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A WORD FROM N. T.  WRIGHT

What are we waiting for? And what are we going to do about it 
in the meantime?

Those two questions shape the focus and direction of this DVD 
study. First, it is about the ultimate hope held out in the Chris tian 
gospel: the hope, that is, for salvation, resurrection, eternal life, and 
the cluster of other things that go with them. Second, it is about the 
discovery of hope within the present world; about the practical ways 
in which hope can come alive for communities and individuals who 
for whatever reason may lack it. And it is about the ways in which 
embracing the first can and should generate and sustain the second.

Most  people, in my experience —  including many Chris tians —  
don’t know what the ultimate Chris tian hope really is. Most 
 people —  again, sadly, including many Chris tians —  don’t expect 
Chris tians to have much to say about hope within the present world. 
Most  people don’t imagine that these two could have anything to 
do with each other. Hence the title of this study: hope comes as a 
surprise, at several levels at once.

This study will help establish a foundation of practical and even 
political theology —  of, that is, Chris tian reflection on the nature of 
the task we face as we seek to bring God’s kingdom to bear on the 
real and painful world in which we live.

With that in mind, a disclaimer is in order. I am not a politician, 
though it is true that by virtue of my office as Bishop of Durham 
I am a member of the British House of Lords. I have neither run 
for public office nor campaigned actively —  in terms of the sheer 
hard work of speaking, writing, marching, cajoling —  for many of 
the causes in which I believe. I have tried to put my shoulder to the 
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A  W O R D  F R O M  N .  T.  W R I G H T  |  7

wheel by other means. But the subjects in which I have specialized, 
and the pastoral situations I now face every day in a diocese where 
some suffer severely from the faceless cruelties of the last fifty years, 
have forced me to think through some of what a Chris tian should 
be saying and thinking about rediscovering hope in the public and 
political world.

As I have done so, I have found these two themes of hope, 
again and again, joining themselves together. Hope is about what 
lies ahead and is promised by a God who loves to bring hope to 
each one of us. It is also about the kingdom of God breaking into 
our present-day realities and hope spilling out into the world today. 
These two ideas and realities are bound together and can’t be sepa-
rated, as hard as some might try.

As we dig into this study it is helpful to remember that all lan-
guage about the future is simply a set of signposts pointing into a 
fog. We see through a glass darkly, says St. Paul as he peers toward 
what lies ahead. All our language about future states of the world and 
of ourselves consists of complex pictures that may or may not cor-
respond very well to the ultimate reality. But that doesn’t mean it’s 
anybody’s guess or that every opinion is as good as every other one.

And —  supposing someone came forward out of the fog to meet 
us? That, of course, is the central though often ignored Chris tian 
belief. As you enter into this study of hope, it is my prayer that you 
will see  Jesus inviting you to experience and extend hope in this 
world, and that you will feel him walking at your side along the way.

N. T. Wright

031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   7031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   7 11/30/09   9:25 AM11/30/09   9:25 AM



031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   8031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   8 11/30/09   9:25 AM11/30/09   9:25 AM



OF NOTE

The quotations interspersed throughout this participant’s guide are 
excerpts from the book Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the 
Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church by N. T. Wright (Harper 
One, 2008).
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S e s s io n  O n e

H O P E  F O R  T H E 
W O R L D

God wants his  people to experience hope and to share 

it with the world. Hope that has world transforming 

power is more than just anticipation of what God will 

do in the future. It is the coming of God’s kingdom 

here on earth . . . today.
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INTRODUCTION

This DVD study series, based on N. T. Wright’s book of the 
same name, invites us to look closer and think deeper. Wright has a 
beautiful way of pointing to the familiar and helping us see things 
we never noticed before.

There are words in the Chris tian vocabulary that can feel famil-
iar, almost a bit worn. Words like heaven, resurrection, salvation, 
and the church should stir our imagination and cause our heart to 
race, but often they can feel mundane.

In these six sessions you will be invited to take a fresh new look 
at the theological landscape of the Chris tian faith. N. T. Wright 
will be your tour guide. Along the way those familiar landmarks, 
locations, and ideas will begin to take on new meaning that will do 
more than stir your heart . . . they will transform your life!

The first destination on this journey is the place where the 
Chris tian hope is born. What is the source of our hope? Can the 
hope found in  Jesus really transform our lives and the world in 
which we live? And, how can those who follow Christ bring his light 
to a hope-starved world?

“God’s kingdom” in the preaching of  Jesus refers not to 

postmortem destiny, not to our escape from this world into 

another one, but to God’s sovereign rule coming “on earth 

as it is in heaven.”
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TALK ABOUT IT

How might living with the assurance and hope of heaven, and hav-

ing confidence in the resurrection, move us to action and bring 

hope right where we live today?

What we say about death and resurrection gives shape and 

color to everything else. If we are not careful, we will offer 

merely a “hope” that is no longer a surprise, no longer able 

to transform lives and communities in the present, no longer 

generated by the resurrection of  Jesus himself and looking 

forward to the promised new heavens and new earth.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session one, featuring 
N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that stands 
out to you.

 People all around of the world are asking, “Is there any hope?” and 
they do so with good reason! Two particular ways that  people can 
go astray:

• The “secret code” approach
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14  |  S U R P R I S E D  B Y  H O P E  P A R T I C I P A N T ’ S  G U I D E

• The “escape the world” approach

The biblical vision for this world and the future

What the Bible means and does not mean when it talks about judg-
ing the world

The Gospels and  Jesus’ teaching about hope and God’s kingdom

The conflict between the message of God’s kingdom coming and 
the presiding powers of  Jesus’ day (religious and political)

The apostle Paul’s vision of hope

A good definition of being the church
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“Thy kingdom come, on earth as in heaven,” remains one of 

the most powerful and revolutionary sentences we can ever 

say. As I see it, the prayer was powerfully answered at the 

first Easter and will finally be answered fully when heaven 

and earth are joined in the new Jerusalem. Easter was when 

Hope in person surprised the whole world by coming for-

ward from the future into the present.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. Tell a story from your personal life, church life, or national his-

tory, where a person of hope stood up for others during a hard 

time and helped bring hope back to the  people.

2. N. T. Wright lives and ministers in a region where there is 

potential for hopelessness and fatalism. Name places in your 

community or country where hope seems to have run out and 

that desperately need a fresh infusion of the hope that only God 

can bring.

3. If someone asked you, “What is the hope of the Chris tian 

faith?” what would you answer?
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16  |  S U R P R I S E D  B Y  H O P E  P A R T I C I P A N T ’ S  G U I D E

4. Wright reflects on a series of happenings around the world that 

have led to a sense of hopelessness for many  people —  including 

floods, famines, disasters, wars, economic crises, and political 

upheaval. What happenings in your lifetime have stripped away 

 people’s hope, and why do these events have such a devastating 

impact?

5. Wright talks about two particular mistakes that occur when it 

comes to understanding the Bible and hope. How have you seen 

the “secret code” approach and the “escape the world” approach 

lived out by  people in the church?

Christmas itself has now far outstripped Easter in popu-

lar culture as the real celebratory center of the Chris tian 

year —  a move that completely reverses the New Testament’s 

emphasis.

