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Using this Study 

 

 

 

When your group meets, you should allow  at least one hour for this study.   Group Members 

will benefit from reading the “for understanding” sections of each lesson and briefly an-

swering the questions in each section BEFORE the group gathers. Designate one group 

member each week to facilitate discussion.  Every lesson includes some opening discussion 

prompts and closing prayer prompts for your group. These will help you open and close 

your time well.   In each lesson, three separate  sets of discussion questions are listed.  The 

facilitator will need to choose which sections of the study and which questions to focus up-

on, because the lessons contain more material than a group can use in one hour!  Remem-

ber, it is more important for everyone to share than for the entire lesson to be covered!  It is 

also important to leave time for prayer every time you gather.   

 

 

 

Outline of Your Time Together 

 

10 minutes—do the To Begin Section 

5 minutes—Read the Genesis passage and the Matthew passage together 

7 minutes—Watch Stacy and Mark on the video 

30 minutes—Discussion Questions—YOU MUST CHOOSE WHICH ONES TO FOCUS ON! 

5 minutes—Prayer Time 
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Lesson One:     Real Control 

To Begin     Spend 10 minutes sharing the following: 

On a long car ride, which of the following applies to you? 

 I like to drive     I like to plan breaks and stops  

 I like to navigate    I like to read about the sights ahead 

 I like to sit in the back seat   I like to be surprised by the road 

 I find a hotel when I get there   I enjoy serendipitous, unplanned stops 

 I make advanced reservations  I estimate arrival times every hour   

The Real Joseph    Together read Genesis 37:1-11 

For Understanding                                                                                                                       

The Joseph narrative spans chapters 37-50 in the book of Genesis.  This complicated biography 

continues the story of the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) into the fourth generation.  Jo-

seph is one of the last of Jacob’s sons.  He is born into a messy family situation.  His father has 12 

boys and at least one girl by four different women.  Tensions exist between the sons, and their 

worth and ranking depend upon the woman who bore them.  Joseph is Jacob’s first son by his fa-

vorite wife Rachel - and named for the Hebrew word “to remove” - reminding Rachel that God 

has removed the reproach of barrenness from her.  Tragically, Rachel soon died in child-birth, and 

we are told that Jacob loved Joseph more than his other sons- perhaps heart-sick over her death.   

His “coat of many colors” - which is better translated “a coat with long sleeves” -  suggests that 

unlike his brothers, Joseph did no manual labor.  The brothers actually have three reasons to hate 

Joseph.  First he tattles on them to their father.  Secondly he held there father’s affection and did-

n’t work as they did.  And then there were the dreams.  These dreams actually present the central 

question of Joseph’s story. Since all dreams originate in God, what is God up to?  Are these 

dreams of promise, or dreams to be feared? Even Jacob - who loved Joseph dearly - was trou-

bled by the dreams.  Joseph appears an arrogant 17 year old, flaunting his special status, and  

disregarding social norms; displaying visions of grandeur before the older men of his clan.  

For Discussion 

1. Do you see Joseph as an innocent?  As a spoiled brat?  As an arrogant man needing to be 

knocked down a few notches? 

2. What role did Jacob play in this family drama?   

3. Why would God be bothered with such a dysfunctional family?  Does God bother with ours? 

4. Did Joseph do the right thing in sharing his dreams with his family?  Why do you think he did it? 

5. In this story does anyone have control over the family?  Who thinks they are in control? 
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The Real Jesus Story              Together read Matthew 21:23-32 

For Understanding   

This  confrontation takes place between Jesus and the religious authorities right after Palm Sunday.  

One important question sets the stage as the leaders approach Jesus about his power and authori-

ty- who is in control here?  As religious leaders they exercised tremendous control over God’s  peo-

ple.  They were involved in negotiations with the Roman Governor concerning holidays, business 

practices and taxes.  They ran the temple and as such controlled the sacrificial system, the festivals 

and the religious life of their people.  Now the leaders approach Jesus with grave concern.  Jesus 

activities and teachings challenge the status quo.  More than that, Jesus seems to be controlling of 

the crowds gathered for the festival.   For Jesus, this confrontation holds no interest.  He challenges 

the religious leaders and places them in a vulnerable position; never answering their question.  Je-

sus reminds them of John the Baptist - a prophet of God that they never fully controlled.  In front of 

the crowd Jesus asks them about John’s authority - and fearful of loosing face and control in front 

of the crowd - the leaders simply say “we don’t know where his power and authority came from.” 

