
Last week, we learned that Pope Francis called for civil unions for same-sex couples, a move that is a 

clear break with the past in Catholic Church teachings. The pope's remarks give us an opportunity to 

consider the matter of power that churches, church leaders and even individual Christians hold to 

include or exclude others. So for this installment of The Wired Word, we will consider what it means to 

mediate the power of God. 

If you'd prefer a different topic, look at our second lesson, which opens with news that a minimally 

staffed cruise ship rescued 24 people from a small boat in danger of sinking. Due to the pandemic, cruise 

lines have been unable to offer their usual itineraries. At least in this one instance, crew members found 

a new use for their skills and a meaningful way to occupy their time: by rescuing people in danger. The 

news gives us a chance to consider where we fit in God's plan of salvation. 

The Editorial Team of The Wired Word 

 

Pope's Call for Civil Unions for Same-Sex Couples Garners Varied Reactions 

The Wired Word for the Week of November 1, 2020 

In the News 

In a significant departure from official teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, Pope Francis, in a just-

released documentary, called for civil union laws for same-sex couples. 

"Homosexual people have a right to be in a family," the pontiff said, in Francesco, a documentary film 

directed by Russian filmmaker Evgeny Afineevsky, that premiered at the Rome Film Festival on October 

21. 

"They're children of God and have a right to a family. Nobody should be thrown out or be made 

miserable over it," the pope said in the film. 

"What we have to create is a civil union law. That way they are legally covered," Pope Francis said. 

While same-sex couples in the United States have the legal right to have their unions recognized as 

marriages, the same is not true in some places where the Catholic Church is established. In fact, in some 

countries where the Catholic Church operates, homosexuality is illegal. 

While the pope's comments do not change Catholic doctrine, and they do not call for such unions to be 

considered marriages, they do represent a seismic shift in the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Past popes have called same-sex unions inadmissible and deviant. 

Francis personally has long been interested in outreach to LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender; 

some people within those groups also add "Q" for queer or questioning) Catholics, extending back to his 

days as an archbishop, but as pope, his previous remarks have stressed understanding and welcome 

rather than specific policies. 



American Jesuit priest and editor-at-large of the Jesuit magazine America, Father James Martin, calls the 

pope's new comments "momentous" for three reasons:  

"First, he is saying them as pope, not as archbishop of Buenos Aires," Martin wrote in a Facebook post.  

"Second, Francis is very clearly supporting, not simply tolerating civil unions," Martin said. 

"Third, he is saying it on camera, in a new documentary, not privately," Martin said, adding that he'd 

seen the documentary, "and the filmmaker wisely shows him saying this on camera, not as voiceover."  

While many Catholics welcomed the pope's remarks, others consider them little more than a step in the 

right direction. Still other Catholics view them as going in the wrong direction.  

Thomas Tobin, the bishop of Providence, Rhode Island, said, "The Pope's statement clearly contradicts 

what has been the long-standing teaching of the Church about same-sex unions. The Church cannot 

support the acceptance of objectively immoral relationships. Individuals with same-sex attraction are 

beloved children of God and must have their personal human rights and civil rights recognized and 

protected by law. However, the legalization of their civil unions, which seek to simulate holy matrimony, 

is not admissible." 

The reaction has also been mixed among LGBT people. Carol Smith, not otherwise identified, posted on 

Facebook, "As one half of a married same-sex couple I can see this two ways ... on one hand, this subject 

should not need the pope's approval or anyone else's for that matter! On the other hand, as a person 

who was raised Catholic I know how huge this approval is and hopefully it will stop any talk of a reversal 

on religious grounds."   

Another Facebook poster, Paula Russell, wrote, "my lgbtq+ friends in LA and West Hollywood think [the 

pope is] taking them a step back. It may be a step in the right direction, but imagine if he said 'People of 

color deserve equal water fountains, just keep them separate from the white water fountains and 

restrict the rules around their usage.'"  

Smith added that she suspects most married same-sex couples are throwing up their hands, saying, 

"Really? Do we really need to keep revisiting this?" 

Writing about the pope's remarks in This Week, historian and author Neil J. Young, pointed out that "the 

overall effect of Francis' words may be more harmful than helpful, doing more to embolden those who 

seek to rescind established LGBTQ rights than they do to empower those fighting for basic civil 

protections for LGBTQ folks, including marriage." 

