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The God Who Pursues

[image: ]


The Portrait That Changes Everything
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Before we talk about what Jesus taught — who do you believe God actually is toward you? What does God think about when He thinks about you?
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THE GOD JESUS INTRODUCES

Most of us come to a study like this carrying a picture of God we didn't choose. It came from somewhere — a parent's tone, a church's culture, a wound that never quite healed, a prayer that seemed to go unanswered long enough that something quietly shifted. And whatever that picture is, it shapes everything. It determines whether you read a parable as an invitation or a verdict. Whether you come to God with arms wide open or braced.

So before we get to the stories Jesus told, we need to sit with the God Jesus revealed. Because if you start with the wrong picture, every parable will land wrong.

Jesus doesn't begin his ministry with a rulebook. He doesn't open with a performance review or a list of conditions. He begins with a portrait of God — and the portrait is not what most people expect. Not a distant God. Not a disappointed one. Not a scorekeeper waiting to see if you finally get it right.

A Father. Jesus called Him Abba. That word carries everything. It's the first thing Jesus wants you to know, and it's the thing this whole study rests on.

Draw a line under what you don't want to walk away from.

PAUSE & REFLECT

What picture of God did you grow up with — not the one you were supposed to have, but the one that actually formed in you? Where did it come from? Why has it been hard to let go of?

THE GOD WHO ALREADY KNOWS YOUR NAME

At one point, Jesus says something that sounds almost too intimate to be true:


"What is the price of five sparrows — two copper coins? Yet God does not forget a single one of them. And the very hairs on your head are all numbered. So don't be afraid; you are more valuable to God than a whole flock of sparrows."

— Luke 12:6–7, NLT


A sparrow was the cheapest item on the market — two for a penny, five for two. The throwaway bird. Not even a mouthful. The one nobody tracked. And Jesus says God hasn't forgotten a single one.

Then he goes further. The hairs on your head are numbered. Not counted in some cosmic census, but numbered. Individually accounted for. The word implies ongoing attention, not a one-time scan. Which means the God who holds the universe together is paying attention to you, specifically, right now.

Not because He needs the information. But because that's the kind of God he is.

You are not overlooked. You are not a footnote. You are not the one God is vaguely aware of while more important things get His real attention. You are known — fully, specifically, personally known. Jesus wants you to feel the weight of that before you read a single parable.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

What emotions come up when you try to believe that God's attention toward you is that specific and personal — not general, but you? What makes it hard to receive? Why?

THE GOD WHO IS NOT AGAINST YOU

Here is the picture of God many people carry without realizing it: arms folded, expression unreadable, waiting to see if you're finally going to get serious. Watching for the moment you slip up so he can note it. Fundamentally disappointed, even when he forgives — because forgiving is an obligation and the disappointment runs deeper than the forgiveness.

Jesus goes after that picture directly.


"God sent his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him."

— John 3:17, NLT


Not to judge. To save. The posture of God toward the world isn't a crossed-arm assessment — it's a rescue. The Son didn't come to catch us doing wrong. He came to find us where we were and bring us home.

And then, to make sure the point lands, Jesus adds the argument from lesser to greater:


"You parents — if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead? Of course not! So if you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him."

— Matthew 7:9–11, NLT


Think about the parents you know. Flawed, inconsistent, tired, sometimes getting it wrong. And yet when their child comes to them in genuine need, they don't hand them a stone. The instinct to give good things to the people you love — that instinct in us, Jesus says, is a faint echo of what God's instinct toward us actually is.
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If the echo sounds like that,

imagine the original.
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Underline the sentence you'd rather walk past.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

Where in your life are you relating to God as though he's holding a stone when you ask for bread — waiting for the catch, expecting the disappointment? What would it take to actually believe he wants to give good things? Why is that harder than it sounds?

THE GOD WHO SEES A PERSON WHERE OTHERS SEE A CATEGORY

One day, Jesus is walking along and spots a man named Levi sitting at a tax collection booth. In the world Jesus is walking through, that booth symbolizes everything people despise. Tax collectors were Jews who worked for Rome — collecting from their own people and keeping whatever they could skim above the required amount. They were called traitors, extortioners, sellouts. The kind of person decent people crossed the street to avoid.