Jesus follows this with a parable that only appears in the Gospel of Matthew.  This teaching pits two 

groups against each other.  The first could be early church, that accepted Jesus, yet fails to do the 

work set out for them.  The second group would then be the Jewish community that rejected Jesus 

and yet could become believers and laborers in God’s field.  Jesus also seems to refer to the reli-

gious leaders hearing John and be baptized by him, then failed to repent and follow God’s ways. 

The main point remains clear.  God is in control, and those that do God’s will - as Jesus does God’s 

will -as sinners who repent and believe do God’s will - such will be the inhabitants of the Kingdom of 

God.  Nothing the religious leaders  do or say will change that fact.  Yet they will go to great 

lengths to deny Jesus’ power and authority and to maintain their supposed  control.  The march to 

the cross begins. 

For Discussion: 

1. To what extent does leadership involve control?  What problems do leaders face around con-

trol and authority?  Are leaders ever fully in control? 

2. How does Jesus exercise authority and control in this passage?   

3. How will the religious authorities exercise control in the next few days in Jerusalem? 

4. Where exactly does Jesus’ authority and control originate?  (Careful - many answers here!) 

5. If you saw this interaction, who would you assume in control of the situation? 

6. How might the cross and resurrection change our thinking about control? 

7. Look at Jesus’ teaching from the Sermon in the Mount below.  What does it add to our thinking 

about controlling our lives? 

Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we eat?” or “What will we drink?” or “What will we wear?”  For it is 

the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these 

things. But strive first for the kingdom of God* and his* righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 

as well.  Matthew 6:31-33 
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Getting Real 

In life and in death we belong to God.  Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love or God 

and the communion of the Holy Spirit we trust in the one triune God, the Holy one of Israel, whom 

alone we worship and serve.  A Brief Statement of Faith, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)                  

We so easily buy the illusion that we control our lives!  Just like those questioning Jesus, and just like 

the characters in Joseph’s story, we go to great lengths to exercise control over our environment 

and other people.  Scripture teaches that ultimately we  don’t call the shots - we don’t direct our 

world or even our small corner of it! Such knowledge would terrify us without faith.  In faith we come 

to know the loving God who does control the universe.  In faith we come to understand ourselves 

as “belonging” to this God and His Kingdom.  In faith we learn to trust that in life and in death, God 

has everything under control.   

When things go well, and our lives are at peace, the statement of faith printed above reads like a  

prayer of praise.  But when our world spins out of control, this same statement begs for the grace, 

love and power to trust God’s control.  By grace we are saved from our own attempts to run things.  

By love we are freed to stop our striving.  And by the power of God’s Spirit we can wait upon God 

and God’s greater work to take place.  As the prophet Isaiah reminds us, God’s purposes may be 

“above us,” but they can be trusted and they will succeed.  Perhaps we should stop fighting them! 

 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. so shall my word 

be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.     Isaiah 55:8,11 

 

For Discussion: 

1. Where do you think people most desire control in life?  Why? 

2. How can you tell the difference between being responsible and being controlling? 

3. How do you feel when people say “let go and let God?”  Is it helpful? 

4. Have you ever had to trust God with something beyond your control?  What was that like? 

5. What does trusting in God look like or feel like to you? 

6. Think of something you are holding very tightly right now - working hard to control.  Has this les-

son raised any questions for you as you move forward? 

For Prayer:   Have someone lead the prayer.  The leader says the words printed - pausing for group members to 

offer a word or phrase when prompted - when nothing more is offered, the leader moves to the next petition… 

Loving God, we thank you that you control our world and lives,  For the many ways you care for us 

we give you thanks - especially tonight we thank you for……. 

Where life spins out of control, we ask for your help-especially tonight we ask for help with…………. 

Where we need to trust you, teach us O God - especially tonight we ask for more faith about…….. 

Bless us this night and bless this group.  Keep us safe and bring us back together soon. AMEN 
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Lesson Two:     Real Families 

To Begin     Spend 10 minutes sharing the following - everyone gets a turn! 

Describe the home you grew up in.  What was it like?  What was your favorite room in the 

house?  What was your favorite family activity? 

 

What words best describe your family of origin?  Why? 

