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This study—in its focus on the 
words of Jesus as recorded in the 
Gospels—challenges us to note how 
Jesus’ teachings repeat, emphasize, 
and build on Old Testament 
themes while addressing the real-
world concerns of his audience. 
In addition, we’ll consider each 
week how members of the early 
church understood Jesus’ words, 
seeking to more faithfully live in 
harmony with the Holy Spirit whom 
we trust has always been at work, 
remains at work, and will always 
be at work in the church and in us. 
Jesus’ words were for the people 
of his day. But they are also for 
us. Right where we are. Today. 

Unit 1: The first four lessons 
in our study tell about the values 
of God: love, justice, mercy, and 
kindness, not the values of the 
culture in which Jesus lived: law and 
power. Instead of seeking places 
higher in a hierarchy, we are to 
be humble, to love others as an 
extension of God and ourselves, 
and to seek their good as we seek 
our own. In lesson 1, we explore 
these values of God in the example 
of a servant’s heart. In lesson 2, the 
conflict of values comes into play 
when Jesus’ disciples seek power 
over one another. Lessons 3 and 4 
apply these values to the Pharisees’ 
questions as they try to trick Jesus.

Unit 2: These five lessons tell 
us what our faithfulness is to look 
like in a time of waiting for God: 
steadfast and diligent. Instead of 
focusing on self-preservation and 
over-indulgence, we are to act for 
the one we serve with loyalty and 

love. We begin with lesson 5 in 
which Jesus condemns striving for 
power and lording it over others 
as the Pharisees did—instead 
proclaiming equality for all. In lesson 
6, we explore how to conduct 
ourselves and what to value as we 
take the long view of life. In lesson 
7, we consider the parable of the 
talents and how we are responsible 
for what we are given. Lesson 
8 invites us to see God in each 
other and to treat each other with 
compassion and generosity. Lastly, 
in lesson 9 a woman anoints Jesus, 
and we learn what Jesus truly values. 

Unit 3: These four lessons 
take us through Jesus’ arrest, 
resurrection, and commission. 
Everything Jesus taught the disciples 
and all his followers comes to this 
pinnacle at the end of Matthew: 
Jesus replaces the Law with the 
law of love, takes a divided people 
and makes them one, and tells us 
all that God will always be with 
us. In lesson 10, we explore Jesus’ 
anguish in Gethsemane and how 
God is with us in our anguish. In 
lesson 11, we witness Jesus’ arrest 
and consider how we are to respond 
when we suffer. Lesson 12 invites 
us to see the empty tomb for 
ourselves along with the women 
and to tell our brothers and sisters 
that God is God over all—death 
included. In lesson 13, our last 
lesson in this study, we receive our 
great commission to be one body 
and tell all people about God’s 
love for each and every person.

—Cleta Crisman

Learning to Love
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June 3, 2018
God's Ways

Matthew 20:1–16; Proverbs 14:21–31; Romans 9:14–29

God's Ways

 � Study Goals
Consider how God values relationship, kindness, and wisdom, in 
contrast to a competitive system where we work for rewards.

• Discuss what it means to value our relationship with God over any 
reward we may receive for serving him.

• Explore how patience, understanding, truth, and wisdom enable 
kindness and a willingness to serve without reward or the desire to 
be first.

• Understand that we are to delight in God’s ways and mercy, not 
demanding what we want from God.

 � Opening Activity
Invite the group to think about what our rights are as children of God, 
and write them on a whiteboard.

Then make a list of what we don’t have a right to demand from 
God, including ways he might act in the lives of others.

Discuss which are the most often misunderstood.
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 � Illuminate Matthew 20:1–16

The setting for this parable was a familiar one to Jesus’ audience, and 
exists even today. Men who were not employed were the lowest class 
of workers and desperate to earn enough money to feed their families. 
One day’s wage would be enough for only one day’s needs.

We might ask why the owner would go to the “employment office” 
five times in a day to do the hiring. Perhaps the owner kept realizing he 
needed more workers in order to get the grapes harvested before rain. 
Or maybe the owner’s compassion drove him to keep checking to see 
if there were still men waiting for work.

At the end of the day, the steward was told to give a day’s wage to 
each laborer, beginning with the last group hired. When the last group 
received a full day’s wage, the first were furious. Though no one had 
been underpaid, they were angry and felt that the others were overpaid. 
The landowner asked them if they were envious (in the Greek, “is your 
eye evil”) because he had been generous.