Presbyterian elder and TWW team member Bill Tammeus, who is a former columnist for the National 

Catholic Reporter as well as a current columnist for The Presbyterian Outlook, takes a different tack, 

maintaining that all marriages in the United States, whether same-sex or between a man and a woman, 

should be civil marriages to provide equal protection under the law. "Once married, if a couple then 

wants a faith community to bless the marriage, they can go ask for that. And a faith community is free to 



say yes or no. That way not only are all treated equally in civil law, but faith communities maintain 

freedom to choose," Tammeus says. 

"As it is now," Tammeus says, "clergy serve as both representatives of their faith and as agents of the 

state. I think we need to separate those roles."  

At this point, it is unclear what, if any, lasting impact Pope Francis' remarks about civil unions will have. 

But they may enable some Catholics who've felt excluded to feel more welcomed by their church. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

Pope Francis Calls for Civil Union Laws for Same-Sex Couples. The Washington Post 

Pope Francis Calls for Civil Union Law for Same-Sex Couples, in Shift From Vatican Stance. Catholic News 

Agency 

Pope Francis Supports Law for Same-Sex Civil Unions in New Documentary: 'They are children of 

God.' Fox News 

The Double-Edged Sword of Pope Francis' Same-Sex Union Comments. The Week 

What the Pope's Civil Union Statement Means. Bill's Faith Matters Blog (scroll down to the article)  

Applying the News Story  

The topic of this discussion is church power (with the "church" being whatever form of it one thinks of 

as affecting oneself -- a denomination, a local congregation, all Christians worldwide, a prominent 

religious leader, religious rules as imposed by parents, etc.). Many people, even those who don't attend 

church and maybe especially those who used to attend but no longer do, nonetheless view the church 

as sitting in judgment of them -- even when that may not actually be the case. Many pastors have had 

people they've reached out to say things like, "Oh, you wouldn't want me in your church. I don't live the 

way God wants me to." Some would gladly come, if only they felt accepted. 

This is perhaps especially true among people who feel that the matter that keeps them away from 

church is something they cannot change, like their sexual orientation.  

Now consider the impact of Pope Francis' remarks. Whether you believe his pronouncement went too 

far, not far enough or was about right, it was a warming of the Roman Catholic Church's attitude toward 

LGBT people.  

As we said, the topic of this lesson is church power, and the Christian use of it. Our intent is not to 

debate the matter of same-sex relationships, which are a reality regardless of how one feels about 

them. Nor is the intent to challenge same-sex unions being considered marriages, as this is legal in the 

United States.  

The Big Questions 

1. Were Pope Francis' comments in the documentary a responsible use of the power of a Christian 

church body? Why or why not? 
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2. When has a church's position on a matter touching your life made you feel unwelcome? When has a 

church's position on a matter touching your life made you feel welcome? 

3. Is the church stronger when it is defined by what it stands against or by what it stands for? Why? Is 

there a time for each? How do we know? 

4. On a going forward basis, should all marriages be civil marriages, with a church blessing of the 

marriage being an additional option worked out between the couple and a church (the idea explained by 

Bill Tammeus in the "In the News" section above). Why or why not? 

5. Can something be good for society without being good from a Christian perspective? Can something 

be bad for society without being bad from a Christian perspective? Explain. 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Jeremiah 1:9-10 

Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me, "Now I have put my 

words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull 

down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant." (For context, read 1:4-10.) 

Here, Jeremiah tells of God's call to him to be a prophet. Note especially the remarkable power God 

gave him regarding what he would say. God told him, "Now I have put my words in your mouth. See, 

today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to 

overthrow, to build and to plant." 

That's a tremendous amount of power simply from a person's speech, but Jeremiah was called to be 

God's spokesperson, and those who heard him didn't think they were just hearing Jeremiah's personal 

opinion. Rather, many understood that the prophet was speaking for God, and thus Jeremiah's words 

impacted how they felt about their lives. 

Questions: How is one commissioned to be such a person? By divine encounter? By selection by people 

of faith? Some other way (specify)? 

What are some things you as a follower of Jesus seek to pluck up and pull down? What are some things 

you as a follower of Jesus try to build and plant?  

Matthew 16:19 

I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 

heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. (For context, read 16:13-19.) 