6. Though the Bible clearly offers the hope of heaven and the cer-

tainty of a future resurrection, it does not teach that God will 

one day throw this world into some celestial trash heap. Read 

the following passages and discuss how God sees the world:

• Psalm 96:11 – 13
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• Isaiah 11:1 – 9

• Revelation 21:1 – 5

7. How does Wright’s understanding of judgment in Psalm 

96:13 —  that God is coming to judge the earth with righ teous-

ness and truth —  push back against the idea that God is angry 

at the world and ready to burn it up and throw it away?

8. In the Sermon on the Mount,  Jesus teaches his followers to pray, 

“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom 

come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 

6:9 – 10). What do you think  Jesus is asking us to pray, and how 

does this connect with the hope God wants to bring to this 

world?

9. Wright explains from the book of Acts how both the Jewish and 

pagan powers of the day were shocked and pushed back against 

the idea that a new kingdom was coming into this world. Early 
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believers were forced to decide if they would follow the exist-

ing power systems in the world (and their way of doing things) 

or God’s ways and his kingdom vision. How might next week 

look different if you fully embraced a “God’s kingdom come” 

approach to living?

10. Wright suggests that a good definition of the church would be: 

 “people who gather together to share hope and be  people of 

hope in the world.” What do you think of this definition of 

the church? How might the activity of your local congregation 

change if you actually functioned with a profound sense that 

one of your primary callings is to be a community of hope right 

where God has placed you?

Most  people have little or no idea what the word resurrec-

tion actually means or why Chris tians say they believe it.
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session one now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group as part of your between-sessions activities.) Here 

are some reflection questions for the bonus section:

What are some of the ways the church has brought pain and heart-

ache to the world?

How can we confess this, with authentic humility, to God and the 

world?

How has the church served and loved the world in ways that have 

brought healing, grace, and hope?

How can we celebrate these things and continue with this legacy?

B
O

N
U

S
 S

T
U

D
Y
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Ask God to help you live with a confidence that his hope 
is yours, both now and forever.

• Pray for a fresh new understanding that God wants to see 
his kingdom come on this earth as it is in heaven.

• Pray for the Holy Spirit to move you, your small group, 
and your church into the world with actions of love and 
hope that reveal the presence of God.

Heaven, in the Bible, is not a future destiny but the other, 

hidden, dimension of our ordinary life —  God’s dimension, 

if you like. God made heaven and earth; at the last he will 

remake both and join them together forever.

031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   20031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   20 11/30/09   9:25 AM11/30/09   9:25 AM



S E S S I O N  O N E — H O P E  F O R  T H E  W O R L D  |  2 1

BET WEEN SESSIONS

Personal  Ref lect ion

Think about where God has placed you. God wants to bring his 
hope through you to the places you shop, dine, work, play, and live. 
At the start of the session N. T. Wright spoke of the needs in his 
community, the changing economy, and the pain  people are facing. 
Reflect on the  people in your life and what they are facing. Ask God 
to use you as a beacon of hope in each of these relationships.

Personal  Act ion

Take a walk or drive around your community . . . the place God has 
planted you. Pray for eyes to see the pain, loss, and hopelessness that 
can saturate our world. Actually ask the Holy Spirit to help you see 
beyond the physical to begin perceiving with the eyes of  Jesus. As 
you see and feel the reality of what so many  people face each day, 
pray for the kingdom of God to begin breaking into these places 
and lives. If you feel a prompting of the Spirit to take some kind of 
action in response to this exercise . . . act on it!

Group Engagement

Wright told a story about a church in his community that started 
a school for  people who had great physical and mental challenges. 
What is one action of hope your group can take in the next month 
to bring heaven to earth right in your community? If possible, dis-
cuss and decide this before your next group gathering, in order to 
get the activity on everyone’s schedule.
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Prayer Direct ion

• Pray for eyes to see the needs of the community around you.
• Ask the Spirit to soften your heart to those who are hurting 

and needy.
• Pray for your local church to become a beacon of hope in 

your community.
• Pray that God’s kingdom will come and his will be done in 

your life, home, and community . . . as it is in heaven.

Recommended Reading

As you reflect on what you have learned in this session you may 
want to read chapters 1 and 2 of the book Surprised by Hope, by 
N. T. Wright. Then, in preparation for session two, you may want 
to read chapters 3 and 4 as well.
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Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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S e s s io n  Two

T H E  H O P E  O F  T H E 
R E S U R R E C T I O N

The hope of the resurrection is more than anticipating 

we will leave this world some day and go to heaven. 

Rather, it is a bold confidence that God’s kingdom, 

presence, and power are breaking into our world 

today and a whole new creation has begun.
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INTRODUCTION

The resurrection of  Jesus is more than a belief that his body 
was dead and came to life again, though this is quite true. It is an 
awareness that there was a cosmic explosion when  Jesus rose again, 
and the power and repercussions of this reality echo through the 
ages to our day and into eternity.

From the earliest years of the church, followers of  Jesus were 
uniform in their affirmation and confidence that  Jesus had raised, 
bodily, from the dead. He had come through death, out the other 
side, and a new reality was born. The tomb was empty! The risen 
 Jesus had met with them, taught them, shared meals, and instructed 
them. The one who had died on the cross was alive again.

Because  Jesus has risen, we have more than confidence that our 
eternity is secure. We have an invitation to become his ambassa-
dors in the world today. Through his church,  Jesus wants to bring 
justice, lift up beauty, and lavish his gifts on the earth. And the 
primary way he plans to do this is through you and me.

The eternal expression of the father’s love became the incar-

nate expression of the father’s love so that by his self-giving 

to death, even the death of the cross, the whole creation can 

be reconciled to God.
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TALK ABOUT IT

When you think of believers being resurrected someday, how do you 

picture this in your mind?

 Jesus’ resurrection is the beginning of that new life, the 

fresh grass growing through the concrete of corruption and 

decay in the old world. That final redemption will be the 

moment when heaven and earth are joined together at last, 

in a burst of God’s creative energy for which Easter is the 

prototype and source.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session two, featuring 
N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that stands 
out to you.

First-century beliefs about what happened to  people when they died

• Ancient pagan views

• Ancient Jewish views
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The early Chris tians were uniform in their belief in the resurrection

Women play a significant role in the resurrection narratives

Portraits of  Jesus in the resurrection stories

Something new is going on and two things had to have happened

 Jesus had done something new

God’s new creation had already begun

Our calling is to be advance foretastes of that new creation
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The first Chris tians did not simply believe in life after death; 

they virtually never spoke simply of going to heaven when 

they died. When they did speak of heaven as a postmortem 

destination, they seemed to regard this heavenly life as a 

temporary stage on the way to the eventual resurrection of 

the body.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. N. T. Wright notices that  people tend to say conservative things 

at a graveside . . . they stick to what they were told when they 

were young. How have you seen this? Why do you think  people 

who are not particularly devout or serious about faith say things 

at someone’s passing that do not ref lect what they seem to 

believe and live the rest of the time?

