
JESUS > RELIGION 
THE BIBLE STUDY 

JEFFERSON BETHKE

6-SESSION 
BIBLE STUDY       

Based on Why I Hate Religion But Love Jesus, 
with Over 28 million views online



LifeWay Press®

Nashville, Tennessee



Published by LifeWay Press® • © 2014 Jefferson Bethke

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any informa-
tion storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing by 
the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed in writing to LifeWay 
Press®; One LifeWay Plaza; Nashville, TN 37234-0152.

ISBN 978-1-4300-2979-3 • Item 005615714

Dewey decimal classification: 248.84 
Subject heading: CHRISTIAN LIFE \ FORGIVENESS \ GRACE (THEOLOGY)

Scripture quotations are taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® 
(ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

To order additional copies of this resource, write to LifeWay Church Resources 
Customer Service; One LifeWay Plaza; Nashville, TN 37234-0113; fax 
615.251.5933; phone toll free 800.458.2772; email orderentry@lifeway.com; order 
online at www.lifeway.com; or visit the LifeWay Christian Store serving you.

Printed in the United States of America

Adult Ministry Publishing • LifeWay Church Resources  
One LifeWay Plaza • Nashville, TN 37234-0152 



ABOUT JEFFERSON   �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  4

INTRODUCTION �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  5

POEM: WHY I HATE RELIGION BUT LOVE JESUS   �  �  �  �  6

HOW TO USE THIS STUDY �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  8

TIPS FOR LEADING A GROUP�  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 10

SESSION 1: Jesus > Religion  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 12

SESSION 2: Love > Self  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 28

SESSION 3: Giver > Gifts   �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 44

SESSION 4: Covenant > Contract   �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �60

SESSION 5: Worship > Rituals�  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �76

SESSION 6: Community > Conformity  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �92

BONUS  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 108

Contents



About Jefferson
Hey, guys! The first time meeting someone is always awkward, 
so I thought I’d start by sharing a little bit about myself.

I was born in Tacoma, Washington.
I played baseball in college.
I graduated with a degree in politics and government.
 I  co-own a company called Claro Candles, which donates 
its profits to combat injustice around the world.

I have a dog named Aslan (for Narnia!).
I’ m married to an amazing, beautiful, sweet woman of God: 
Alyssa.

I’m a dad! Kinsley Joy Bethke is my sweet little daughter.
I wrote a book (so surreal!).
I like to make creative videos.

Enough about me. I’d love to hear about you and your story as 
it pertains to our Bible study together. Feel free to share, critique, 
question, or just say hello. My contact information is below. And 
use #JesusIsGreater to share any thoughts with the world.

Twitter www.twitter.com/jeffersonbethke
Instagram www.instagram.com/jeffersonbethke
Pinterest www.pinterest.com/jeffersonbethke
Facebook www.facebook.com/jeffersonbethkepage
YouTube www.youtube.com/bball1989
Blog www.jeffbethke.com



Introduction
If you’ve ever come across my videos, blogs, or posts, you probably know I’m quite an 
avid grace lover. Nothing sparks in me a joy for life and other people more than when I truly 
realize all God has done for me in the cross and resurrection of Jesus.

The day my life changed was when I realized that He saw all my filth, all my sin, all my 
shortcomings, and all my insecurities but still looked me right in the eye and said: 

I love you, and I’m not going anywhere.

That’s grace. And it changes everything. The best part about being a Christian is that  
I don’t have to have it all together, because I’m loved and pursued by a God who does.  
I never went searching for Him, but He went searching for me. What an awesome truth!

That’s what I want to share with you through this study. The crazy journey leading up to 
this Bible study you’re holding in your hands began with a poem I wrote for an open-mic 
night when I was in college. “Why I Hate Religion but Love Jesus” was the second poem 
I’d ever written like that, and I wanted to engage my peers with what I had experienced to 
be true about the person of Jesus. I wanted to acknowledge a lot of the common objec-
tions I’d heard in personal conversations—mostly related to religion. But I also wanted to 
encourage people not to stop with hurts and hang-ups regarding religion and to see the 
hope, love, and freedom of Jesus and the grace He gives so generously.