The crowd saw the booth. They saw the category. They saw what Levi had chosen to become.
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Jesus saw a man.

Four words in Luke's account carry everything: "Jesus saw a man." Not glanced. Not assessed from a safe distance. Saw — the way you look at someone when you're actually paying attention, when you're seeing past the surface to the person underneath. And what he said next wasn't a lecture or a list of conditions. It was a simple two-word invitation.


"Follow me."

— Luke 5:27, NLT


Here's something worth pausing on. When Matthew writes his own Gospel — his account of this same moment — he doesn't call himself Levi. Even though Levi is a famous Old Testament name with a rich heritage, he prefers Jesus' nickname and calls himself Matthew. The name means gift of God. That's who Jesus saw sitting at that booth. Jesus was telling Matthew, I See In YOU, a gift of God. Not a traitor. Not a category. A gift of God who didn't know yet what he was. And Matthew fell so in love with what Jesus saw, he abandoned his given name.

He got up, walked away from the booth, and threw a party. Not a quiet, private conversion — a feast, with all his friends, because the first thing he wanted to do with his new life was bring his whole world into contact with Jesus. He left the tax booth. He didn't leave his people. That distinction matters. Jesus didn't ask him to abandon his relationships — he asked him to bring them along.

That's what happens when someone is truly seen. Not managed. Not fixed at a distance. Seen. It loosens something that's been held tight for a long time, and the first instinct is to share it.

Here's a question worth sitting with before we go any further: Where was God in your life before you knew it was God? Because looking back, most of us can find the places — the moments of grace we didn't have a name for yet, the times someone stopped and actually saw us, the invitations we almost didn't accept. God's gaze has been on you longer than you know.

Put a mark here if this is where it got personal.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

When you think about how Jesus looked at Matthew — seeing gift of God where the crowd saw traitor — what does that do to you? What category have you placed yourself in that Jesus might be looking past right now? Why is it hard to believe he sees something different than you do?

THIS WEEK

Spend five minutes each day with this prayer — not as a formula, just as an honest posture:

"Father, help me see You as You actually are."

No agenda. No performance. Just opening a door you may have had partially closed for longer than you realized. Matthew was sitting at a booth everyone else walked past and got called by a name that told him who he actually was. That same gaze is on you. God's attention toward you is more specific, more patient, and more personal than you've likely allowed yourself to believe.

Notes

WEEK 2
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Grace
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The Kindness That Changes Everything
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If grace is God's unearned kindness — why is it so hard to receive? And why does it sometimes make us angry when someone else gets it?
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THE WORD WE THINK WE UNDERSTAND

"Grace" is one of those words that gets used so often in church that we stop actually hearing it. We assume we know what it means. We nod along. We sing it in hymns. We put it on wall art.

But when you slow down and actually listen to Jesus, something deeper surfaces. Grace isn't a concept. It isn't a theological category or a doctrine to be mastered. Grace is God's posture toward you — His kindness, His generosity, His patience, His welcome, His pursuit. Grace is the way God moves toward you, especially when you have nothing to offer in return.

And here's the truth most of us would rather not say out loud: everyone is jacked up. Not just the people who make the news. Not just the ones who sin differently than you. I don't meet my own standards. You don't meet yours. The sooner we stop pretending otherwise, the more beautiful grace becomes.

Draw a line under what you don't want to walk away from.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

What does the word "grace" actually mean to you — not the definition you'd give in a Bible study, but the one that lives in your gut? Where did that definition come from? Why?

GRACE ACCORDING TO PAUL

Paul had better reasons than most to understand grace from the inside out. Before his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, he was hunting down Christians and having them killed. He didn't drift toward grace gradually. It ambushed him. And when he writes about it, you can feel that ambush in every sentence.


"God saved you by His grace when you believed. And you can't take credit for this; it is a gift from God."

— Ephesians 2:8, NLT


Grace is not God helping those who help themselves. Grace is God helping those who cannot help themselves. That's not a small distinction — it changes everything about how you approach Him.


"Anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun!"

— 2 Corinthians 5:17, NLT


Grace doesn't just forgive you. It recreates you. It doesn't just wipe the slate clean — it gives you a new identity. Grace is not God lowering the bar. Grace is God lifting you up.

Grace is not God lowering the bar.

Grace is God lifting you up.

PAUSE & REFLECT

Where are you most tempted to relate to God as though you need to earn your way back — as though grace has conditions attached? What would it mean to actually believe it's a gift? Why is that harder than it sounds?

WHY WE CAN'T FIX OURSELVES

Here's an illustration that tends to stay with people.

Imagine you're making brownies. Everything is going great. And then — you sneeze into the batter! Or a bug falls in. Or something worse gets mixed in. You can't fix it by adding more sugar, more chocolate, more good ingredients. No matter how much good stuff you pile on top, the batch is contaminated, condemned. The whole batch is damned. It has to go.

That's what sin does. It doesn't just affect the surface. It gets into everything. And the question we all eventually have to answer is this: Can my pile of good deeds outweigh the bad? Or — do I take God's offer to throw out the batch and start over?
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Grace doesn't sweeten the batter. Grace starts over.
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This isn't a reason for despair. It's the most liberating thing Jesus ever said. You don't have to fix what's unfixable. You don't have to keep adding good ingredients and hoping no one notices the taste. You can hand Him the bowl.

Circle the phrase that hit you.

––––––––
[image: ]


PAUSE & REFLECT

Where in your life are you still trying to add good ingredients rather than hand God the bowl? What would it actually look like to stop fixing and start receiving? Why is starting over harder to accept than improving?

THE WOMAN CAUGHT IN ADULTERY — GRACE THAT LIFTS SHAME

A woman is dragged into the temple courts. Humiliated, exposed, condemned. She is surrounded by men holding stones and she knows exactly what comes next. She cannot imagine grace — not here, not now, not for her.

The religious leaders aren't really interested in justice. They don't give a fig about the woman. They're interested in trapping Jesus. And Jesus does something no one in the room expected. He doesn't argue the law. He doesn't negotiate. He kneels down and writes in the dirt — and then He stands and says:


"Let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone!"

— John 8:7, NLT


One by one, the stones drop. The crowd thins. And when it's just the two of them, Jesus turns to her:


"Neither do I condemn you. Go and sin no more."

— John 8:11, NLT


Notice what He does and doesn't do. He doesn't minimize what she's done. He doesn't pretend the sin isn't real. But He refuses to define her by it. "I don't condemn you" is grace. "Go and sin no more" is grace times ten — because it means He sees who she could become, not just who she's been.
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Grace tells the truth.

It just doesn't stop there.

Grace doesn't just forgive. Grace restores.
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Underline the sentence you needed to hear.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

Is there something in your life that you've been afraid to bring before God because you think the condemnation would be too much to bear? What would it mean to hear Jesus say "Neither do I condemn you" to that specific thing? Why is it hard to believe He would?

ZACCHAEUS — GRACE THAT TRANSFORMS

Zacchaeus is a piece of work. He's a chief tax collector in Jericho — which means he's not just working for Rome, he's running the operation. He's gotten rich by taking from his own people. His name, ironically, means pure or clean. He is neither. And the crowd around Jesus knows exactly who he is.

When Jesus comes through town, Zacchaeus wants to see Him. That's worth pausing on. Bad men usually avoid good men — because good men act like a spotlight on everything they're trying to hide. But Zacchaeus had heard something about Jesus that made Him different. This one was a friend of sinners. So he runs ahead, climbs a sycamore tree — undignified, conspicuous, ridiculous for a man of his position — and waits.

Jesus reaches the spot, looks up, and says:


"Zacchaeus! Quick, come down! I must be a guest in your home today."

— Luke 19:5, NLT


He called him by name. Not "hey, you up in the tree." His name. And He didn't wait for Zacchaeus to get his life together first. He didn't demand a confession before dinner. He invited Himself in — to the home, to the life, to the table — while the crowd muttered about the company Jesus kept.
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Grace goes to his house. Grace sits at his table.