2. When we read the gospel accounts of the resurrection from 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, each tells the story in distinct 

and varied ways. How does this lend support for the authority 

of these accounts?
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3. The women play a striking role in the resurrection narratives, 

yet in the first century women were not seen as credible wit-

nesses. How does this actually support the gospel accounts of 

the resurrection?

From the start within early Chris tian ity it was built in as part 

of the belief in resurrection that the new body, though it 

will certainly be a body in the sense of a physical object 

occupying space and time, will be a transformed body, a 

body whose material, created from the old material, will 

have new properties.

4. Read: John 20:19 – 20. When Christ is raised, he appears to be 

both familiar, yet altogether different. How is  Jesus different 

after the resurrection?

5. Some  people look at the resurrection this way: “ Jesus died, he 

was raised, and now we get to go to heaven!” Wright suggests 

another way to see the resurrection: “It is about a new bodily 

life in this world and for this world. God’s new creation has 

begun and we have a job to do. The resurrection empowers us 
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to live in new ways today.” How might these two viewpoints 

send believers in quite different directions in their daily lives?

Resurrection is not an absurd event within the old world 

but the symbol and starting point of the new world. The 

claim advanced in Chris tian ity is of that magnitude:  Jesus 

of Nazareth ushers in not simply a new religious possibility, 

not simply a new ethic or a new way of salvation, but a new 

creation.

6. Wright declares that our calling is to be “advance foretastes of 

the new creation!” What is a practical way you can seek to be 

God’s “advanced foretaste” in one of these places:

• In your home

• In your workplace

• In your community
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7. The power of Easter is more than just a promise of eternal life 

in heaven some day in the future (though this is part of it). If 

the church gets this truth, what are specific ways this shift in 

thinking could transform the way we interact with the world?

8. In ancient Palestine, water was life! Our lives are to be like that. 

Tell about a person you know who seems to naturally bring the 

refreshing life of God’s living water wherever they go. What 

sorts of things does this person do that reflect the resurrected 

presence of  Jesus?

9. God wants to flood the dry, dusty world around us with the 

refreshing water of his presence. What is one thing you can 

personally do this coming week to bring the refreshing flood of 

God’s presence, love, and compassion to a dry place you travel 

regularly?
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The empty tomb and the meetings with  Jesus are as well 

established as any historical data could expect to be. They 

are, in combination, the only possible explanation for the 

stories and beliefs that grew up so quickly among  Jesus’ 

followers.

10. Wright talks about artistic creativity and expressions of beauty. 

We can bring these things through our passion for justice, 

through our tenderness to the needy, and through our acts of 

kindness to the marginalized. If you have not already discussed 

with your group a project or ministry you could do together to 

bring beauty to your community, unleash justice for someone 

who is oppressed, or show compassion to a hurting person, do 

so now.
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session two now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group as part of your between-sessions activities.) Here 

are some reflection questions for the bonus section:

Most  people in the biblical world saw heaven and earth as over-

lapping and interlocking spheres of reality. They believed that God’s 

world could touch our world at any time. What are signs you see that 

God is closer than we sometimes recognize?

The sovereignty of  Jesus did not come with displays of power, but 

through love, ser vice, humility, and eventually his sacrificial death. 

How should this reality inform the way we seek to bring his presence 

into our spheres of influence?

 Jesus sent his followers out to do the same kinds of things that he 

had done for  people. What is one thing  Jesus did that you know he 

wants you to begin doing?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Thank God that  Jesus is truly risen and alive today.
• Pray for power to be God’s ambassador of the resurrected 

presence of  Jesus wherever you go in the coming week.
• Thank God for the  people he has placed in your life who 

have brought living water and the presence of  Jesus.
• Pray for your church to be a body of  people who are so 

connected to the risen  Jesus that they reflect his presence 
in the world as they seek justice, bear God’s love, and 
bring beauty alive in the world around them.

Hope is what you get when you suddenly realize that a dif-

ferent worldview is possible. . . . The same worldview shift 

that is demanded by the resurrection of  Jesus is the shift 

that will enable us to transform the world.
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BET WEEN SESSIONS

Personal  Ref lect ion

In a moment when you are feeling thirsty, even parched, get a cold 
glass of water and drink it slowly. Allow yourself to feel the refresh-
ment that comes from this simple gift. Then, remember that  Jesus 
calls you to be his living water in this world. Think about how the 
risen  Jesus quenches your thirst and satisfies your soul. Then, reflect 
on places you will be in the coming days . . . places that can be dry, 
arid, and desolate. While you are drinking your water, ask God to 
give you creative ideas for how he might bring his refreshment to 
these places through your words, actions, and presence.

Personal  Act ion

Take a walk through a cemetery. Read some of the tombstones and 
reflect on what kind of theology is being expressed. In the quiet-
ness of this place, ask the Holy Spirit of God to let your life be a 
testimony to the resurrection of  Jesus.

Group Engagement

Wright talked about how each part of the body of Christ has a dif-
ferent function and contributes something valuable (1 Co rin thi ans 
12). In the coming times your group gathers for this study, talk 
about how God has gifted each of you and think about how these 
varied spiritual gifts can function together to bring the resurrected 
presence of  Jesus more fully into the life of your local church. What 
can you each contribute, in the setting of your church, to bring the 
presence and love of the resurrected  Jesus alive in the community 
of believers?
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Prayer Direct ion

• Pray that you will embrace and create beauty that will reflect 
the presence of the risen Christ.

• Ask for eyes to see and notice moments when you can let the 
living water of  Jesus flow from you into the lives of others.

• Pray for your local church to become a source of resurrec-
tion power in your community.

• Thank  Jesus for unleashing his resurrection presence in your 
heart, home, church, and this world.

Recommended Reading

In preparation for session three, you may want to read chapters 5 – 7 
of the book Surprised by Hope, by N. T. Wright.

031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   37031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   37 11/30/09   9:25 AM11/30/09   9:25 AM



3 8  |  S U R P R I S E D  B Y  H O P E  P A R T I C I P A N T ’ S  G U I D E

Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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S e s s io n  T h r e e

T H E  H O P E  O F 
H E A V E N

Heaven is not a far away place we hope to go some 

day. Through Christ it is very near, it is the control 

room of earth, and as we follow  Jesus, the reality of 

heaven comes alive in us and is unleashed through us.
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INTRODUCTION

Heaven will not be a boring place, off in distant space, where 
we play harps, sit on clouds, and sing the same stanza of the same 
song forever. Heaven is God’s space, filled with peace, justice, and 
beauty. Heaven and earth are overlapping realities and the resur-
rection of  Jesus has connected these two spheres more closely than 
we know.

Heaven is the control room of earth and God’s sovereign rule 
is present today. As we learn to walk with  Jesus and live as God’s 
 people in this world, the kingdom plan of God continues to unfold 
and be revealed. We are not waiting to fly off to heaven one day, but 
heaven is breaking into our present circumstances with each passing 
moment. If we pay close attention, we will see that heaven and earth 
are overlapping today.

One of the ways God brings his kingdom, “on earth as it is in 
heaven,” is through his  people. You and I are invited to be vehicles 
God can use to bring his love, justice, and beauty to a world desper-
ate for all of these things. The hope of heaven is not something we 
are waiting for, but it is what we enter each day as we follow  Jesus 
and let his heavenly plans unfold in us.