A friend of mine suggested that we shoot a video in front of a local public high school, and 
we put it up on YouTube, not knowing whether anyone would ever see it. We were just 
having fun, doing the things we enjoyed doing. But more people than we ever imagined 
seemed to resonate with the message. Literally millions of people have seen it, sparking 
thousands of conversations that I hope ultimately point people to Jesus. That video led to 
a book, which led to more videos, including this Bible study, and here we are now. 

So for these next six sessions together, let’s make a deal. I’ll be honest and share the joy 
I’ve come to know in Jesus. And you take off your mask too, being honest with yourself, 
real with your group, and open to what Jesus wants to do in your life. Let’s see where that 
leads. Deal?

By the way, if you’d like to hear the story behind the poem, watch the bonus video on the 
DVD or at www.lifeway.com/JesusIsGreater on your own or in your group.
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Why I Hate Religion 
but Love Jesus
Poem by Jefferson Bethke

What if I told you Jesus came to abolish religion?
What if I told you voting Republican really wasn’t His mission?
What if I told you Republican doesn’t automatically mean Christian,
And just because you call some people blind doesn’t automatically give you vision.
I mean, if religion is so great, why has it started so many wars?
Why does it build huge churches but fail to feed the poor?
Tells single moms God doesn’t love them if they’ve ever had a divorce,
But in the Old Testament God actually calls religious people whores.

Religion might preach grace, but another thing they practice,
Tend to ridicule God’s people; they did it to John the Baptist.
They can’t fix their problems, and so they just mask it,
Not realizing religion is like spraying perfume on a casket.
See, the problem with religion is that it never gets to the core.
It’s just behavior modification, like a long list of chores.
Like let’s dress up the outside, make it look nice and neat,
But it’s funny that’s what they used to do to mummies while the corpse rots underneath.

Now I ain’t judging; I’m just saying quit putting on a fake look,
Because there’s a problem if people only know that you’re a Christian by your Facebook.
I mean, in every other aspect of life, you know that logic’s unworthy.
It’s like saying you play for the Lakers just because you bought a jersey.
See, this was me too, but no one seemed to be on to me,
Acting like a church kid while addicted to pornography.
See, on Sunday I’d go to church but Saturday getting faded,
As if I was simply created to have sex and get wasted.
See, I spent my whole life building this facade of neatness,
But now that I know Jesus, I boast in my weakness.
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Because if grace is water, then the church should be an ocean.
It’s not a museum for good people; it’s a hospital for the broken.
Which means I don’t have to hide my failures; I don’t have to hide my sin,
Because it doesn’t depend on me; it depends on Him.
See, when I was God’s enemy and certainly not a fan,
He looked down and said, “I want that man!”

Which is why Jesus hated religion, and for it He called them fools.
Don’t you see He’s so much better than just following some rules?
Now let me clarify: I love the church, I love the Bible, and yes, I believe in sin,
But if Jesus came to your church, would they actually let Him in?
Remember, He was called a glutton and a drunkard by “religious men,”
But the Son of God never supports self-righteousness—not now, not then.

Now back to the point; one thing is vital to mention:
How Jesus and religion are on opposite spectrums.
One’s the work of God, and one’s a man-made invention.
One is the cure, but the other’s the infection.
Because religion says do; Jesus says done.
Religion says slave; Jesus says son.
Religion puts you in bondage, but Jesus sets you free.
Religion makes you blind, but Jesus makes you see.

