
session 11 study guide

the letters: the
owner’s manual

starter

INVENTORY OF LOVE: One of the primary themes running throughout the letters of the New
Testament is the need for us to love God and to love others. On each of the following scales
below, circle where you are according to each statement, with 1 meaning that you need some
work in this area and 10 meaning that you are doing great.

I regularly tell God how much I love Him.

I spend time with God in His Word on a regular basis.

I understand what it means to love God.
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My love for God impacts how I treat others.

I have a hard time loving others.

I seek to be others-centered.

I regularly reach out to try to help those in need.

message

Everyone loves getting mail, whether that is in the form of snail mail, email, a Facebook message
or a text message. There’s just something about getting a sentiment addressed specifically to
you. In the same way, some of the most exciting and memorable parts of the New Testament are
the letters. These letters were written by those who knew Jesus and were meant to provide an in-
struction manual for believers on how to live out their faith and relationship with God on a
daily basis. 

One of the greatest themes in the letters is loving God and loving others—a theme that
launches off Jesus’ statement in Matthew 22:37-39: “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest command-
ment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” Let’s explore each of these two
commandments in greater detail to determine what it really means to love God and love our
neighbors as ourselves. 

loving God
The following passages, written in a letter by John, show us what hearts that love God should
look like: 
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We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, “I know
him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his
word, God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims
to live in him must walk as Jesus did (1 John 2:3-6).

This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands. This
is love for God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God
overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith (1 John 5:2-4).

1. What words do you notice are repeated in these passages? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What is “in” the person who knows God?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. How do these passages describe true love for God?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. If we love God, why won’t His commandments seem burdensome to us?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What does it mean to “walk as Jesus did” (1 John 2:6)?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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loving others

The response to our love relationship with God is showing His love to others. Paul and John, in
their letters to believers, show us what God’s love looks like when it is shared with others:

Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his
fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,”
“Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in
this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is
the fulfillment of the law (Romans 13:8-10).

If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fel-
lowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-
minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or
vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only
to your own interests, but also to the interests of others (Philippians 2:1-4).

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our
lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity
on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but
with actions and in truth (1 John 3:16-18).

1. In the Romans passage, what debt does Paul describe? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What does Paul mean when he says that all of the commandments can be summed up by
one simple rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself”?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. In Philippians 2:4, Paul tells us to look out for the interests of others. What should be our
motivation in doing this?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What is the difference between loving “with words or tongue” and “with actions and in truth”? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

dig

The foundation of the Christian life is about loving God. When we love God, we are changed
people. We think, walk and love like God. We have the mind of Christ, and our attitude becomes
the same as that of Jesus our Lord (see 1 Corinthians 2:16; Philippians 2:5). 

1. How would you describe what it means to love God?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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2. First John 2:3-6 says that God’s love can live in us and we can live in Him. What is the
connection between God’s love in us and our ability to live in Him? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What are some of the ways that we can walk as Jesus did?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How would you describe what it means to love others?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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5. How does God help us overcome the world (see 1 John 5:2-4)? What do you think we are
overcoming?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Which is more difficult: loving God or loving others? Why?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

apply

Sometimes, loving others involves a sacrifice on our part. Consider the following story about
one such man who was willing to give everything to demonstrate God’s love:

In the fourth century, there lived a monk named Telemachus who spent most of his life
in a remote community of prayer, raising vegetables for the cloister kitchen. When he was
not tending his garden spot, he was fulfilling his vocation of study and prayer.

One day, this monk felt that the Lord wanted him to go to Rome, the capital of the
world. Telemachus had no idea why he should go there, and he was terrified at the
thought. But as he prayed, God’s directive became clear.

Obediently, he left his village in Asia Minor and traveled to Rome. He arrived during
the holiday festival, and the city was bustling with excitement over the recent Roman vic-
tory over the Goths. In the midst of this jubilant commotion, Telemachus looked for
clues as to why God had brought him there, for he had no other guidance, not even a su-
perior in a religious order to contact.
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So Telemachus let the crowds guide him, and he was soon led into the Colosseum
where the gladiator contests were to be staged. The monk could hear the cries of the ani-
mals in their cages beneath the floor of the great arena and the clamor of the contestants
preparing to do battle. Then the gladiators marched into the arena, saluted the emperor
and shouted, “We who are about to die salute thee!” Telemachus shuddered. He had never
heard of the gladiator games before, but he had a premonition of awful violence.

The crowd had come to cheer men who, for no reason other than amusement, would
murder each other. Human lives were offered for entertainment. As the monk watched
these events unfold, he realized that he could not sit still and watch such savagery. Nei-
ther could he leave and forget. He jumped to the top of the perimeter wall and cried, “In
the name of Christ, forbear!”

The fighting began, of course. No one paid the slightest heed to him. So Telemachus
went down the stone steps and leapt onto the sandy floor of the arena. One gladiator
sent him sprawling with a blow from his shield, directing him back to his seat. It was a
rough gesture, though almost a kind one. The crowd roared.

But Telemachus refused to stop. He rushed into the way of those trying to fight,
shouting again, “In the name of Christ, forbear!” The crowd began to laugh and cheer
him on, perhaps thinking him part of the entertainment. Then his movement blocked
the vision of one of the contestants. The gladiator raised his sword and with a flash of
steel struck Telemachus, slashing down across his chest and into his stomach. The little
monk gasped once more, “In the name of Christ, forbear.”

Then a strange thing happened. As the two gladiators and the crowd focused on the
fallen body of the monk, the arena grew deathly quiet. In the silence, someone on the top
tier got up and walked out. Another followed. All over the arena, spectators began to
leave, until the huge stadium was emptied.

There were other forces at work, of course, but that innocent figure lying in a pool of
blood crystallized the opposition, and that was the last gladiatorial contest in the Roman
Colosseum. Never again did men kill each other for the crowd’s entertainment in the
Roman arena.1

1. How did Telemachus live out his love for God? How did he live out his love for others?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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2. Consider the impact that Telemachus had on the world. If all believers lived out their
faith in the same way, what effect could they have on the world? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What would people think of God if all believers lived out their faith this way?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. In order to love your neighbor as yourself, what attitude do you need to have toward
yourself? How can this affect the way you love your neighbor (see Philippians 2:1-4)?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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5. What types of things keep us from looking out for the interests of others on a regular basis?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. How can we love with actions and truth? What are some of the ways that you can meet
the needs of others today?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

reflect

Take a moment and draw two pictures. In the first picture, without using any words, draw what
it means to love God. In the second picture, also without using any words, draw what it means
to love others. After you have drawn your two pictures, consider the following questions:

1. What are some ways we express our love to God as a family?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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2. What are some ways we express our love for each other and others outside our family?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What are some ways to build a stronger love relationship with God? What might be
standing between you and God?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What could your life look like if you had the attitude of Christ? What help do you need
from God to do this?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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5. On the following scale, circle the number where following God’s commandments falls
for you in your life. 

Why did you circle the number you did?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What would make obeying God’s commandments a joy? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What ways has God demonstrated His love for you?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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7. What will you do to give yourself more to God? How will you seek help to grow in your
love for God and others?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Who is someone right now in your life that needs your love? What will you do to show
love to that person?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

meditation 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 

Against such things there is no law.

GALATIANS 5:22-23

Note

1. Adapted from Charles Colson, Loving God (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1983), pp. 241-243. 
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