Jesus made the statement above to Peter after Peter, in response to Jesus' question, "who do you say 

that I am?" (verse 15), replied, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  

To hold the "keys to the kingdom of heaven" is to have an enormous amount of power, and it carries 

with it the fact that "whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 



earth will be loosed in heaven." WOW! Isn't that one of God's prerogatives? And Jesus is passing it on to 

Peter. 

Roman Catholic teaching holds that in this conversation, Jesus was making Peter the first pope, and if 

that's the case, then Francis' words last week can be thought of as having keys-to-the-kingdom-of-

heaven authority. So if he was "loosing" the Catholic Church's view of same-sex unions, that was indeed 

momentous. 

Protestants, however, are more likely to hear Jesus' words as a discipleship authorization. It's as if Jesus 

said to his followers -- including us today -- "Be careful. You will collectively yield enormous power in the 

world as my followers. If you decide something is allowable, and you let it go, it will be let go. If you 

decide something is sinful and you condemn it, it will carry a condemnable weight. Be careful what you 

tell people. You may forgive something God doesn't, and you may retain something God forgives. But 

for the people you are forgiving or not forgiving, you may be their only access to God." 

Some Christians take a middle position: that the pronouncements of a pastor and of a local congregation 

have power insofar as they reflect God's pronouncements in scripture. In this view, a church or pastor's 

power is not arbitrary, but only transmissive: Its validity depends upon how accurately it transmits the 

gospel of salvation.  Yet, when it does so, it is as powerful as if spoken directly by God. 

Here's an example. In the 1950s, after World War II, there was a marriage and baby boom in the United 

States. But with an increase in marriage also came an increase in the divorce rate. Many Christian 

leaders sought diligently to find ways to keep couples together. In some traditions, divorce was seen as 

such a significant personal failure that divorced persons were disqualified from serving in leadership 

positions. While the intention was probably not to say that divorce was an unforgivable failure, for many 

divorced persons, that became the takeaway message. Many divorced persons, because of the influence 

of their faith tradition, became convinced that they had no welcome in the life of faith. In their church's 

view, their sins were retained, and so for them. that became a reality. 

Questions: When have you been aware of someone attempting to speak for God about your life? How 

did that make you feel? How did you respond? When have you been aware of mediating the power of 

God regarding someone else?  

Matthew 23:13 

But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven. For 

you do not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them. (For context, read 23:1-15.) 

Matthew 11:28-30 

Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my 

yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 

souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. (For context, read 11:25-30.) 

For the common Jew in Jesus' day, scribes and Pharisees were the primary source of information about 

what God expected of them. Jesus acknowledged as much in verse 2, when he said, "The scribes and the 

Pharisees sit on Moses' seat" (with Moses being the intermediary for God's law).  



For that reason, the scribes and Pharisees held a lot of religious power over the Jewish populace. These 

religious leaders taught a strict and legalistic interpretation of the 613 commandments stated in God's 

laws given through Moses. These interpretations created a body of requirements much larger than the 

original laws themselves. It was such a formidable mass of regulations that only a full-time legal 

specialist could hope to know -- and fulfill -- them all. 

The result was that the common people often unknowingly violated one of these interpretations. For 

the most sincere and devout in their attempts to be faithful to the laws, a guilty conscience must have 

been a common experience. Some people may have been exhausted in their efforts to satisfy the 

demands of an overly legalistic religious interpretation. 

Thus, Jesus here pulled no punches in accusing some Pharisees of misusing the power of religion to such 

a degree -- making it such a burden with so many detailed rules to follow -- that they were effectively 

locking people out of the kingdom of heaven. 

In contrast, in another conversation, Jesus said to his fellow Jews, "Take my yoke upon you, ...  For my 

yoke is easy, and my burden is light." To paraphrase Jesus, he was saying, "Come to me, all you whose 

consciences bleed because you cannot achieve everything you believe is expected of you. And I will give 

you healing and inward peace." 

Note that Jesus did not offer a life with no yoke at all. Freedom is preserved within protective 

boundaries, and a healthy conscience is one such boundary. 

The yoke of Jesus' day was a wooden collar made for two animals so that they could pull together as a 

team. The yoke of Jesus is not one he imposes on us, but one he wears with us. His words might be 

rephrased as "Become my yoke-mate, and learn how to pull the load by working beside me and 

watching how I do it. The heavy labor of life will seem lighter when you allow me to help you with it." 