And that is why religion and Jesus are two different clans.
Religion is man searching for God, but Christianity is God searching for man.
Which is why salvation is freely mine, and forgiveness is my own,
Not based on my merits but Jesus’ obedience alone.
Because He took the crown of thorns and the blood that dripped down His face.
He took what we all deserved; I guess that’s why you call it grace.
While being murdered, He yelled, “Father, forgive them; they know not what they do.”
Because when He was dangling on that cross, He was thinking of you.
He absorbed all your sin, and He buried it in the tomb.
Which is why I’m kneeling at the cross now saying, “Come on; there’s room.”

So for religion, know I hate it; in fact, I literally resent it.
Because when Jesus said, “It is finished,” I believe He meant it.

Watch Jefferson recite this poem at www.youtube.com/bball1989
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How to Use this study
Jesus > Religion is a six-session Bible study. Most groups meet weekly, completing one 
session a week, but feel free to follow a plan that meets the needs and schedule of the 
people in your group.

Each session of Jesus > Religion consists of two major sections of content, each with its 
own distinct features: group and personal.

1. Each session opens with group content, including:

START
This page includes questions to get the conversation started and to introduce the video 
segment.

WATCH
This page includes key points and Scripture references from Jefferson’s teaching and 
space to take personal notes while watching the video.

RESPOND
This page includes questions and statements to help you and your group respond to the 
Bible and Jefferson’s video teaching. 

Everyone will be able to participate and benefit from the group content simply by showing 
up for each session. Think of this time together as a great starting point. Group discussion 
is an important step in personal growth.

Tips for leading a group can be found on the following pages (pages 10–11). Leaders 
are provided with valuable help to make sure everyone’s time studying Jesus > Religion 
is a life-changing experience. 
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2. Each session offers individual content, including:

PERSONAL READING
These pages are designed to help you discover what God’s Word has to say about the 
topic you’ve discussed in your group session. They include selected Bible verses and 
questions to help you understand or apply what you’re reading. This content guides you to 
a deeper understanding of the biblical truths presented and discussed in the group time. 

The goal of this section isn’t to fulfil a religious obligation and check Bible reading off your 
spiritual to-do list. The goal of this personal study is to help you grow in your relationship 
with Jesus. Personal relationships naturally include spending time with people, getting to 
know them, and listening to what they say. This is true with Jesus too. The more time you 
spend in God’s Word, the better you get to know Him.

PERSONAL REFLECTION
These pages are designed to help you creatively process what you’ve studied. Artistic 
elements are used in the videos, so this is your chance to express what’s on your heart 
and mind. Often, actions like journaling, drawing, writing lyrics, or making lists can help you 
sort through ideas and emotions, coming to a place of clarity about who Jesus is and your 
relationship with Him. So although different activities might be suggested, feel free to do 
whatever works best for you.

Each week includes three personal readings, each of which provides a page for personal 
reflection. So if you like to do something every day, complete a reading one day, then the 
creative reflection the next day, and so on. If you know every other day would be a good 
average for you to study, then complete a reading and reflection together for three days 
each week—whatever best fits your rhythm and personality. Remember, this isn’t a rigid 
formula; it’s all about helping you grow in your personal relationship with Jesus.

MORE FROM THE BOOK
The opening page of each “Personal Reading & Reflection” section includes a suggestion for 
going even deeper into the session’s focus by reading related chapters in Jesus > Religion: 
Why He Is So Much Better than Trying Harder, Doing More, and Being Good Enough by 
Jefferson Bethke (Nelson Books, 2013, ISBN 978-1-4002-0539-4). 
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Tips for Leading a Group
PRAYERFULLY PREPARE
Prepare for each session by—

reviewing the weekly material and group questions ahead of time; 
praying for each person in the group. 

Ask the Holy Spirit to work through you and the group discussion as you point to Jesus 
each week through God’s Word. 

MINIMIZE DISTRACTIONS
Create a comfortable environment. If group members are uncomfortable, they’ll be 
distracted and therefore not engaged in the group experience. Plan ahead by taking into 
consideration—

seating; 
temperature; 
lighting; 
food or drink; 
surrounding noise; 
general cleanliness (put pets away if meeting in a home).