Funny  Crazy  Organized  High Achieving Silly  Loving 

Loud  Quiet  Messy   Low Stress  Tidy  Dysfunctional 

The Real Joseph    Together read Genesis 37:25-28 

For Understanding   

Jealousy and hatred bring this family to the brink of disaster.  When Joseph comes to the fields 

where his brothers work wearing his coat, they immediately conspire to kill him.  Don’t miss the 

phrase “here comes the dreamer.”  This situation replays the Cain and Abel story - brother pitted 

against brothers - but the dream is also to die here.  The dream is unacceptable .  A younger broth-

er cannot take precedence over his older brothers and father - and the brothers do what they must 

to restore proper order.  Interestingly we have reference to two of the brothers opposed to spilling 

Joseph’s blood. There is Rueben, who wants Joseph to be thrown in a pit - supposedly to rescue him 

later.  At the same time, Judah suggests that selling Joseph would be better than killing him.  In the 

end Joseph is sold to Ishmaelite traders  (descendants of Ishmael - another family drama in Genesis 

involving two brothers, Isaac and Ishmael) for 20 shekels.  This is exactly the amount of money pre-

scribed by the Levitical codes for a young man sold into slavery (Lev 27:5).  Once Joseph is gone, 

the cover-up begins.  Jacob’s sons are bound together by a terrible secret, and they join in break-

ing their father’s heart - using the hated coat as evidence that Joseph will never return.  The blood-

ied robe also speaks to the death of Joseph’s dream, announcing that God’s favor surely does not 

rest with such an arrogant youngster.  Joseph’s story will continue and the question of God’s  plan 

for this family remains an open one. 

For Discussion 

1. How many stories in the Bible can you name where family members fight one another?  Where 

younger siblings are raised above older siblings?  Where violence occurs? 

2. Think about the terrible secret 10 brothers must now keep.  What do you think the secret did to 

their relationships?  How might it have effected the rest of the family?  Do you think they told an-

yone else the truth? 

3. Can you identify the root of this family “mess”?  Who is to blame here? 

4. Can families survive such betrayal?  Such secrets?  Such hatred?  Why or why not? 
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The Real Jesus Story              Together read Matthew 10:34-39 

For Understanding   

In the Gospels we find just a handful of references to family, and this passage  encapsulates much 

of what Jesus teaches on the subject.  Truthfully, Jesus has little use for family.  His pressing message 

about the Kingdom of God permeates and supersedes all other teaching.  Therefore when teach-

ing of the cost of discipleship, Jesus warns that faithfulness actually creates rifts in families. When 

things get tough, and the kingdoms of this world begin to fall apart, Jesus says families will not be 

our salvation.  The harsh language of Matthew 10: 35-36  quotes the prophet Micah (7:5-7): 

Put no trust in a friend, have no confidence in a loved one; 

guard the doors of your mouth from her who lies in your embrace; 

 for the son treats the father with contempt, 

the daughter rises up against her mother, 

the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; 

your enemies are members of your own household. 

But as for me, I will look to the LORD, I will wait for the God of my salvation;, my God will hear me 

This prophetic oracle declares that human relationships and organizations will not save Israel.  They 

are subject to sin and betrayal. The prophet proclaims that only God provides shelter and salva-

tion.  By quoting this prophetic oracle, Jesus  reminds the disciples of the sin and lawlessness of Isra-

el in the past, and suggests that human families are still as “fallen” and as “messy” as ever.  Jesus 

announces the coming Kingdom of God  and hope for the human race - but this hope will come 

through obedience to God and faithfulness to Jesus  - not through human families.  Family loyalty 

and unity don’t have priority in Jesus’ teaching.   

 

For Discussion: 

1. What do you think of Micah’s oracle?  Of Jesus’ teachings here?  Would you read these pas-

sages as passages about the end times, or passages about real time? 

2. Do you see our culture idolizing family or placing “saving hope” upon family in any way?  How 

and where? 

3. In what way does this teaching represent “good news” for some people and some families?   

4. Read the passage from Mark below.  Does this help us as we struggle with our own messy fami-

lies?  Why or why not? 

5. Does Jesus seem to be redefining family in some way?  How?  Why? 

 

When his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him and called him.  A 

crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, ‘Your mother and your brothers and sisters* are 

outside, asking for you.’  And he replied, ‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’  And looking at those 

who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is 

my brother and sister and mother.’  Mark 3:31-35 

javascript:void(0);
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Getting Real  

Families are messy….Sometimes the best we can do is to remind each other that we're related for better  for 

worse...and try to keep the maiming and killing to a minimum.”   ― Rick Riordan,   The Sea of Monsters 

How shocking!  In a culture that strives to lift up and support families as a foundation for social 

health and productivity, does Jesus really teach us to stop making them a priority?  IF taken out of 

context such a conclusion is possible.  But given the Jesus’ command to love one another with all 

our heart, soul, mind and strength, family becomes a place where such love begins - a nursery of 

sorts for learning to love neighbors and even to love our God.  The more important message from 

Jesus’ teachings and  Joseph’s story  is that human families are messy and vulnerable to sin.  