What God did for  Jesus on the first Easter Day, he has prom-

ised to do for each one who is in Christ, each one indwelt by 

the Spirit of Christ. That is the biblical and historic Chris tian 

expectation in terms of ourselves as human beings.

031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   40031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   40 11/30/09   9:25 AM11/30/09   9:25 AM



S E S S I O N  T H R E E —T H E  H O P E  O F  H E AV E N  |  41

TALK ABOUT IT

A Far Side cartoon once depicted a guy on a cloud, playing a harp, 

and saying, “I wish I’d brought a magazine.” The implication is that 

heaven will be boring. What other pictures of heaven are part of the 

cultural consciousness, and what do you think causes  people to view 

heaven in these terms?

So far from sitting on clouds playing harps, as  people often 

imagine, the redeemed  people of God in the new world will 

be the agents of his love going out in new ways to accom-

plish new creative tasks to celebrate and extend the glory 

of his love.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session three, featur-
ing N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that 
stands out to you.

The common view of heaven as being far away . . . therefore God is 
far away

Biblical view: Heaven and earth are interlocking spheres of God’s 
creation . . . they work together
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Heaven as the control room for what happens on earth (God’s 
sovereignty)

 Jesus as the ultimate place where heaven and earth meet

Place of the temple for Jewish  people

Heaven and hell as states of existence that are not the same

What does being truly human look like?

The kingdom of heaven and the kingdom of God
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Jesus teaches us to pray

Heaven and God’s rule coming on earth (God’s space and our space 
coming together)

What creation needs is neither abandon nor evolution but 

rather redemption and renewal; and this is both prom-

ised and guaranteed by the resurrection of  Jesus from the 

dead. . . . The whole world is waiting, on tiptoe with expecta-

tion, for the moment when that resurrection life and power 

sweeps through it, filling it with the glory of God as the 

waters cover the sea.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. A Russian cosmonaut came back from space and declared, “I 

looked for God and did not find him. No God, no heaven, no 

nothing!” How might a Chris tian respond to such a statement?
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2. How might viewing heaven as a place very far away and a reality 

entirely separate from us have a harmful impact on the way we 

pray and relate to God?

The method of the kingdom will match the message of the 

kingdom. The kingdom will come as the church, energized 

by the Spirit.

3. In the Bible, heaven and earth are the two interlocking spheres 

of God’s good creation. Tell about a time you really felt heaven 

and the presence of God was near you, overlapping into this 

world.

4. Read: Ephesians 1:7 – 10. What do you learn about the connec-

tion and overlap of heaven and earth in this passage?
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5. Heaven and earth don’t just overlap, but heaven is the control 

room of what happens on earth. Kings and rulers can claim to 

run this world, but God has his hands on the controls! What 

is one situation in your life where you need to be reminded of 

God’s sovereign rule to strengthen you and give you hope?

6. N. T. Wright is clear that the message of  Jesus is not simply 

about keeping  people from ending up in hell. It is also more 

than helping them “go to heaven.” How have you seen  people 

reduce the life and gospel of  Jesus to a simple message about a 

person’s future destination?

Death as we now know it is the last enemy, not a good part 

of the good creation; and therefore death must be defeated 

if the life-giving God is to be honored as the true lord of the 

world. When this has happened, and only then,  Jesus the 

Messiah, the Lord of the world, will hand over the rule of 

the kingdom to his father, and God will be all in all.
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7. Wright warns against using the possibility of hell to frighten 

 people “into heaven.” He says this approach can appeal to 

wrong instincts that are based on self-preservation and selfish-

ness. How have you seen  people use hell as a scare tactic, and 

what are some possible results of this approach?

8. Wright says we should not look at heaven and hell as locations in 

our cosmos (heaven way up in the sky, hell down in the middle 

of the earth) but as states of existence. “In the light of heaven we 

become truly human. The point of hell is that  people become less 

human . . . because we become like the things we worship.” How 

does this understanding of heaven and hell resonate with you?

9. Read: Matthew 6:9 – 10. Wright believes this prayer helps us see 

that the kingdom of heaven is not a place where we go to escape 

from earth, but the rule and reign of God coming into human 

history and onto the earth! How is this a new way of thinking? 

What are signs we can see that reveal heaven is coming to earth 

today?
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10. We are to pray, “Your kingdom come. . . .” What can we do to 

help the kingdom of God enter into our daily lives in one of 

these areas?

• In our homes

• In our neighborhoods

• In our workplaces

• In our churches

The real problem with the myth of progress is that it cannot 

deal with evil. And when I say, “deal with,” I don’t just mean 

intellectually, though that is true as well; I mean in practice. 

It can’t develop a strategy that actually addresses the severe 

problems of evil in the world. This is why all the evolution-

ary optimism of the last two hundred years remains helpless 

before world war, drug crime, Auschwitz, apartheid, child 

pornography, and the other interesting sidelines that evolu-

tion has thrown up for our entertainment in the twentieth 

century.
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session three now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group as part of your between-sessions activities.) Here 

are some reflection questions for the bonus section:

A positive article written in response to N. T. Wright’s book Surprised 

by Hope was unfortunately (and in error) titled, “New Bishop Abol-

ishes Heaven and the Soul!” In light of some Chris tians’ understand-

ing of heaven, hell, and the soul, can you explain why the article and 

the title caused confusion?

Read: 1 Tim othy 6:13 – 16. How does this passage speak to the idea 

that God is immortal, and what implications does it have on the claim 

some  people make that human beings have “immortal souls”?

Read: 1 Co rin thi ans 15:50 – 54. Wright is emphatic that God gives 

immortality to those who are in Christ. It is given —  we don’t possess 

it on our own! How does this fly in the face of the common belief 

that all  people have immortal souls?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Thank God that heaven will be vibrant, alive, dynamic, 
and more interesting than we can dream!

• Give praise to  Jesus for connecting heaven and earth 
closely through his resurrection.

• Pray that you will see and feel how heaven is breaking into 
this life and how God is sovereign and at the controls of 
this earth . . . even when things might seem confusing and 
troubling.

Redemption is not simply making creation a bit better, as 

the optimistic evolutionist would try to suggest. Nor is it 

rescuing spirits and souls from an evil material world, as the 

Gnostic would want to say. It is the remaking of creation, 

having dealt with the evil that is defacing and distorting it. 

And it is accomplished by the same God, now known in  Jesus 

Christ, through whom it was made in the first place.
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BET WEEN SESSIONS

Personal  Ref lect ion

Heaven is the control room of earth. God is on the throne and 
through the life, death, and resurrection of  Jesus, the sovereign rule 
of God is coming into this world in greater and greater measure. 
Humbly examine your own life. Is there an area you are resisting 
God’s control and leadership? How are you fighting the invitation 
to surrender this area of your life? How might your life be different 
if you let this attitude or action come under the control of God’s 
heavenly rule?