At best, thoughtfulness and hospitality show guests and group members they’re welcome 
and valued in whatever environment you choose to gather. At worst, people may never 
notice your effort, but they’re also not distracted. Do everything in your ability to help people 
focus on what’s most important: connecting with God, with the Bible, and with others.

INCLUDE OTHERS
Your goal is to foster a community in which people are welcome just as they are but 
encouraged to grow spiritually. Always be aware of opportunities to—

invite new people to join your group;
include any people who visit the group. 

An inexpensive way to make first-time guests feel welcome or to invite people to get 
involved is to give them their own copies of this Bible study book. 
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ENCOURAGE DISCUSSION
A good small group has the following characteristics. 

 Everyone participates. Encourage everyone to ask questions, share responses,  
or read aloud.
 No one dominates—not even the leader. Be sure what you say takes up less than 
half of your time together as a group. Politely redirect discussion if anyone dominates. 
 Nobody is rushed through questions. Don’t feel that a moment of silence is a bad 
thing. People often need time to think about their responses to questions they’ve just 
heard or to gain courage to share what God is stirring in their hearts. 
 Input is affirmed and followed up. Make sure you point out something true or 
helpful in a response. Don’t just move on. Build personal connections with follow-up 
questions, asking how other people have experienced similar things or how a truth 
has shaped their understanding of God and the Scripture you’re studying. People are 
less likely to speak up if they fear that you don’t actually want to hear their answers or 
that you’re looking for only a certain answer. 
 God and His Word are central. Opinions and experiences can be helpful, but God 
has given us the truth. Trust Scripture to be the authority and God’s Spirit to work in 
people’s lives. You can’t change anyone, but God can. Continually point people to the 
Word and to active steps of faith.

KEEP CONNECTING
Think of ways to connect with group members during the week. Participation during the 
group session is always improved when members spend time connecting with one another 
away from the session. The more people are comfortable with and involved in one another’s 
lives, the more they’ll look forward to being together. When people move beyond being 
friendly and in the same group to truly being friends who form a community, they come to 
each session eager to engage instead of merely attending. 

Encourage group members with thoughts, commitments, or questions from the session  
by connecting through—

emails; 
texts; 
social media.

When possible, build deeper friendships by planning or spontaneously inviting group 
members to join you outside your regularly scheduled group time for—

meals; 
fun activities; 
projects around your home, church, or community.
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RELIGION



Share your experience #JesusIsGreater

start
Welcome everyone to the first group session�  
Begin with the following activities�

If this is your first time meeting as a group or if anyone is new to the group, take a few 
minutes for participants to introduce themselves by answering the following questions�

When have you been surprised because something was better 
than you expected?

When have you missed out on something great or found yourself 
in an awkward situation due to a misunderstanding?

Over the next six weeks we’re going to be challenged to set aside our preconceived ideas 
about religion and honestly consider or reconsider the person of Jesus� Keep the following 
question in mind as we begin this Bible study and watch the first video�

What if life with Jesus is better than you thought? 

13
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Video sessions available at 
www.lifeway.com/JesusIsGreater

watch
Use these statements to follow along as you watch “Jesus > Religion.”

Christianity is radically different from all other world religions.

The gospel of grace turned the world upside down.

It’s not about us coming to Jesus. It’s about Jesus coming to us.

Two things happen with religion.
1. You’re really good at climbing the ladder, so then you’re prideful.
2. You’re not good at climbing the ladder, so you feel an endless cycle of despair.

Rules and institutions are beautiful when they are a response to a relationship.

There’s a vast amount of encouragement when we read Scripture for what it really is,  
not what we want it to be.

When you let your guard down, you can be made right and transformed.

We’re all looking to be known, to be loved, to have purpose. Only Jesus can give that. 