 While we are called to love our families as ourselves, we receive no guarantee that such love 

won’t be betrayed, unrequited, or  found wanting.  While with God’s help human families can be 

strong places of nurture and faith, human families were not designed to save us, to save our world, 

or to reverse the  power of sin.  God’s plan for such a reversal involved the Word of God becoming 

flesh, dwelling with us and loving us with perfect love - love beyond anything a human family cre-

ate.  It is a holy thing when families model this love- when they sacrifice and lay their lives down for 

one another.  It is a beautiful thing when children are protected and nurtured, when family mem-

bers receive shelter and unconditional love from one another.  But what is more sacred and amaz-

ing, is that when our human families disappoint and fail, when they “show” their messiness the most, 

that’s  when God does the best work.  That’s why God sent us his son.  The good news of the Gos-

pel is that every human on this planet , regardless of their earthly family, has a safe, redeeming 

place to call home, a communion of “saints” beyond time and space.  Now THAT’S a family! 

For Discussion: 

1. Why do you think families are “messy”? 

2. Have you ever seen God heal someone from the aftermath of a messy family?  How did that 

look?  How did that happen? 

3. Do you think we work hard enough on our families, or do you think we put too much emphasis 

on our families?  Why or why not? 

4. Is there good news in this story for you?  For your family? 

5. Does this confuse you in any way?  How? 

For Prayer:   Have someone lead the prayer.  The leader says the words printed - pausing for group members to 

offer a word or phrase when prompted - when nothing more is offered, the leader moves to the next petition… 

God, we know that you created each of us and our families.  Tonight we thank you for the people 

and parts of family life that bless us………………………………………………………………… 

Tonight we lift up family members and issues that concern us……………………………………… 

Tonight we ask for your healing in so many ways……………………………………………………… 

Strengthen us and our families, and help us to be your followers.  Help us to love as you love, to 

forgive as you forgive, and to look for the best in one another.  We pray for this group.  Bless us 

and bring us back together soon.  AMEN 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/15872.Rick_Riordan
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/43554
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Lesson Five:     Real Forgiveness 
To Begin     Spend 10 minutes sharing the following - everyone gets a turn! 

Which of the following statements do you MOST agree with …...LEAST agree with 

One should always forgive and forget   Quick forgiveness is cheap grace  

One should always forgive but never forget   Forgiving can dishonor the wronged one 

There are some things that simply can’t be forgiven  Forgiveness is of God 

Forgiveness helps the forgiver more than the forgiven One can’t  forgive and get revenge  

Forgiveness and revenge can go together   Forgiveness is a miracle   

The Real Joseph    Together read Genesis 45:1-15 

For Understanding  

Joseph has been living large - a full, new life beyond everything he could have imagined.  Then a 

new issue arises in chapters 42-50.  Starving nomads from the north come to buy from Egypt’s am-

ple food supply.  Joseph immediately recognizes his 10 brothers.  Suddenly and unexpectedly the 

great dreams of his youth have come to pass.  Read Genesis 43:26-34.  Here you see the brothers 

bow down and bring gifts to Joseph, and then bow down again in their father’s name - just as 

young Joseph’s dreams predicted.  But Joseph doesn’t share his knowledge.  Instead, a long pro-

cess follows. Joseph tests the brothers, withholding his identity.  Joseph tricks them into bringing Ben-

jamin to Egypt, and then tests their character by placing Benjamin in danger.  When the brothers 

offer to give up their lives for their younger brother, Joseph heart softens, and the miracle of disclo-

sure and forgiveness begins.  The details of the story raise some tantalizing questions.  Does Joseph 

place his brothers in prison for three days as payback for his own experience when he arrived in 

Egypt (Gen 42:16-17)?  Does Joseph choose Simeon to stay behind as a hostage, because as the  

second of Leah’s sons he is the appropriate ransom for the second son of Rachel? (Gen 42:24).  In 

Genesis 43:33 Joseph seats the brothers around the table in birth order.  Is this a repentance of sorts 

for his insensitivity to birth order when he told his dreams as a young man? Finally Joseph reveals his 

identity as well as his forgiveness.  Notice that forgiveness does not come from any action of the 

brothers, but from Joseph’s understanding of God’s activity in and through his suffering. 