Questions: When has the church unnecessarily added to your load? In what ways do you find Jesus' 

"yoke" hard to carry? In what ways do you find it light? In what ways do you feel that Jesus is helping 

you "pull" your load?  Who besides Jesus do you rely on to help bear this burden or yoke? 

John 12:32 

And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself. (For context, read 12:27-36.) 

Jesus made this statement to the listening crowd around him during his final week. And as the gospel 

writer explains in the context, the "lifted up" reference was an indication of "the kind of death he was to 

die" (v. 33). But notice the rest of the verse: His death would "draw all people" to himself. 

Questions: Do you think Pope Francis' statement about civil union for same-sex couples was a means of 

"clearing the way" for people who feel drawn to Christ but who don't feel welcomed by the church? 

What, if anything, do you think Jesus is here calling you to do as his disciple? 

For Further Discussion 



1. Resolutions on social issues adopted by national church governing bodies sometimes get criticized by 

people in individual churches, especially when they deal with matters of a political nature. Can a 

denomination ever speak for all the members of its congregations? Should it try? 

2. In the lifetimes of some of us, so-called mixed-race marriages were illegal. Today many Christians 

would be embarrassed to admit they might have previously considered so-called racial differences to be 

barriers to marriage. By what process were the keys to the kingdom used in your life and in your church 

to change those former barriers to marriage? 

3. What role does -- and should -- fear play when a church uses its power to speak about controversial 

issues? Is a church ever right to suggest that disagreement with church policy or doctrine places the 

critic in eternal jeopardy? 

4. The remarks of Pope Francis have tremendous weight because of the polity of his denomination, in 

which one person represents the apex of church power. His remarks outside that denomination have a 

good deal of weight because of the size of his denomination and because of the servant image he 

projects. If you belong to a different communion from Pope Francis, is there one individual or group who 

is empowered to make statements of equal weight and influence? Is it the result of the position they 

hold or the life they have lived?  

Responding to the News 

This is a good time to consider what voice you feel you have in setting church policy and positions on 

such issues as same-sex marriage, and what voice you should have. If you don't have the power to 

influence policy and positions, is there anything you can do about it?  

Prayer 

Help us, O Lord, to know the joy of welcome and of welcoming. In Jesus' name. Amen. 

Other News This Week 

Skeleton Crew of 'Ghost' Cruise Ship Rescues 24 People From Sinking Boat 

The Wired Word for the Week of November 1, 2020 

In the News 

The morning of Saturday, October 17, crew members of the Carnival cruise ship Sensation observed a 

36-foot boat in distress in international waters 37 miles off the coast of Florida near Palm Beach. 

Initially, they passed blankets, life jackets, food and water to those on board, but when the smaller 

vessel began taking on water, the 24 passengers were brought on board the 855-foot Sensation through 

a side hatch usually used to load supplies when in port. The disabled craft subsequently sank. 

Such rescue is a matter of long tradition within maritime activities, and is currently international law 

enshrined in Article 98 of the United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea, Duty to render 

assistance.    



The cruise ship's medical staff evaluated the newcomers, who included individuals from different 

nationalities and two children, and then quarantined them apart from the crew. The rescuees were 

transferred to a U.S. Coast Guard cutter later in the day, and returned to the Bahamas, the country from 

which their voyage had originated, a few days later. 

While the 70,000-ton Carnival Sensation usually accommodates 2,052 at double occupancy, the vessel 

has been operating for months with only a skeleton crew and without passengers since the coronavirus 

outbreak. No guests were on board until the rescue of these 24 people. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), there were nearly 3,000 coronavirus 

cases and 34 deaths attributed to Covid-19 on cruise ships in U.S. waters between March and July, 

prompting the agency to extend a no-sail order for cruise ships through September 30. Many cruise lines 

have voluntarily suspended operations through the end of 2020 and into the new year.  

Under maritime law, ships have an obligation to respond to vessels in imminent danger, according to Jim 

Walker, a Miami-based maritime lawyer. If pleas for help are ignored, he explained, a ship's captain or 

the captain's employer could face criminal charges. A ship's captain "has both a moral and a legal 

obligation to help" people on the sea who are in danger or in need of rescue, Walker said.  