SCRIPTURES: Hebrews 3:1; 4:14; 7:27; 1 Corinthians 3:16; Revelation 21:22; Psalm 32:9;  
Isaiah 30:16; John 1:14; 1 Peter 2:24; Ephesians 2:1; Romans 3:10-12; 4:5; 7:18-19 
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respond
Use these statements and questions to guide a group discussion.

Jefferson shared that he had tried religion and then walked away from it, only to realize  
that he had misunderstood Jesus and what being a Christian really is.

In what way have you misunderstood Jesus or Christianity? How 
did you come to a better understanding?

Read Ephesians 2:4-10.

What does this passage say about Jesus being greater than 
religion?

How have you experienced being either good or bad at climbing 
the ladder and the resulting pride or despair?

Have you experienced the spiritual struggle Jefferson mentioned, 
feeling as if you were brought to life only to become aware of your 
struggle with sin? 

Read Romans 8:10-11.

What hope do we have, knowing the resurrection happened and 
we can live in that truth?

What other things have you put your hope and happiness in?

Read Romans 4:5. 

How does the fact that God justifies the ungodly give you freedom 
in this group? And in life?

How are you encouraged to hear that the Bible is full of broken, 
messed-up people who were loved and changed by God’s grace?

What else did Jefferson say that was encouraging, convicting, 
or clarifying?

Wrap up with prayer. Encourage everyone to complete the personal reading 
& reflection on the following pages before your next group session. 15
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P E R S O N A L 
READING & 
REFLECTION

JESUS > 
RELIGION
We talked about a lot of things in our first group session. Maybe some ideas, interests, 
or questions were stirred up inside you. The topic we discussed may have even opened 
some old wounds, but hopefully, it gave you permission to open up your heart and mind, 
let down your guard, and consider whether the Jesus you’ve believed in (or have chosen 
not to believe in) is the real Jesus. 

Because the real Jesus can change your life.

This week we’re going to dig deeper into three ideas from the group session that will 
provide a foundational understanding for the rest of this study. Those three ideas are:

1. The Bible is more than a rule book. 
2. Christianity is more than a religion. 
3. Jesus is more than a good man.

Each week includes three personal readings and three pages for reflection. So if you like 
to study something every day, complete a reading one day, then the creative reflection 
the next day, and so on. If you know every other day would be a good average for you to 
study, then complete a reading and reflection together for three days each week. Whatever 
best fits your rhythm and personality. 

For even more, read chapters 1–3 in the book Jesus > Religion.
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one 

More than a rule book
read
The Bible isn’t filled with squeaky-clean, picture-perfect stories. The great heroes of the 
faith aren’t all that heroic, actually. They’re pretty normal. Sometimes it can even be 
shocking to read about their failures, rebellion, doubts, and struggles. 

But that’s also what’s so beautiful and encouraging about the Bible. It’s a grand narrative 
of God’s grace. It’s a love story and an epic battle. Jesus is the hero. Not us. The Bible 
describes a great rescue mission and restoration project. It shows how God is fixing 
everything we’ve broken throughout history.

If you think of the Bible as just an old book full of rules, a checklist of do’s and don’ts, or  
a collection of inspirational stories with perfect people who achieved religious fame, you’re 
missing out. The Bible is so much better than that.

How would you describe the Bible to someone? What is it?

Honestly, how do you feel about reading the Bible?

How often do you read it—any of it?

Does how much you read the Bible match what you say you 
believe about it?

Because we’re going to be reading the Bible over these six weeks, let’s do two things. 
First, let’s see what the Bible says about itself. That’s a good place to start, right? And then 
let’s look at an example of a real person who expressed real feelings to a real God.