                                                                                                                  

For Discussion 

1. So who’s plan was it for Joseph to go to Egypt? 

2. Do you think Joseph struggled with knowing what to do? 

3. Where does forgiveness ultimately come from in this story? 

4. The Apostle Paul talks of Jesus’ “hidden identity” and ultimate reconciliation of the world being 

revealed at the close of history.  Read Romans 11.  Do you see any connections between the 

salvation story of the Gospel and Joseph’s story?  What are they? 
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The Real Peter Story             Together read John 21:15-19 

For Understanding  

In the gospels, the issue of forgiveness permeates the story of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  In 

Luke’s gospel during his crucifixion Jesus not only forgives the criminal on the cross next to him (Luke 

23:40-43),  he also asks for God to forgive his executioners ( Luke 23:34).  In John’s gospel, after the 

resurrection Jesus appears to the disciples by the sea.  During this event, Jesus spends time with Pe-

ter.  With his betrayal of Jesus fresh in his heart, Peter hears Jesus ask him three times, “Peter do you 

love me?”  Three times Peter answers “Yes Lord.”  While Jesus never says to Peter “I forgive you for 

betraying me three times,” this three-fold question and answer session restores Peter’s relationship 

with Jesus, and propels him into a life of service in Jesus’ name.  Notice that Jesus asks “Do you love 

me more than these?”  Is Jesus saying “do you love me more than these disciples love me”  or “do 

you love me more than you love these disciples?”  Since the gospel of John clearly states that love 

for Jesus is expressed through loving others, Jesus must have been asking for a superior love and 

commitment from Peter - the kind of commitment which would make him the leader of the early 

church. 

A larger purpose stands behind this touching scene of forgiveness.  Jesus suggests that Peter must 

be restored and forgiven, precisely because of his important role in God’s plan for the Gospel.  In 

Peter’s case, being forgiven and restored leads to a life of sacrifice and death - a death that will 

bring glory to God.  Once again, pain and suffering - that of Jesus and of Peter - are used by God 

for higher and greater purposes.  Surely, in this knowledge there is no place for personal conflict, bit-

terness, misunderstanding or even guilt.  The focus should be upon other, more important things.  

God’s story continues, and this matter of betrayal and quilt must be cleared up to move ahead. 

 

For Discussion: 

 

1. If Peter never met with Jesus after the resurrection in a one on one setting, how could the story of 

the early church be different?  How? 

2. Can you think of other instances in the New Testament where Jesus forgives?  Where Jesus 

teaches about forgiveness? 

3. How seriously do you think the early church took forgiveness?  Why? 

4. Was anything in the early church unforgiveable?  What might that be? 

 

Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” And they 

cast lots to divide his clothing. 

Luke 23.34 
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Getting Real  

The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong. Mahatma Gandhi,  

To be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable because God has forgiven the inexcusable in you  

C.S. Lewis 

Getting real about forgiveness is never easy.  Yet the story of Joseph teaches that horrible betrayal by those 

closest to us can be forgiven. This happens when messy, painful human stories are placed into the larger 

frame of God’s story. It can take a tremendous amount of time, and it can transform both the wronged and 

the perpetrator. For Joseph real forgiveness happened when he no longer saw himself as a victim, but an ac-

tor in God’s larger plan. Such insight changed everything. It allowed Joseph to let go of bitterness, and to turn 

his attention from the past and toward the future.   

Jesus taught and exemplified the importance of forgiveness as well.  For Jesus, restoring relationship was of 

ultimate importance.  As he forgave those around him, and as he taught his followers to forgive, Jesus re-

vealed a profound aspect of God’s character.  Jesus commanded his disciples to be real - honest - authentic 

about forgiveness because of God’s painfully real forgiveness for a fallen world. Forgiveness that cost the life 

of his only son. Forgiveness that changed the world and continues to transforms lives today. 

That’s what real forgiveness does.  It bears real fruit.  It transforms those touched by it and makes an impact 

upon those who witness it. Real forgiveness restores relationships, families and situations.  And it calls forth ac-

tion.  Forgiveness can even give people a purpose.  That purpose may be as simple as creating a more com-

passionate heart.  It may be the fulfilment of God’s plan to save his chosen people from starvation. It may be 

leading the infant church into a world-wide evangelism project.  But whenever it happens, wherever it is fully 

and authentically given and received, forgiveness sends us in a new direction - open to God’s purpose and 

work around us. 

For Discussion: 

1. Why do you think it is so difficult to forgive? 

2. What role do you believe God plays in forgiveness? 

3. What role does faith play in forgiveness? 

4. Can you think of a time when forgiveness changed the course of someone’s life?  Your life?  

Your family’s life? 

5. Is there such a thing as forgiveness that is not “real”? 

For Prayer:                                                                                                                                

This week one person asks the group to share joys and concerns.  Take the time to write them 

down as they are shared.  When it comes time to pray, ask someone to pray for each concern. As 

you enter into a time of prayer, one person begins the prayer and one person ends the prayer.  In 

the silence between, every concern can be lifted up by those who volunteered.   

     Prayer Joys and Concerns: 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5810891.Mahatma_Gandhi
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1069006.C_S_Lewis
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