More on this story can be found at this link: 

Cruise Ship Rescues 24 People From Sinking Boat Off Florida Coast. The New York Times 

Applying the News Story  

Ordinarily, a cruise line provides a return on investment for the owners; relaxing, entertaining vacations 

for travelers; and employment for workers. But during a pandemic, normal rules don't apply. So when 

the crew of the Carnival cruise ship Sensation came upon the small boat about to sink, they welcomed 

the chance to rescue 24 passengers on board. 

Sometimes, in our lives, crises come that seem to rob us of our sense of purpose. These crises may 

actually provide us with opportunities to redefine or rediscover a rewarding vision, work, meaning and 

trajectory for our lives. When that new vision leads to participation in God's "search and rescue" 

mission, we may find that new direction even more fulfilling than whatever occupied us in the past.   

The Big Questions 

1. Have you ever been in a life-or-death situation? How did that experience impact you? What role, if 

any, did faith play in how you moved through that experience? 

2. Have you ever participated in a search-and-rescue operation? If so, in what capacity? What motivated 

you? 

3. Compare the rescue of the boat passengers with the kind of salvation we read about in the Bible. 

Where do you see similarities? Where do you see differences? 
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4. Does the church have a responsibility only to invite people to follow Jesus just so they can have 

eternal life after death? What responsibility, if any, do Christians have to work toward doing God's will 

"on Earth, as it is in heaven"? Defend your answer, using scripture as a basis for your position. 

5. When you hear the phrase, "Jesus Saves," what comes to mind? Unpack the idea of "saving souls." 

Stripped of religious jargon, what does it mean to be saved?  

6. Who or what is in need of saving today? Saved from what? Saved for what? 

7. How do you understand your role in God's "search and rescue" operation? How is your role different 

from God's role? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Acts 2:38, 40 

Peter said to them, "Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your 

sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. ..." And he testified with many other 

arguments and exhorted them, saying, "Save yourselves from this corrupt generation." (For context, read 

2:36-40, 47.) 

Philippians 2:12-13  

Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more now 

in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, 

enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure. (For context, read 2:1-13.) 

We present these texts together to raise the issue of the individual's role in their own salvation. On the 

Day of Pentecost, Peter tells the story of Jesus' death at the hands of humans and vindication when God 

raised him from the dead (Acts 2:22-24, 31-32). When those listening heard Peter's message, "they were 

cut to the heart" and asked what they should do (Acts 2:37). His answer was threefold: Repent, be 

baptized, and save yourselves from this corrupt generation! 

The text from Philippians 2 follows Paul's description of how Jesus humbled himself, first in his human 

birth, and then in his death by crucifixion, out of concern for humanity. Paul urges the Philippians to 

follow Jesus' example of selflessness and humility, as they "work out [their] own salvation with fear and 

trembling" (Philippians 2:12).  

The cruise ship Sensation spotted the sinking boat with 24 people on board when they were 37 miles 

from shore. Clearly, the passengers would not have been able to swim back to land, if they even could 

have determined the direction of the coastline. So could they have "saved themselves" and "worked out 

their own salvation"? And yet, their lives were saved. 

Questions: How did the passengers of the sinking vessel "save themselves" and "work out [their] own 

salvation"? How might their actions serve as a metaphor to help us understand what the apostles mean 

when they urge people to "save themselves" and to "work out their own salvation"?  



1 Samuel 17:37, 45-47 

David said, "The LORD, who saved me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, will save 

me from the hand of this Philistine." So Saul said to David, "Go, and may the LORD be with you!" ... But 

David said to the Philistine, "You come to me with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the 

name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This very day the 

LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your head; and I will give the 

dead bodies of the Philistine army this very day to the birds of the air and to the wild animals of the 

earth, so that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, and that all this assembly may know 

that the LORD does not save by sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD's and he will give you into our 

hand." (For context, read 17:32-51.) 

Jesse sent his youngest son David to bring supplies to his other sons, who were in King Saul's army. 

When David arrived, he heard Goliath, a Philistine giant, mock the Israelites and denigrate the God they 

served. Saul, desperate for someone to answer Goliath's challenge, offered a large reward and the hand 

of his daughter in marriage to the man who could defeat the Philistine champion.  

David volunteered. When Saul objected that David was unqualified and inexperienced, David responded 

that when he tended his father's sheep, he rescued lambs from the mouths of lions and bears (vv. 32-

36). But David also recognized that he needed God's salvation from the paw of the predator in the past, 

and from the hand of the Philistine in the present.  