17
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You search the Scriptures because you think that in them 
you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about 
me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.
JOHN 5:39-40

Basically, Jesus was saying there are two ways of viewing Scripture. We can either look 
at it, or we can look through it. The Bible can be either a wall or a windshield. Jesus told 
the religious teachers of His day that it’s not enough to know what the Scriptures say if we 
don’t have a relationship with the God who says it. The Bible isn’t a moral checklist to read, 
highlight, and memorize our way to a better life (now and eternally). The Bible is intended 
to help us see clearly as we follow Jesus wherever He leads us.

Circle the way you’ve viewed Scripture.  Wall  Windshield

Now let’s look at examples of a real person who shared real feelings in a real relationship 
with a real God.

Read Psalm 19.

What emotions are expressed in this psalm?

How can you relate to the writer of this psalm?

Read Psalm 6.

What emotions are expressed in this psalm?

How can you relate to the writer of this psalm?

What do these psalms show you about a relationship with God?

Take time to know God. To hear His Word. To see Jesus. 
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reflect
Identify some favorite verses or stories from Scripture.

Creatively reflect on the fact that God wants to speak to you 
through the Bible. You may want to express a Scripture you 
identified as a prayer in your own words. You may want to draw 
something to remind you of an encouraging truth from God’s 
Word. In whatever way fits your personality, use this space to 
express your thoughts and feelings about the truth that the Bible 
is much more than just a religious book of rules. 

19
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two

More than a religion
read 
Let’s start with a few questions.

Are you a Christian? 

What does that mean to you—being a Christian?

What do you think of when you hear the word Christian?

What perceptions do other people have of being a Christian?

You may have answered that first question the way many of us do: “Sure, of course  
I am. (I mean, I’m not some other religion.) I go to church. (Or I’ve gone some.) I have a 
Bible (maybe a Bible app). I try to do the right things (most of the time). I believe in God  
(or something). That’s the box I checked on my social-media profile. (Well, technically,  
I checked ‘other’ but just because I don’t like being labeled.)”

Or maybe you quickly said no. But there’s something in you that’s at least interested 
enough in Jesus to be reading this right now. Or maybe you’re just at the end of your rope. 
Everything seems to be unraveling, so why not give religion a try? Maybe you’re doing this 
just because somebody asked you to.

Whatever your reason or whatever you think your reason is, let’s consider this question.

20
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What if God is real? What if He’s all-loving and all-powerful? 
What if He has a reason for your reading this right now? What 
if the reason is that He wants you to know Him? Do you believe 
you can really know God?

Remember, in the group session we defined religion as things we do to try to get God’s 
approval or hopefully get into heaven when we die. And we saw that grace is the exact 
opposite of that mentality. Religion is trying to climb the ladder up to God. Grace is God 
coming down to us and giving us eternal life through what Jesus has done.

We’re going to talk a lot about grace over the next six weeks. And nobody wrote more  
in the Bible about grace than a man named Paul, so we should look at his story.

Read Acts 9:1-19.

Wow. Maybe your story is that dramatic too, but for most of us, meeting Jesus wasn’t 
so intense and literal. Two thousand years ago this superreligious guy named Saul (his 
Hebrew name), later known as Paul (his Greek name), became one of the most influential 
people in history. He had been such a devout Jew that he hated this new group of Jews 
who were claiming that Jesus was the Son of God, the promised Savior of God’s people, 
and their true King. Paul became a religious bounty hunter of sorts, tracking down people 
who believed in Jesus and imprisoning them. But God had a different plan.

Read Acts 11:25-26. 

The first people to be called Christians were among the first group God sent Paul to minister 
to. This word Christian wasn’t originally a nice religious designation. It may have even been 
a derogatory term, mocking people who were living for Jesus, just as many people today 
are still looked down on or even persecuted for His name. The name Christian literally 
means little Christ. The idea was that these people were living as though they could know 
Jesus and be like Him. Their lives were so transformed by grace that they started looking 
more like the person of Christ than any other known religious category. This way of life 
didn’t fit into people’s preconceived boxes. This was radically different. Polar opposite. 