Our human sense of justice does not often include undeserved 
generosity—grace. This attitude is revealed in the behavior of the 
Pharisees who toiled to earn God’s favor and hated Jesus for offering 
it freely to everyone. Like the first workers in this parable, they wanted 
to control how God spends his gifts, rather than giving God the right 
to express his generous love as he desires. We, too, can be stingy with 
grace—happy to receive it for ourselves, but strict and judgmental 
toward others, insisting that they earn it first. The owner valued people 
over property and reward, but the first set of workers were concerned 
only with fair monetary compensation.

This parable holds many lessons, but for this study, we recognize 
that God doesn’t play favorites; we fully receive what he has promised 
whether we walk with God throughout our lives, or whether—like the 
thief on the cross—we stumble into his kingdom at the last minute. 
God wants us to serve him out of love, not for a reward.
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 � Illuminate Proverbs 14:21–31

Our passage begins and ends by extolling the person who is kind to the 
poor and needy (vv. 21, 31). This is the quality we see in the vineyard 
owner in Matthew who looked for ways to help those in need without 
robbing them of dignity.

The proverbs between these two verses affirm God’s preference 
for planning good, not evil (v. 22); the value of work over inaction 
(v. 23); wisdom over foolishness (v. 24); truthful witness, not betrayal 
(v. 25); fearing the Lord (vv. 26–27); patience instead of a quick temper 
(v. 29); and a tranquil mind as opposed to passion—referring to envy 
and jealousy (v. 30). Kindness can only flow from a person in whom 
these characteristics are present.

Jesus makes it clear that we are to love God with our whole selves, 
and to love other people with the same attentive care that we show 
in loving ourselves in a healthy way (Matthew 22:34–40). Even in 
Solomon’s time, the positive characteristics described in this passage 
were considered signs of wisdom, pleasing to God. We are called to 
be kind and gracious toward others, ready to give what is undeserved 
(grace) with careful consideration of their needs, not looking for any 
benefit for ourselves. But we can only do this genuinely when we 
ourselves are immersed in the gracious kindness of God. Then we 
recognize that God has an unending supply of everything we need and 
more and can provide plenty to give to others who have less.
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 � Illuminate Romans 9:14–29

In order to make sense of Paul’s words, we must understand their 
context. In the first verses of the chapter, Paul expresses his deep grief 
and anguish because his Jewish friends refuse to believe that Jesus is 
the Messiah, being jealous of gentiles and accusing God of being unfair 
and untruthful. They claim their right to be called God’s chosen people 
based on their heritage. Paul is hard-pressed to help them understand 
that even their own Scriptures prophesied that a people would be 
chosen who were not Israelites, and those Israelites who did not accept 
and believe in God’s promised Messiah would be rejected. Paul uses 
hyperbole to describe who would be accepted by God (loved), and 
who would be rejected (hated) based on their choices.

Underlying his words is the truth that God cannot and will not do 
anything contrary to his nature. His very essence is love, and we are 
told that God does not desire anyone to perish, but for all to come to 
salvation (2 Peter 3:9). Paul’s anguish demonstrates his deep love for his 
fellow Jews and echoes God’s anguish over those who do not respond 
to his invitation for relationship.

Paul uses the illustration of a potter and clay to make the point 
that the Israelites had no right to judge the creator who made them. 
Instead of judgment and jealousy, they needed to humbly recognize 
their dependence upon God and open their minds to learning God’s 
ways.

Remember that Paul is arguing with Jews. He quotes from their own 
Scriptures: Hosea 1:10 to show them that God has all along planned 
to bring those who were not Jews into the position of being called his 
own; Isaiah 10:22–23, that if God had not preserved a remnant, the 
Jews would have been obliterated. And most painful of all was that the 
Jews could have seen what was coming if they had listened to God’s 
messengers and sought to understand.

 � Living It Out Together

In closing, pray this prayer together:
Oh Lord, keep us mindful that we are yours by your mercy, 
not by our merit. As we enjoy your blessings, let us also rejoice 
when you bless others. Keep our minds from embracing the 
economy of this world so that we may join you in the ways of 
your kingdom: generous love and compassionate grace toward 
all.




