He knows
what we are capable of and has prepared the way for us to be able to fulfill it!

you. Make note of one way that you will decide what type of person you
will be today. It may be the same answer!

Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always

abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your
labor is not in vain. 1 Corinthians 15:58

Often, our work is satisfying and we feel good about it. But other times,

our work time feels like wasted time, wasted effort; there is not a big enough
payoff for anyone. In those times, how can we know that our labor is not

in vain? We know because all of our work is labor in the Lord. Our work
is to fulfill responsibilities big and small to ourselves, our families, and our

neighbors. Even if we see little payoff, our work is not in vain, for it gives
glory to God. Our work then attests to our joy in God’s promise of our

salvation.

You may have heard people push the notion of works righteousness,

that is, the idea that we do good things in order to earn God’s favor. One
might interpret 1 Corinthians 15:58 that way. It could be read from the

perspective that our “work of the Lord” will earn us “points” with God. Alas,
that is far from the truth! Jesus works redemption based on faith alone, not

on works (Romans 8:1). His mercy and grace come to us through His Word,

through the Lord’s Supper, and through Baptism. God does not need our
good works.

19



A Work in Progress

In addition to grace, God has also given us a free will. It is God who
chooses us, brings us to faith—not the other way around. But outside of
spiritual matters, we are free to choose our actions. The beauty of God’s
system is that we are not required to do good for our own benefit, but we
freely choose to serve God and others because of His love for us. Our actions
are a byproduct of our faith.

Work in Progress: Taking It Home

During your group study session, wrap up by giving one another a chance
to say any final comments or ask final questions. Review the categories of
responsibility spoken of in this session: legal, moral, family, community,
faith, and personal responsibilities. Discuss the following questions.

‘\?1)

f: Which category do you feel you could give more attention to?

v
vyd

‘\?1)

AT\ . . TNIT . .
:.. How will you try to increase your show of responsibility this coming week

vyd

or month?

Now encourage one another to share goals with the rest of your group.

Sharing answers aloud adds a bit of accountability and gives people the
courage to follow through on their thoughts!

R0



Before closing with prayer, be reminded of God’s loving grace—that we do not
have to be perfect, for He freely forgives us for not upholding our responsibilities.
God took on responsibility by creating us: He has promised to care for us, His people,
and He sent His Son, Jesus, to hand us all salvation!

Have the group leader or a volunteer close the session with prayer. Include prayer
requests from group participants, or say the following prayer together:

Heavenly Tather, i s oo easy to get weighed down
There are se many! Help ws to be wise in evaluating
sur duties. felp us each to manage sur list according

te Your will. Let each sf ws brnow that You have
fulfilled, Your responsibility ts ws in sending Jesus ts

be sur Savion. And belp ws te feel the warmth, sf Yeur
providence as You continue te fullfill Your respensibility
of carrying us. It is in Jesus name that we pray.

And all God s pesple say,

/



SESSION NOTES

SESSION A—RESPONSIBILITY

We are responsible for guarding our own faith and the faith of others as well.
Community: Rights and freedom:s.

Faith: Our faith and the faith of others. We guard your own belief in Jesus
and witness it to others.

Personal: | am the only person who decides what type of person | am.
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