Riots actually broke out as lives and communities were transformed. Religious leaders and 
even politicians felt threatened by this movement of people who were living for Jesus. Paul 
and the early Christians were accused of turning the world upside down (see Acts 17:6). 
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Look at the words Paul wrote later to a church he helped start in the city of Philippi: 

I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the 
loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may 
gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 
own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith 
in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith.
PHILIPPIANS 3:8-9

When it came to practicing religion, Paul had every gold star imaginable. He knew all the 
right answers, obeyed all the right rules, led the most elite groups, and was born into the 
right family (see Philippians 3:4-7). But he said compared to his relationship with Jesus,  
all his religious accolades were rubbish. Garbage. Dung. Worthless.

That’s pretty harsh language (that would probably get him kicked out of most churches 
today) to say Jesus is greater than religion.

What about you? What has defined your life?

How has religious activity defined your relationship with God?

How does trying to keep the rules and look the part make you feel?

Let’s go back to the first question. Are you a Christian? Whether you’ve said yes or no  
to a religious activity that’s being called Christian, Jesus is greater than that. 

For two thousand years women and men like Paul have faithfully lived and died and passed 
along the life-changing truth of Jesus. Today, right now, you have the opportunity to join 
that story. Are you ready to know and live for this Jesus? The Jesus who transforms lives? 
The Jesus who turns the world upside down through His people? 

Christianity is a relationship with Jesus by grace, not effort. 
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reflect
Have you been trying to climb up to God through religion when 
He’s already come down to you in Jesus? Use this space to reflect 
on what it means to be a Christian. You may want to draw a ladder 
and add things you’ve tried to do to be good enough for God (and 
others). How is a relationship with Jesus so much more than a religion?

23
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three

More than a good Man
read
There’s a certain Bible verse that’s almost become a cliché. We see it all over the place. 
You know, the guy waving the sign during the big event. But when a popular college 
athlete has it written on his eye black, millions of people Google it to find out what it says, 
because they recognize only the numbers. People see it everywhere but don’t know what 
it means. It’s John 3:16.

God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.
JOHN 3:16

Love. Life. God’s only Son. Given for whoever believes.

This story is too good to read just this one popular verse. 

Read John 3:1-21.

Now there’s a lot going on in this story, but here are a few things we need to notice. 

1. Nicodemus was a Pharisee, meaning he was a religious leader. 

2.  Nicodemus came at night to meet with Jesus. The fact that this detail is included in 
the story suggests that nighttime wasn’t just when he happened to be available to 
stop by. Most likely, Nicodemus didn’t want his religious friends to see him asking 
Jesus questions. Also, by the end of the story, Jesus used light and dark to represent 
being in or out of relationship with God.

3.  Nicodemus didn’t understand what Jesus was talking about because it didn’t fit into 
his mental framework for relating to God.

How has your understanding of Jesus changed over time? 
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Nicodemus called Jesus Rabbi and said, “We know that you are a teacher come from God” 
(v. 2). But Nicodemus’s words show that he didn’t know who Jesus really was. 

Who do you say Jesus is? Write a simple explanation.

How would you explain the difference between respecting Jesus 
as a good Teacher and believing in Him?

What are some popular opinions about Jesus today?

Ultimately, what Jesus told Nicodemus is true for “whoever” (verse 16) will believe today. 
There’s no middle ground. No respectful nod. No celebrity acceptance speech thanking 
God for His blessings. Jesus said we either believe in Him for salvation and live in 
relationship with Him or we don’t.

In each pair of words or phrases, underline the choice that applies 
to you.

Light, dark

In relationship, out of relationship

Eternal life, perishing 

Believing in Jesus, not so sure yet

Born into God’s spiritual family, living for this physical world

Jesus came so that you could have life. Jesus came because of God’s love.
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But Jesus didn’t come to get rid of everything we might associate with religion. He came 
to put everything back in its right place. Things were all mixed up and out of order. Just as 
they often are today.

