GROUP GUIDE: WEEK 4

CONVERSATION STARTER

What is the most memorable or meaningful act of service you’ve ever been part of? What
made it particularly poignant for you?

JESUS WANTS US TO LOVE WHO? Matt. 5:43-48

Imagine you are a first-century Israelite who lives in Capernaum. It’s been almost a century
since the Romans invaded and began wreaking havoc on your society. Everywhere you go,
Roman centurions are on every street corner. Taxes have reached upwards of 80 percent. Most
people you know are now living hand to mouth. People are angry and tired, and it seems like
tensions could boil over at any moment.

The Bible you heard your rabbi read from is full of stories about how Yahweh freed your people
from the Egyptian oppressor, the Babylonian oppressor... But where is Yahweh now? He
promised to send a King who would bring the reign of heaven to earth, but it’s been 400 years
now since those promises were made. There have been would-be messiahs, but each time they
rally an army, they are swiftly put down.

Now there’s this new preacher on the scene named Jesus from Nazareth, and some people
think maybe he’s the real deal. That is, until he says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”

Can you imagine how that would go over with a first-century Israelite? Their enemy was the
legion of soldiers in their town, the tax collectors who counted their coins without sympathy,
and Caesar, far away in Rome, who asked them to betray Yahweh by worshiping him as a god.

Love those people? How could Jesus ask this?

And he continues, “You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.” No commandment in the Torah tells Israel to hate their enemies or even suggests



such a thing. But after 500 years of oppression by pagan, idolatrous empires, many Jews
considered it their patriotic and religious duty to hate those enemies. It’s little wonder this
had become a common expression.

But Jesus flips this on its head and says that we are to love both our community and our
enemies—even those who hate us.

Why? Because this is what the Father does, and if we need any evidence, we need only look at
the birds and the trees and the rain and the sun. The Father causes his sun to rise on the
righteous and the unrighteous. He brings rain to nourish the fields of those who love Him and
those who hate Him. The Father loves His enemies, and when we do the same, we look
like Him! We bear family resemblance as His children.

So, we have a choice to make: do we want to resemble our Father in heaven or look like
everyone else? Because Jesus goes on:

“If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax
collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more
than others? Do not even pagans do that?”

This kind of love is counter-instinctual for all of us. But it is precisely the kind of love that is
remaking the world through Jesus. The Apostle Paul wrote, “We were God’s enemies, but he
made us his friends through the death of his Son” (Romans 5:10). Jesus is not calling us to do
anything he wouldn’t do. He went and did it first. There is no greater example of love for those
who hate you than the God-man who hung on a cross for all of us.

So, friends, who do we want to look like?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. What stood out to you in this week's reading? Was there a verse or idea that was
particularly meaningful or challenging for you?

2. What does it look like on a practical level today to love someone we consider to be an
enemy?

3. Read Matthew 6:1-4. Where do you find yourself tempted to use generous acts as a
means of increasing your honor or importance in the eyes of others? What is a
countercultural act God might be inviting you to do instead?

4. Where do you see the upside-down kingdom of Jesus at work in this week’s reading?

5. Out of Jesus’ six case studies in Matthew 5, which did you find most challenging? Do
you sense any invitations from God to become more like Him in that area?



WEEKLY PRACTICE

This week, we’re pointing you to an exercise taken from the Service Practice of Practicing the

Way. We encourage you to find time to spend with God in guided listening prayer.

The idea of this exercise is to set aside time to listen to God for where he is leading you to
serve. There are far more needs in the world than any of us could possibly meet. To avoid
things like burnout and compassion fatigue, it’s very important that we learn to discern where
God is leading us to serve to play our small part in His kingdom. There are five simple steps to
this exercise:

(1) Pick an ordinary environment you’re already part of—your home, your
neighborhood, your workplace, or your church community. The goal is not to find a new
cause or place to serve, but to pay attention to where your life already intersects with
others.

(2) Ask the Holy Spirit to speak to you—inviting you to discern who God may be drawing
your attention to and how you might serve them in that space.

(3) Wait—sit quietly for a few minutes before God with an open heart and a listening
posture. Set a timer for yourself if that is helpful.

(4) Write down anything that comes to mind—whether a person, a need, a specific way
to serve, or even just a nudge to be more present somewhere.

(5) Finally, act on one of those ideas this coming week. Don’t wait too long—just respond
to the Spirit’s promptings.

Pay attention to where God leads you through this exercise and where you feel resistance.
What invitations are you sensing from God as you pray?


https://www.practicingtheway.org/service
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