Personal  Act ion

Take a step forward in surrendering your life more fully to the lord-
ship of  Jesus. In the “Personal Reflection” section above you iden-
tified an area of your life where you are clinging to the controls of 
some action or attitude that you know God wants you to surrender 
to him. What can you do in the coming days to change this pattern 
in your life and bring it into alignment with God’s way of living? 
Pray for the power of the resurrected Christ to fill you so that you 
can live in a new way . . . one that pleases  Jesus.

Group Engagement

N. T. Wright talks about how our worship space and church ser-
vices can give us pictures of how heaven and earth connect. Plan to 
attend a worship ser vice with your group sometime in the coming 
weeks. Then linger in the worship space for fifteen to twenty min-
utes afterward to talk about how you felt and saw heaven and earth 
coming together in that ser vice. Look around the worship space and 
identify symbols, structures, and furnishings that help you picture 
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how heaven is very near us. Finally, pray together to thank  Jesus for 
all he has done to bridge this glorious heaven-and-earth experience 
we have.

Prayer Direct ion

• Pray that God’s sovereign rule would be seen and felt on this 
earth.

• Thank  Jesus that his resurrection makes it possible for 
heaven and earth to overlap. Thank God for the privilege of 
worship and pray for fresh experiences of heaven intersecting 
with earth as you gather to worship with God’s  people.

• Pray for  people in your life who have never embraced  Jesus 
and his kingdom. Pray that they will open their hearts to 
the Savior and his glorious heaven-and-earth plan for all 
 people.

• Ask for the Spirit of God to use you, each day, to be a con-
duit of God’s kingdom life to the places you travel.

Recommended Reading

In preparation for session four, you may want to read chapters 8 and 
9 of the book Surprised by Hope, by N. T. Wright.
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Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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T H E  H O P E  O F 
 J E S U S ’  S E C O N D 

C O M I N G

The hope of the second coming is based on the bibli-

cal confidence that  Jesus will one day return to this 

world, restore creation, heal his  people, and make all 

things new.
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INTRODUCTION

 Jesus Christ died on the cross, was buried for three days, and 
then rose again in glory. He started something entirely new . . . the 
kingdom of God was breaking into human history. Since that time, 
the church has stood as a signpost for all who will look and see. 
Heaven intersects with earth and God is building his kingdom.

Now, the church and all of creation awaits the return of  Jesus 
and the final consummation of his work here on earth. This is the 
hope of the second coming. It is not about God sweeping down and 
scooping up his  people to rescue us from a dying planet. Rather, it 
is about  Jesus returning to redeem the earth, heal his  people, sort 
out all that is wrong, and reign in glory.

As we wait for that day, we are not to spend our time peering 
into the sky wondering when  Jesus will arrive. We are not to create 
fanciful scenarios about how  Jesus will come. Instead, we are to 
invest our energy and time in caring for his creation, loving each 
other, sharing his grace, seeking justice, celebrating beauty, and liv-
ing with confidence that  Jesus will return one day. Until that final 
consummation, we live each day with a profound awareness that 
 Jesus is King of Kings and Lord of Lords.

The word eschatology, which literally means “the study 

of the last things,” doesn’t just refer to death, judgment, 

heaven, and hell, as used to be thought. It also refers to the 

strongly held belief of most first-century Jews, and virtu-

ally all early Chris tians, that history was going somewhere 

under the guidance of God and that where it was going was 

toward God’s new world of justice, healing, and hope.
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TALK ABOUT IT

Many  people see the second coming of  Jesus as an instant ticket out 

of this world. They don’t anticipate his coming as a daily experience 

but solely as an event sometime in the future. How can our under-

standing of the second coming impact the way we act, live, and treat 

the world today?

We must remind ourselves that all Chris tian language about 

the future is a set of signposts pointing into a mist. Sign-

posts don’t normally provide you with advance photographs 

of what you’ll find at the end of the road, but that doesn’t 

mean they aren’t pointing in the right direction.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session four, featuring 
N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that stands 
out to you.

 Jesus began the task of launching the work of the kingdom

Biblical picture: Kingdom of God theology
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Daniel 7, Acts, and Ephesians

The second coming:  Jesus is going to sort it all out

Final judgment

God is sorting out the good news through  Jesus (Romans 2 and 
2 Co rin thi ans 5)

1 Thes salo nians 4

 Jesus is King of Kings
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Theology of the second coming

There will come a time, which might indeed come at any 

time, when, in the great renewal of the world that Easter 

itself foreshadowed,  Jesus himself will be personally present 

and will be the agent and model of the transformation that 

will happen both to the whole world and also to believers.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. In the Apostles’ Creed we read that  Jesus will come again to 

“judge the living and the dead.” What do you think this means?

2. Wright talks about “the rapture” of the church, an idea that is 

quite popular among some groups of Chris tians. If you have 

been exposed to this idea, briefly summarize it and explain what 

 people who anticipate a rapture are waiting for.
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3. Read: Acts 1:7 – 8 and Acts 2:1 – 4. How does the coming of 

the Holy Spirit into individual lives, the church, and the world 

buttress the belief that God is on a mission to bring heaven and 

earth together?

4. How have you experienced the Holy Spirit’s power and presence 

in ways that point to the reality of God’s heavenly kingdom 

breaking into this world?

5. Read: Daniel 7:13 – 14 and Mark 13:24 – 27. Many  people see 

these passages as an affirmation that  Jesus will come on the 

clouds and take his  people out of the world. How does Wright 

portray what is happening in these passages in a very different 

light?

The picture of  Jesus as the coming judge is the central fea-

ture of another absolutely vital and nonnegotiable Chris-

tian belief: that there will indeed be a judgment in which 

the creator God will set the world right once and for all. . . . 
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We need to remind ourselves that throughout the Bible, not 

least in the Psalms, God’s coming judgment is a good thing, 

something to be celebrated, longed for, yearned over.

6. Read: Acts 1:9 – 11. The second coming of  Jesus is a biblical 

belief and very important. N. T. Wright puts it this way: “If we 

don’t hold to the belief in the second coming of  Jesus, we have 

not rounded out the whole kingdom of God theology.” What 

do we lose if we do not embrace confidence in the second com-

ing of  Jesus?

7. Read: Philippians 3:20 – 21. The apostle Paul writes about  Jesus 

“bringing everything under his control.” Wright talks about 

how the judgment God will bring is about sorting things out, 

making them right, and bringing them under his sovereign rule. 

How does Wright’s understanding of “judgment” line up with 

how you have been taught to understand it?

Because we live between ascension and appearing, joined 

to  Jesus Christ by the Spirit but still awaiting his final coming 

and presence, we can be both properly humble and properly 

confident. “We proclaim not ourselves, but  Jesus Christ as 

Lord, and ourselves as your servants through  Jesus.”
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8. Read: 1 Thes salo nians 5:1 – 8. What are some of the metaphors 

in this passage and how is Paul mixing them? What warning 

does Wright give about passages that use this kind of imagery 

(including 1 Thes salo nians 4:13 – 18)?

9. Wright looks at some of the political and social implications of 

our theology of the second coming. What does he say happens 

if we embrace the idea of a rapture where all the faithful fol-

lowers of  Jesus are swept off the earth? What does he say about 

embracing the idea that  Jesus will come to earth as the King of 

Kings and the Lord of Lords?