God is clear throughout Scripture that what He desires, what really pleases Him, what He 
considers religion is something very different from what we’ve twisted it into. Jesus told the 
religious leaders:

Go and learn what this means, “I desire mercy, and not 
sacrifice.” For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners. 
MATTHEW 9:13

In your own words, explain what Jesus was saying in this verse.

Read Matthew 5:17-20.

Basically, Jesus said unless you’re better at keeping all the rules than Pharisees like 
Nicodemus (the varsity squad, the A-Team, the religious elite), then your religion will never 
earn your way into heaven.

In other words, none of us are climbing that ladder and reaching the top. 

Religion says do. Jesus says done. 

But He didn’t say that what’s written in the Scriptures isn’t true. Every bit of it is true. 

We just often miss the point. 

Jesus is the perfect bull’s-eye. 

It’s all about Jesus.
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reflect
Use this space to express your thoughts and feelings about the 
person of Jesus. Write a prayer, poetry, or song lyrics. Record 
questions. Draw a picture. Whatever you want to do to reflect  
on the truth about Jesus.
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session two

LOVE 
> SELF



Share your experience #JesusIsGreater

start
Welcome everyone� start by reviewing session 1 before introducing 
session 2�

Session 1 focused on the Bible, Christianity, and Jesus�

What was most helpful, encouraging, or challenging from your 
personal reading and reflection in session 1?

Today we’ll shift our focus to relationships and comparison�

Start this session with a simple activity. Have everyone line up 
side by side as far away from an opposite wall as possible. Then 
instruct everyone to jump to the distant wall.

Who jumped the farthest distance? Shortest? Average?

It’s human nature to constantly make comparisons� Keep the following question in mind  
as we watch the next video�

Do you look to Jesus or to people when measuring your worth? 
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Video sessions available at 
www.lifeway.com/JesusIsGreater

watch
Use these statements to follow along as you watch “Love > Self.”

Grace and Jesus want to make friends and break down barriers. Religion puts up barriers.

With religion the spotlight is on you, and it’s about comparing. But when it’s about grace, 
the spotlight is on Jesus, and we realize we’re all on an equal playing field.

When you make something other than Jesus central, that’s idolatry.

Whenever you idolize something, you demonize the opposite.

Sin is the enemy.

Sin put us and God in separation from each other.

God has rescued us in the person and work of Jesus.

When you trust in grace, you are one with God.

God doesn’t grade on a curve; He grades on a cross.

Comparison is an endless cycle.

When you’re plugged in to God’s love, you’ll in turn go and love others. 

SCRIPTURES: John 4:1-42; Ephesians 6:12; Colossians 1:21; Romans 5:10;  
2 Corinthians 5:21; Hebrews 4:15; Matthew 22:36-40 
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respond
Use these statements and questions to guide a group discussion.

Let’s start with the questions Jefferson asked at the end of the video. 

What hope exists in knowing Jesus doesn’t go around you, He’s 
not afraid of your sin, and He comes to you right where you are? 

How have you received God’s grace? How have you shared it 
with others?

Explain what Jefferson meant when he said, “God doesn’t grade 
on a curve; He grades on a cross.”

How have you experienced the cycle of disappointment that 
results from comparing yourself to others?

Read John 4:7-10,15-18,27-30. 

What seems too bad for Jesus to change in your life or in the 
lives of other people?

How have you seen people make enemies or demonize the opposite 
of what they idolize? Whom do you avoid or look down on?

Read Romans 5:10; 2 Corinthians 5:21; and Colossians 1:21-22.

How does remembering Jesus’ overwhelming and sacrificial love 
change the way you view and treat others?

Read Matthew 22:36-40.

What practical steps can you take this week to follow Jesus’ 
teaching to love God and love others?

Wrap up with prayer. Encourage everyone to complete the personal reading 
& reflection on the following pages before your next group session.
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