Getting the Most Out of Pleasing God
In the year 1162 King Henry II had a brilliant plan to curb the growing power of the church. He nominated his close friend and chancellor, Thomas Becket, to become archbishop of Canterbury. In one decisive move Henry would thereby control both church and state.
But his plan backfired. When Becket was consecrated, a profound change came over him. He suddenly realized that he had a higher loyalty than serving the king. Now he wanted with all his heart to please God and to do his will. In the movie Becket, that moment of transformation is captured in one of the archbishop’s prayers. As he kneels before the Lord, Becket says,
Please, Lord, teach me now how to serve you with all my heart, to know at last what it really is to love, to adore, so that I may worthily administer your kingdom here upon earth, and find my true honor in observing your divine will. Please, Lord, make me worthy.

If you are a Christian, then like Becket you have a deep desire within your heart to please God. The apostle Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:9-10, “We make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due to him for the things done in the body, whether good or bad.”
Like children performing for our parents in a backyard play, we long to receive the applause, the approval, the divine “well done” from our heavenly Father. In an essay entitled “The Weight of Glory,” C. S. Lewis writes,
The promise of glory is the promise, almost incredible and only possible by the work of Christ, that some of us, that any of us who really chooses, shall actually survive that examination, shall find approval, shall please God. To please God. . . to be a real ingredient in the divine happiness. . . to be loved by God, not merely pitied, but delighted in as an artist delights in his work or a father a son—it seems impossible, a weight or burden of glory which our thoughts can hardly sustain. But so it is. (The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses [New York: Macmillan, 1949], p. 13.)

In these Bible studies we will explore what it means to please God. We will discover why faith in Christ is the foundation of such a life, trust and commitment its ongoing expression, and godly character its result. We will also look at why pleasing God is not a matter of legalistic rules and regulations but rather flows from a clear conscience and a sincere heart.
As you begin this study, I pray with the apostle Paul “that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God” (Col 1:10).
Suggestions for Individual Study
1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.
2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.
3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.
4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.
Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.
5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.
6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.
7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.

Suggestions for Members of a Group Study
1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.
2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.
3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.
4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.
When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.
5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.
6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.
7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.
8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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    Perfectly
Pleasing

    Hebrews 10:1-25

  
    In Greek mythology a man named Sisyphus, who was the founder and king of Corinth, was condemned by Zeus to push a heavy rock up a steep hill eternally. Every time Sisyphus would near the pinnacle of the hill, the stone would roll back to the bottom, where he would begin the laborious process one more time.

    Surprisingly, many Christians feel that way about the weight of their sins. No matter how hard they try, no matter how many times they repent or resolve to do better, they believe they can never do enough. They can never satisfy God’s demands, much less please him.

     

    GROUP DISCUSSION. Why do you think so many Christians feel so unacceptable to God and so unable to please him?

     

     

    PERSONAL REFLECTION. What sins are weighing on you as you begin this study? Take time now for confession.

     

     

    In Hebrews 10:1-25 the author tells us to stop trying to do the impossible. Although we can never do enough to please God on our own, Jesus has made us perfectly pleasing—forever. Read Hebrews 10:1-25.

    
      1. What are some of the contrasts you noticed as you read the passage?

       

       

      2. According to verses 1-4, why was the Old Testament practice of offering animal sacrifices an endless exercise in futility (vv. 1–4)?

       

       

      3. Why did these annual sacrifices make worshipers feel worse rather than better about their sins?

       

       

      4. What are some of the pointless and ineffective ways people try to get rid of their guilt today?

       

       

      5. How is God’s pleasure in Christ contrasted with God’s response to offering and sacrifices (vv. 5–10)?

       

       

      6. If God was not truly pleased with the animal sacrifices of the Old Testament, then why do you think the law required them to be made (vv. 5, 8)?

       

       

      7. What contrasts does the author of Hebrews make between the Old Testament priests and sacrifices versus the sacrifice of our great priest, Jesus Christ (vv. 11–18)?

       

       

      8. If Christ’s one sacrifice has not only brought us complete forgiveness but also “made us perfect forever,” then why do you think we often feel just as guilty as worshipers in the Old Testament (note v. 2)?

       

       

      9. In both the Old Testament tabernacle and temple, a thick curtain separated worshipers from the “Most Holy Place,” where the presence of God dwelt. Why can we now enter God’s presence with confidence rather than a guilty conscience (vv. 19–23)?

       

       

      10. Because of what Christ has done for us, what four responses (“let us. . .”) should we have toward God and each other (vv. 22–25)?

       

       

      How is each of these responses vital for spiritual health and growth?

       

       

      11. In which of these areas would you most like to grow?

       

       

    

    
      Thank God for the fact that through Christ you have been forgiven, made perfect forever, and cleansed from a guilty conscience. Ask him to help you respond to his grace and forgiveness in the appropriate ways.

    

    
      Now or Later

      The author of Hebrews urges us to “draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith.” Plan a special time and place to draw near to God today or this week. Take your Bible with you and find a favorite spot—such as a nearby park or a quiet place in the library or a comfortable chair in your home—and spend time in God’s presence, knowing that he accepts you completely in Christ.

    

  




  

  2

    Amazed
by Grace

    John 8:1-11

  
    Victor Hugo’s novel Les Misérables tells the story of a man named Jean Valjean, who served nineteen years of hard labor for the crime of stealing bread. When he was finally released, Valjean was a hardened, tough ex-convict.

    But one day his life was transformed by forgiveness. A kind bishop invited him to stay in his home for the night. After the bishop and his sister were asleep, Valjean stole the family silver and ran off into the night. The next morning, he was captured by three policemen and brought back to the bishop.

    “So here you are!” the bishop cried to Valjean. “I’m delighted to see you. Had you forgotten that I gave you the candlesticks as well? They’re silver like the rest, and worth a good 200 francs. Did you forget to take them?” After the policemen had gone, the bishop gave the candlesticks to Valjean, who was speechless and trembling. “Do not forget; do not ever forget,” the bishop said, “that you have promised me to use the money to make yourself a new man.”1

     

    GROUP DISCUSSION. Why do you think the bishop’s act of grace was a turning point in Valjean’s life?

     

     

    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Who has shown you grace? Reflect prayerfully. Thanking God for the actions that come to mind.

     

     

    In John 8 we discover that a life which is pleasing to God does not begin with commitment or sheer determination. Like Valjean and the woman caught in adultery, we must be
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