10. One day  Jesus will bring perfect justice, peace, and wisdom to 

this earth. Until that day, as his kingdom is coming, we are 

responsible to bring these things in  Jesus’ name. What is one 

practical way you can be an agent of one of the following things 

right where you will be this coming week?

• Justice in a world that can be very unfair

• Peace in a broken and conflict-filled world
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• Wisdom when  people often settle for shallow answers

The one through whom God’s justice will finally sweep the 

world is not a hard-hearted, arrogant, or vengeful tyrant 

but rather the Man of Sorrows, who was acquainted with 

grief; the  Jesus who loved sinners and died for them; the 

Messiah who took the world’s judgment upon himself on 

the cross.
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session four now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group as part of your between-sessions activities.) Here 

are some reflection questions for the bonus section:

Roman citizens who lived far from the city of Rome knew that they 

were obligated to bring the heart, vision, and life of Rome wherever 

they were. What will help followers of  Jesus live with a growing daily 

awareness that we are to bring the heart, vision, and life of heaven 

to this earth . . . right where God has put us?

We are residents of earth, but we are called to bring the culture of 

heaven into this world. We are to be so soaked in God’s way of see-

ing the world that we can’t help but bring the values and agendas of 

heaven to our homes, neighborhoods, society, and everywhere we 

go! What are some of “heaven’s agendas” that God wants to weave 

into the fabric of this world, and what can you do this week to part-

ner with God in helping this become a reality?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Pray that you will live with a sober awareness that  Jesus 
will return in glory and victory one day!

• Ask for strength to care for the world that  Jesus made and 
will return to restore.

• There are many varied views when it comes to end times 
and the second coming of  Jesus. (You might even find that 
your view of the second coming is quite different than 
that of N. T. Wright.) These are not issues worth fighting 
over and they should certainly not divide us as followers of 
 Jesus. Pray for a humble heart about your beliefs on this 
topic and ask for the Spirit to spare you from being con-
tentious or prideful as you interact with those who have a 
different perspective.

• Celebrate that  Jesus is King of Kings and Lord of Lords, 
and lift him up as the ruler of heaven and earth!

When I (and many others) use the word eschatology, we 

don’t simply mean the second coming, still less a particular 

theory about it; we mean, rather, the entire sense of God’s 

future for the world and the belief that that future has 

already begun to come forward to meet us in the present.
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BET WEEN SESSIONS

Personal  Ref lect ion

One of the topics N. T. Wright touched on was the awareness that 
 Jesus is Lord and Caesar is not! This is an invitation to bow the 
knee to  Jesus and always remember that whoever is on the throne, 
in office, or in a place of political influence is not really the final 
authority in the universe or the world. At the same time, the apos-
tle Paul is clear that we are to respect and pray for those who are 
in places of authority and governmental leadership (Romans 13:1; 
Titus 3:1). How are you doing at striking a God-honoring balance 
of praying for and respecting those in political leadership but also 
making sure you only bow your knees to  Jesus?

Personal  Act ion

The King of Kings,  Jesus, is on the throne and one day he will 
return and make all things right. When you know this, you can pray 
in new ways. Make a list of some of your local and national leaders. 
(You might need to search online, but these names are easy to find.) 
Commit to begin praying for these  people in the coming weeks. 
Whether they are Chris tians or not, pray that they will lead in a way 
that will honor God and bring justice to their places of influence.

Group Engagement

 Jesus will return to this world and he will sort things out and make 
them right. Until then, we are called to be stewards of his beauti-
ful creation. As a group, identify some kind of ser vice project you 
can do to care for God’s creation and make his beauty known. It 
could be spending a weekend morning cleaning a river, local park, 
or roadside. It could be a decision to volunteer with your city and 
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ask what you can do to beautify your community. It might be plant-
ing flowers or new plants on your church campus (with permission, 
of course). As you do this work, commit to pray that  people will 
see beauty that points to God’s creative power. Pray also that you 
would all live with an awareness that God made the world, asks us 
to care for it, and  Jesus will return one day to sort things out and 
make all things new.

Prayer Direct ion

• Pray that your understanding of Christ’s return is shaped by 
Scripture.

• Ask God to direct your steps so that you will live in ways 
that will show the world that  Jesus is here today, and com-
ing in glory.

• Pray for wisdom as you vote, work for justice, and serve in 
your community.

• Pray that Chris tians with differing views of the end times 
will not compromise their witness to the world by quibbling 
and arguing.

Recommended Reading

In preparation for session five, you may want to read chapters 10 – 12 
of the book Surprised by Hope, by N. T. Wright.
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Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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T H E  H O P E  O F 
S A L V A T I O N

Through the resurrection of  Jesus Christ, we are saved 

from sin and death. But, there is more to the story. 

God is saving and restoring all of creation and he 

invites us into this work of sorting out what is wrong 

in the world.
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INTRODUCTION

 Jesus offers salvation from sin, death, and the evil of this world. 
At the same time, his salvation is a call to something. We are saved 
from sin and for good works. Just as  Jesus is sorting out the bro-
kenness in our lives and the world, we are called to help him in his 
work of putting things right in our lives, society, and even in the 
created order.

This process of God putting things right includes not only his 
saving power, but also God’s righ teous judgment. The judgment of 
 Jesus is not simply condemnation of what is wrong in the world. It 
is also his justice being unleashed to make things right.

One of the primary ways God is revealing both his salvation and 
righ teous judgment in the world today is through his  people. Like 
a mirror, we reflect the presence of God and his image in life’s daily 
encounters. When we do this, both the salvation and judgment of 
 Jesus are made manifest.

God is not perched off on some heavenly throne, sitting on his 
hands and waiting to battle evil and sort out the wrong in the world 
at some future time. He is entering human history each and every 
day through you and me. Salvation and judgment are coming today 
as we lock horns with evil, battle against sin, and become agents of 
God’s new creation right where he places us.

The work of salvation, in its full sense, is 1) about whole 

human beings, not merely souls; 2) about the present, not 

simply the future; and 3) about what God does through us, 

not merely what God does in and for us.
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TALK ABOUT IT

God is a refuge! But if we see our faith as primarily a safe place 

to escape the turmoil of life and the church as a retreat from the 

world, this has serious implications. What are some of the poten-

tially negative consequences of Chris tians spending most of their 

energy retreating and running from the world?

The point of resurrection, as Paul has been arguing through-

out 1 Co rin thi ans 15, is that the present bodily life is not 

valueless just because it will die. God will raise it to new life. 

What you do with your body in the present matters because 

God has a great future in store for it.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session five, featuring 
N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that stands 
out to you.

What is salvation?

• Technically

• Biblically
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Salvation and judgment belong together

God’s promise to sort the whole world out

The Messiah as God’s agent, Psalm 2:7 – 9

Biblical vision of humankind: Made in the image of God

Picture of God sorting out the world through the Messiah

The resurrection of  Jesus and of God’s  people, 1 Co rin thi ans 15

Vision of new creation, Ephesians 2:8 – 10
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Forget those images about lounging around playing harps. 