He also noted that human weaponry would not be the deciding factor in any battle he faced. If he was 

to win the day, victory would come through the Lord's deliverance, not from sword or spear or javelin. 

So even though King Saul offered David his armor, the shepherd boy went into battle with nothing but a 

slingshot, five smooth stones, and the name of the Lord. And that was more than enough. 

Questions: What gave David the confidence he needed to face lions and bears? To face Goliath? What 

can we learn from David's reliance on God to save him, even as David rescued lambs and fought to save 

Israel from the Philistine attackers? How might our involvement in God's rescue operation compare with 

how David saw himself, as both the one God saved, and the one God used to save others?  

Psalm 37:39-40 

The salvation of the righteous is from the LORD; 

    he is their refuge in the time of trouble. 

The LORD helps them and rescues them; 

    he rescues them from the wicked, and saves them, 

    because they take refuge in him. (No context needed.) 

The psalmist here describes God as the rescuer and savior of those who take refuge in him. We see that 

salvation move forward in the birth of Jesus, whose very name means "God saves." An angel tells Joseph 

to give him that name, because "he will save his people from their sins" (Matthew 1:21).  

In Romans 1:16, Paul says the gospel is the power of God for salvation, and in 1 Corinthians 15:1-7, he 

explains the content of that gospel, the good news through which also you are being saved: "that Christ 



died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on 

the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared" [after his resurrection] to 

hundreds of people. 

Sometimes, God delivers his people from the sins others commit against them, such as physical abuse 

and economic slavery, as in the Exodus (Exodus 14:26-31). Other times God frees people from their own 

sins that threaten to destroy them. 

Questions: How is the salvation God accomplishes different from other rescues?  

What biblical illustrations of God's deliverance, rescue and salvation can you name? Does God always 

deliver people who are in danger? Why or why not?  

How have you found the gospel mighty to save?   

James 5:19-20 

My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and is brought back by another, 

you should know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save the sinner's soul from 

death and will cover a multitude of sins. (For context, read 5:13-20)  

The language used in this text is reminiscent of the parable of the shepherd who goes in search of a lost 

sheep who has wandered away from the safety of the flock (Luke 15:3-7). Jesus uses the imagery about 

himself as the good shepherd in Luke 19:10, where he says that he "came to seek out and to save the 

lost." James applies the language more broadly, to cover the actions of any person who "brings back a 

sinner from wandering" from the truth. 

Jesus' goal is "to save the lost," who are in real danger as long as they are separated from the shepherd, 

the flock and the fold. The person who brings back a sinner from wandering from the truth has the same 

goal: to "save the sinner's soul" from a kind of spiritual death. 

Questions: Bearing in mind that Jesus said, "I am the truth," (John 14:6), what does it mean for a sinner 

to wander from the truth? 

How is the Christian's role in saving a sinner's soul from death similar to Christ's role as Savior? How is it 

different? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Consider some of the biblical metaphors for salvation. What, if anything, do these metaphors add to 

your understanding of God's salvation? 

            Salvation as a horn                             2 Samuel 22:3 

            Salvation as a shield                           2 Samuel 22:36 

            Salvation as a rock, strong fortress     2 Samuel 22:47; Psalm 71:3 

            Salvation as a tower                            2 Samuel 22:51 

            Salvation as a cup                               Psalm 116:13 



            Salvation as clothing                          Psalm 132:16; Isaiah 61:10 

            Salvation as wells of water                 Isaiah 12:3 

            Salvation as a helmet                          Isaiah 59:17; Ephesians 6:17; 1 Thessalonians 5:8 

            Salvation as walls of a city                 Isaiah 60:18 

            Salvation as a burning torch               Isaiah 62:1 

2. Roberta Ursrey nearly lost her family and her own life at a beach outing at Panama City Beach, 

Florida, in 2017, when her two sons got caught in a rip current and she swam out to rescue them, only 

to find herself pulled under by the same hazardous undertow. 

            Another beachgoer, Jessica Simmons, seeing the family in distress, quickly organized an 

impromptu human chain of volunteers to work together to pull Ursrey and other members of her family 

to safety. Using a bodyboard, Simmons swam from the end of the chain out to the struggling swimmers 

and hauled them one by one back to the chain; as she swam back for others, the rescuers passed each 

person along the chain to shore. 