Grace calls him by name before he's done anything to deserve it.
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And here's what grace does to a person who actually receives it: something breaks open. Zacchaeus stands up in the middle of dinner and announces that he's giving half his wealth to the poor and paying back everyone he's cheated four times over. The law required 20 percent restitution. He's going four hundred percent. Nobody pressured him. Nobody guilted him. Jesus hadn't even gotten to the sermon yet.


"Today salvation has come to this house."

— Luke 19:9, NLT


The Pharisees thought of Zacchaeus as trash. Jesus saw in him riches. That's what grace does — it sees what you could become and treats you that way before you get there.
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Grace doesn't transform through pressure. It transforms through love.
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Put a mark here if this is where it got personal.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

Zacchaeus went out on a limb — literally — just to catch a glimpse of Jesus. What would it look like for you to go out on a limb this week? What's keeping you from it? Why?

THE THING NOBODY LIKES ABOUT GRACE

Here's a problem with grace that doesn't get talked about enough: it isn't fair.

Jesus said it Himself. God "gives His sunlight to both the evil and the good, and He sends rain on the just and the unjust alike." (Matthew 5:45, NLT) Good things happen to bad people. Undeserved kindness lands on people who haven't earned it and don't deserve it. And if you're honest, that can be deeply irritating.

You've been on the freeway. Someone blows past you — weaving through traffic, twenty miles over the limit, clearly not worried about consequences. And then they disappear into the distance without a single flashing light in sight. Meanwhile, five miles later, you're the one getting pulled over for doing seven over. Where is the cop when you need them?

We laugh at that. But the same logic shows up in how we think about God's grace toward other people. The person who walked away from the faith for twenty years and then comes back and gets a party. The one whose life was a mess of their own making and somehow God just keeps showing up for them. The Zacchaeus who spent years cheating people and gets Jesus at his table on what appears to be a random Tuesday.

The crowd muttering outside Zacchaeus' house? That's us. We're in that scene. And the muttering usually sounds like this: "After everything he's done? Really? That's who Jesus goes to dinner with?"

Here's what Jesus would say to the muttering: you're measuring grace with the wrong ruler. When you start filtering God's generosity through the lens of who deserves it, you've already missed what grace is. Grace, by definition, is undeserved. The moment it becomes a reward for good behavior, it's something else entirely.

There's a deeper danger here too. When we get comfortable deciding who is and isn't a legitimate recipient of God's grace, we're not just being ungenerous toward them. We're shrinking our own understanding of what God did for us. Because the truth is — someone, somewhere, looked at your life and thought the same thing. "Really? Him? Her? After all that?"
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Grace that only goes to deserving people isn't grace. It's a performance bonus.
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The rain falls on the just and the unjust. The sun rises on the evil and the good. And Jesus keeps showing up at the houses of people the respectable crowd won't touch. That's not a flaw in the system. That's the whole point.

Mark this if the muttering crowd felt uncomfortably familiar.
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PAUSE & REFLECT

Is there someone in your life — or in your past — whose receipt of grace has quietly bothered you? Someone you've decided has gone too far or doesn't deserve the welcome? What does your reaction tell you about how you understand what was done for you? Why?

THE LIE WE BELIEVE ABOUT GRACE

Some people keep their distance from Jesus because they assume He wants nothing to do with them. But I've come to think that's not usually the real problem. The real problem runs deeper.

It's not that you don't want grace. It's that you've quietly decided grace doesn't want you. That you've gone too far, stayed away too long, done too much. That the offer expired somewhere back there and you missed the window.

You'd be wrong.

This is the last time Jesus walks through Jericho on His way to Jerusalem. Think about that. He is days from the cross. He could have kept walking. Instead He stops under a tree and looks up at the least likely person in the crowd and says — I need to be at your house tonight. Jesus doesn’t have many days left, but this one is for Zacchaeus. There is no one outside the reach of that gaze. No one too far gone, too long absent, too deeply compromised.

Grace means there
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