There will be work to do and we shall relish doing it. All 

the skills and talents we have put to God’s ser vice in this 

present life —  and perhaps too the interests and likings we 

gave up because they conflicted with our vocation —  will be 

enhanced and ennobled and given back to us to be exer-

cised to his glory.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. The word salvation means “rescue,” being delivered from some-

thing! But in biblical terms, it is not just about being saved from 

something but being saved for something. When you think of 

salvation, what are we saved from and what are we saved for?

2. Read: Romans 8:18 – 25. The biblical vision of salvation is not 

just about us being saved. What does the apostle Paul mean 

when he says that the whole creation will be saved?

3. In most  people’s church experience they are taught that salva-

tion and judgment are polar opposites. N. T. Wright says this is 
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not the case. What do you think Wright is getting at when he 

says that salvation and judgment are similar?

4. Read: Acts 17:22 – 32. When  Jesus was raised from the dead 

on that first Easter, it was a sign of God’s power to sort things 

out! God passed judgment on all the sin of the world. It was as 

if God was saying, “This is what I will do for the whole world 

some day and  Jesus is the one through whom I will do it!” How 

is  Jesus the one through whom all our messes can be sorted out 

and all of our sins cleansed?

God is utterly committed to set the world right in the end. 

This doctrine, like that of resurrection itself, is held firmly in 

place by the belief in God as creator, on the one side, and 

the belief in his goodness, on the other.

5. When God created the world, he put  people here to reflect his 

image and wise order. How can believers reflect the glory, pres-

ence, and image of God into the dark and confused places of 

this world?
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6. As you think of the life of  Jesus, what are some specific things 

about the way he lived that show he was the perfect human 

being? What are examples of things he did that point to what 

we should do?

The risen  Jesus is both the model for the Chris tian’s future 

body and the means by which it comes about.

7. Read: 1 Co rin thi ans 15:21 – 28. Paul talks about  Jesus’ resur-

rection and our own. Until this final consummation, we are in 

a cosmic battle with evil. What are some of the ways Chris tians 

should battle the evil systems in our world?

8. In the resurrection of  Jesus is the announcement that God has 

already won the battle. How might we face the pain, struggle, 

and evil in this world differently if we lived with confident assur-

ance that  Jesus has already assured the victory over them?
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9. Read: 2 Co rin thi ans 5:17 – 21. What does it mean to be God’s 

new creation, and what is one way you can live out this “new-

creation life” in the coming weeks?

10. Read: Ephesians 2:8 – 10. God’s  people are not saved by good 

works but saved for good works! How might your life look dif-

ferent in one of the following areas if you committed to do good 

works, for the glory of God, on a regular basis?

• In your marriage

• In your workplace

• In your local church

• In your neighborhood

• In someplace else you go regularly 
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11. Wright suggests that Chris tians should be  people who: make 

the world come alive, bring texture and color, create art, write 

books, open new possibilities, infuse joy, instill love, bring hope. 

What are some ways you see Chris tians doing this? What are 

some fresh new ways we can bring this kind of God-breathed 

goodness into the world?

Salvation is not “going to heaven” but “being raised in life 

in God’s new heaven and new earth.”
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session five now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group as part of your between-sessions activities.) Here 

are some reflection questions for the bonus section:

Wright draws some clear distinctions between Platonic thought and 

biblical thinking. What are some of the differences?

According to Hebrew thought (contained in the Old Testament), how 

does God view creation and all the material things we see, touch, 

taste, and smell? Why is it important that we see the world the way 

God does?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Thank God for his protecting hand over you in times of 
need and struggle.

• Ask  Jesus to reflect his presence through your life into 
specific places you will walk in the coming week.

• Thank God for the hope that one day he will sort out all 
that is wrong in our lives and the world.

• Surrender your schedule and abilities to God and invite 
him to use you to sort out wrong things in the world 
around you.
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BET WEEN SESSIONS

Personal  Ref lect ion

N. T. Wright talks about three things that can happen through us 
when we are operating as agents of God’s new created order:

• We can bring God’s healing to the world.
• We can offer wise and creative judgment.
• We can exercise discernment.

In which of these areas do you need to grow and develop? What 
steps can you take to increase your commitment to be someone who 
helps bring this new created order to fruition in the world?

Personal  Act ion

Wright talked about “locking horns with evil.” This can involve 
speaking up, resisting, taking action, and praying. Identify a specific 
evil or injustice that is happening right in your local community. It 
could be  people going hungry amid plenty of food, children not 
getting good medical care, domestic abuse, or a host of other evils. 
Commit to pray for God’s just judgment against this evil. Also, let 
God know that you want to be a mirror reflecting his presence and 
care in this situation. Try to identify one action you can take in the 
coming week that will reflect God’s presence and image into this 
area of injustice.

Group Engagement

Commit to gather as a group for the express purpose of writing 
letters or emails to communicate your concern about injustices hap-
pening in your community or country. Seek to be clear about your 
concern and constructive in what you write. As you send off your 
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letters, pray that your voice will be heard and God’s justice will be 
done.

Prayer Direct ion

• Pray for the day that creation will be set free and restored, 
and commit to care for and nurture God’s world until that 
day comes.

• Thank  Jesus for being a righ teous judge and the author of 
our salvation.

• Confess where your life is not reflecting the image and glory 
of God, and repent of these life patterns and behaviors.

• Ask God for the power you need to lock horns with the evil 
in this world and battle against it in the name of  Jesus.

Recommended Reading

In preparation for session six, you may want to read chapters 13 – 15 
of the book Surprised by Hope, by N. T. Wright.
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Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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T H E  H O P E  O F  T H E 
C H U R C H

The hope of the church is more than what lies ahead 

some day when  Jesus returns. It is our experience of 

God’s kingdom breaking into our everyday journey 

of faith as we do justice, extend mercy, express love, 

offer compassion, and celebrate beauty . . . all in the 

name of  Jesus.
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INTRODUCTION

It is easy to look at our life and the small contribution one 
person can offer and wonder if we can make a difference. Like one 
stone in a large cathedral, we can seem small and inconsequential, 
to ourselves and sometimes to others. But God does not see us this 
way. In the heart of God, we are partners in bringing his hope to 
the world.

It is not up to us to build the kingdom, but we can build for the 
kingdom. As resurrection  people who know that heaven and earth 
overlap, we can become agents of God’s beauty in a world that needs 
a song, a beautiful painting, a new dance, or a heart-touching poem. 
We can also stand for justice in a world where injustice seems to 
have a vise grip on so many  people.

The resurrection of  Jesus does not move us to a passive and 
sedentary life of waiting for God to show up some day in the dis-
tant future. The hope of the resurrection inspires and empowers 
Chris tians to stand strong, work hard, pray more fervently, and live 
with compassion. As the power of the resurrection fills our hearts, 
homes, and churches, we stand firm, we let nothing move us, we 
always give ourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because we 
know our labor is not in vain!

“Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move 
you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because 
you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Co rin thi ans 
15:58).
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TALK ABOUT IT

Every Chris tian offers their part, their small contribution, to the 

work of God in this world. What is one way God is using you to 

bring his kingdom plan alive?