            How might this rescue operation be a metaphor for the way God works to save people? Who 

might Simmons and the volunteers in the human chain represent? 

3. TWW team member Malia Miller reflected, "This topic reminds me of a prayer that I pray at times: 

'Dear Jesus, please hang on to me no matter what -- even if I am kicking and screaming at you to just let 

me go.' 

    "There are times in life when I don't feel close to God, and at such times I want to let God know that I 

am very aware of my flawed human existence and his sovereignty. I am so grateful that he 

accommodates my weakness, and chooses to rescue me from myself!" 

    What might prompt people to ask God to rescue them from themselves? Have you ever prayed a 

prayer like that? What specifically did you want God to do? 

4. Another TWW team member shared that when she was still in seminary, she had a field ministry 

assignment in a racially mixed urban congregation which was experiencing a fair amount of 

interpersonal conflict. She thought, "If everyone would just love each other the way Jesus told us to, we 

wouldn't have these problems." 

            Unfortunately, she expressed her thoughts in a manner she later realized must have come across 

as arrogant and naive. She repented and asked the pastor for forgiveness, but by that time, she felt she 

had forfeited the opportunity to be of any real help to the church in that setting. 

            In her master's thesis about that experience, she wrote that she had developed a "savior 

complex," thinking that if people would just do what she thought they should do, they could save 

themselves a lot of trouble. Instead of pointing people to the God who saves and to Jesus who rescues 

us from sin, she said she put herself in the place of God, setting herself up as an idol to be admired and 

praised. Upon realizing her mistake, there was nothing left to do but repent. 

            How can we participate in the saving work of God without usurping God's place in that work? 

5. Have you ever needed rescuing? What were the circumstances? Who rescued you, and how did you 

feel about your rescuer? 



6. When, if ever, have you thought your path ahead was clear, only to find that some incident or 

situation threw your well-planned future into uncertainty and disarray? What direction, if any, did your 

faith provide for you at that time? 

7. Are you more likely to cling to the past, or to rush to embrace a different future? What influences the 

way you deal with change? 

Responding to the News 

Listen to or sing together the hymn "Here I Am, Lord," as you think about how you can be part of Jesus' 

mission "to seek out and to save the lost" (Luke 19:10). 

Prayer 

Dear God, when we are in the middle of a crisis, when we feel that we have been put on a shelf, 

sidelined, or thrown out like a piece of garbage, remind us of your deep and abiding love for us. Sustain 

us with the hope of your salvation. Help us to find new purpose, direction, and even joy, in times of 

transition, and keep our eyes laser-focused on Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, by the power 

of your Spirit. Amen.  

Copyright 2020 Communication Resources 

 

http://url6748.thewiredword.com/ls/click?upn=FXq18njYKHucetmqt-2BDlq9mQh3HGS5wtkxMy67YtUhjwXJ0Gd5IeGD16ir1KAHN7q7HpWivBRl9AkoxkCWkQxg-3D-3DMy_p_zQBgof9CtO-2BBjtBEYlT-2BpNxXcnaPj9tmX9-2B3ammZr4sKQNHVEuKHp8B-2FiYP6k7t2nkDq8zJabCUJPjeYm5-2BNMW7-2BYYspG7i4YTyS5l1BIotXUf8iVTf-2BemVUn-2FvmWJ49fqCH48AHXxBKKqGIH2VxPxPcU6TIFWfGIItNbnNFPYVw-2BVwKIb8DZdOnWZXP3dkuOo4DmGTkNzII-2FvAQY0vVCd1qxWwBFcHXaeN-2BcP1FcoYpE02-2FdA6uQuHWMjyxE6VpA-2FbHUvAPXbLsK2WXdeouQO0xfrRQjmsTRiHoEIL7W36nRAwImNaBWBfXM2hMKFizESJ2qi9FvAOlsKEuxsh2Jdnk64ppfWPVaPYrGyQL0t4jnRFphaBCLN56fl53k8k8FjnOaZ6h8X8UTIh8kMk0ZKdtfcFTXrztPOBOFmreSRfvw6tZe3rvq3dJ-2BZgQozi4HM1AoLt5Ki7noLmHwuQ8Sw05QONGNQgoyp4617U5D2QmStbGUDMeSAZI6ZUH4x5b