If we are engaging in the work of new creation, in seeking 

to bring advance signs of God’s eventual new world into 

being in the present, in justice and beauty and a million 

other ways, then at the center of the picture stands the per-

sonal call of the gospel of  Jesus to every child, woman, and 

man.

DVD TEACHING NOTES

As you watch the DVD teaching segment for session six, featuring 
N. T. Wright, use the following outline to record anything that stands 
out to you.

Paul’s ending exhortation in 1 Co rin thi ans 15:58

God will transform and reaffirm

031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   83031032470x_SurprisedHope_pg_int_CS4.indd   83 11/30/09   9:26 AM11/30/09   9:26 AM



8 4  |  S U R P R I S E D  B Y  H O P E  P A R T I C I P A N T ’ S  G U I D E

Getting on with your work: new creation

• Justice: We need to be campaigners for justice (“Name it, 
shame it, and figure out a wise way of dealing with it.”)

• Beauty: Brutalism and sentimentalism

Chris tian artists need a proper theology of resurrection and new 
creation

Paul’s vision for creation to be set free, Romans 8

Justice and beauty come together in the work of evangelism

The impact of the church
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God intends his wise, creative, loving presence and power to 

be reflected —  imaged, if you like —  into his world through 

his human creatures.

DVD DISCUSSION

1. Read: 1 Co rin thi ans 15:50 – 58. It might seem that, after all of 

Paul’s teaching on the resurrection, he would end this amazing 

argument with an invitation to relax and cruise our way into 

eternity. But he surprises us with a very different tone in verse 

58. What exhortations does Paul give, and how should this stir 

our hearts and move us to action?

2. N. T. Wright says, “God is going to take everything in this pres-

ent world that bears the mark of his love, goodness, power, and 

loving compassion and use it as the raw material out of which 

the new world will be made.” What are some of these things 

God will use to form the new world?
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3. What are some of the “little things” we do in this life and world 

that can often go unnoticed, but are very valuable in the scope 

of God building his kingdom now and forever?

4. Read: Micah 6:8. What are examples of how the church and 

Chris tians have worked for justice in the past and in the present? 

What are practical ways your church can join in this rich history 

of standing against injustice and for righ teous ness in your own 

community and in the world?

5. Read: Romans 8:19 – 25. What is the connection between res-

urrection and new creation and the ability to appreciate and 

celebrate beauty? What steps can the church take to embrace the 

beauty of the arts?

6. How can art, music, poetry, and other expressions of beauty 

help us hold together both pain and hope?
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7. Wright talks about how the world can get a glimpse of the new 

things God is doing when they look at the church. If someone 

could get a clear picture of what is really happening in the life 

and heart of your local congregation, what picture would this 

paint in their mind? What would they learn about both the 

church and the heart of God?

I believe that if we take justice, beauty, and evangelism in 

terms of the anticipation of God’s eventual setting to rights 

of the whole world, we will find that they dovetail together 

and in fact that they are all part of the same larger whole, 

which is the message of hope and new life that comes with 

the good news of  Jesus’ resurrection.

8. What are some acts of justice we can do that will advance the 

cause of evangelism?

9. What are ways we can celebrate beauty, and how can this move 

Chris tians and the church forward in evangelism?
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10. Read: Philippians 4:8 and Ephesians 3:10 – 12. Wright talks 

about how the church can build strategic partnerships as we do 

justice and celebrate beauty. What are ways your local church 

might partner in the pursuit of justice and/or beauty with one 

of the following:

• A local congregation

• A ministry or mission organization

• Some sort of civic group

• A group that celebrates beauty or seeks justice, but is not 
distinctively Chris tian

 How might a partnership like this actually advance the cause of 

evangelism?

The resurrection of  Jesus and the gift of the Spirit mean 

that we are called to bring real and effective signs of God’s 

renewed creation to birth even in the midst of the present 

age.
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If your group has time, you may choose to watch the bonus section 

of the DVD for session six now. (If not, consider viewing it on your 

own or as a group in the coming days.) Here are some reflection 

questions for the bonus section:

The apostle Paul wants us to remember that our “labor in the Lord is 

not in vain” (1 Co rin thi ans 15:58). What are some things that cause 

us to become discouraged as we serve God, seek justice, and cel-

ebrate beauty? What can encourage us to keep giving ourselves fully 

to God’s work, even when we feel discouraged?

God does not call us to do everything. But he does expect us to do 

our particular part in his work in this world. What is one way God 

has gifted and made you so that you can contribute to his plan for 

the church and this world?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Take time as a group to pray in some of the following directions:

• Thank God that even small acts of obedience bring him 
glory and make a difference in building his kingdom.

• Pray for the Chris tian artists you know to rightly reflect 
the glory of God through their particular medium.

• Pray for the church to embrace the beauty of the arts and 
invite artists to help in the process of gathered worship.

• Ask the Spirit to bring conviction into the heart of the 
church and individual Chris tians about the injustices that 
exist all around us.

What we can and must do in the present, if we are obedi-

ent to the gospel, if we are following  Jesus, and if we are 

indwelt, energized, and directed by the Spirit, is to build for 

the kingdom.
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IN THE COMING DAYS

Personal  Ref lect ion

Like the stonemason working on a small piece of a large build-
ing, we can feel as though our investment in the kingdom work 
of Christ is not terribly significant. Reflect back through the last 
 couple years of your life. What are some of the contributions you 
have made? How has God used your contribution to forward the 
work of his kingdom? How have your little things become part of 
a larger movement of bringing God’s heavenly kingdom to earth?

Personal  Act ion

N. T. Wright talks about the importance of art in the life of a 
believer and in our community life as a church. Sometimes we miss 
this, but it is a sign of hope in this world and in our midst. In the 
coming weeks, invest some personal energy in some kind of artistic 
expression. You might play an instrument, but have not taken it out 
for some time. Find it, tune it up, and play! Try painting or pottery, 
write a poem, sing or dance. Ask the Holy Spirit to meet you in this 
artistic expression and allow you to experience the beauty of God.

Group Engagement

Chris tians sometimes miss the beauty of the arts or even shun them. 
Consider an outing with your group members to enjoy some kind 
of artistic beauty. You might attend a play, the ballet, an opera, the 
symphony, or an art gallery. After you have taken in the sights and 
sounds, debrief together about how you experienced beauty in this 
artistic expression. If you sensed God’s presence or pleasure, talk 
about this as well. You might even want to chat about ways it could 
be appropriate to enfold more use of the arts in your church ser vices.
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Prayer Direct ion

• Thank God that he takes your little contributions and uses 
them for great kingdom causes.

• Pray that you will learn to notice injustice around you and 
take action against it with a Spirit-led passion.

• Pray that you will embrace beauty and support those who 
create art that inspires others and points them toward God.

• Ask the Holy Spirit to convict you any time you are tempted 
to put your feet up and take a passive posture rather than 
abounding in the work of the Lord.
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Journal,  Ref lect ions,  and Notes
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Be sure to explore these other 
N.T. Wright titles:

Available at your local bookstore.

4))4

4))4
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