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1. Redeeming the Time (Ephesians 5:15-20) 

 

(Future readers or teachers using this lesson series, you'll want to replace my biographical 
information with your own, unless you want to be a John Young impersonator for some reason. I 
can't imagine that there is much money in that field.) 
  
It's really good to be back here with you! Two years ago, I stepped down from my role as the 
college/young professionals minister at North Tuscaloosa Church of Christ, and while I have taught 
in the young pros and auditorium classes quite a bit since then, I haven't gotten to spend as much 
time here in the college class. It is a treat for me to get to start the new school year with you and to 
share some of the most important lessons that I learned, or wish I had learned, during the first few 
months of college. 
  
To that end, in Ephesians 5:15-20, the apostle Paul encourages his readers to… 
  
Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days 
are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to 
debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit. 
Sing and make music from your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. (NIV) 
  
At least in my experience within Churches of Christ, we often approach this passage for one of two 
primary reasons: either we focus on the phrase "psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit" (or 
"spiritual songs") and its possible implications for our musical worship, or else we highlight Paul's 
admonition to "not get drunk on wine" and what, exactly, qualifies as being drunk. Wherever we 
come down on these issues, however, we miss something when we pull these two phrases out of the 
larger discussion. This is not me trying to soft-sell biblical teaching, but rather trying to listen to its 
full counsel. 
  
See, Paul is not only concerned with his Ephesian audience doing or not doing certain things; he is 
also concerned with why they are doing or not doing certain things. Let's read again: "not as unwise 
but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil." Some translations will 
render this as "redeeming the time," which I personally love (it is, after all, what this lesson is titled!) 
but which is a little more obscure in its meaning. How, exactly, can one redeem the time? 
  
In a 2020 article for The Gospel Coalition, Brandon D. Crowe, a professor at Westminster Theological 
Seminary, identifies four things that are not "redeeming the time" which help us better understand 
what it is. First, Crowe writes, "Redeeming the time isn't at root about better calendar management, 
but about living faithfully in light of the coming of Christ our Savior." To be sure, I am a big 
proponent of keeping a calendar, taking notes, setting reminders, and offloading rote memory work 
to paper or digital storage so that we can free our brains up for the bigger stuff. But this is not 
simply productivity for productivity's sake--what we are doing with our time is just as important, 
since the days are working against us. 
  
Second, Crowe argues that redeeming the time requires us to be led by the Spirit of God, "not 
working from our own strength or according to our own priorities." In the above passage, Paul 
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juxtaposes drunkenness not with sobriety but with the presence of the Holy Spirit--spirits versus the 
Spirit, as it were. We might give up this or that activity, or this or that habit, but if we don't replace 
the guidance we receive from those things with guidance from the Spirit, we are just as misguided as 
we ever were. 
  
Third, providing balance on the other end of the spectrum, Crowe reminds us that redeeming the 
time doesn't mean we can just live however we want, with no concern for ourselves and others: "To 
redeem the time means we must understand the danger of sin and resist it." The "days are evil," as 
Paul puts it, and we are to have no part of it since we are instead to "Be very careful… how you 
live." The specific behaviors or attitudes we need to lay aside will look different from person to 
person, but we all carry baggage. 
  
Finally, according to Crowe, "the ultimate goal isn't building the next project or maximizing our 
influence in this age…. Instead, the most important thing is to fear God and keep his 
commandments." This is the one I have struggled with the most, stretching from the beginning of 
my undergraduate studies to this morning. I have always wanted to excel at whatever I've tried, and 
at least in the realm of academics, I've largely succeeded. I made a B in third grade, mostly because I 
rushed through my work and routinely skipped questions on tests and worksheets, but that was the 
only one. Although I did quit law school after a few months, I immediately reenrolled in graduate 
school, earning my master's and doctorate in seven total years while working here at NTCOC, 
writing several books and articles, and teaching at as many as three schools in the same year. Since 
graduation, I have continued churning out scholarly projects, church lesson series, and other works, 
and I have about a dozen going in various states of progress now. But where is God in this? I like to 
think that my work matters, or else I wouldn't spend so much time with it, but I don't know that I 
necessarily like the answer if I'm being honest. 
  
So let's think about "redeeming the time" as college-aged people today. College is a wonderful time 
where we can explore new interests (academic or otherwise), try our hand at new jobs, meet (and 
maybe date) new people, visit or even live in new places, and, as they say, "broaden our horizons" a 
bit. These things are all well and good, and truth be told, I wish I had cast a wider net in some of 
those areas while I was in school. But we have to try to balance the freedom that comes with this 
station in our lives with the purpose that comes from serving God. If I do these things solely to 
bring pleasure to myself, then am I really making the best use of my time, even if I am living a rich 
and fulfilling life by most standards? Conversely, if I claim to be a follower of God but spend all of 
my time on a single, solitary pursuit (even the study of scripture!) am I fully redeeming the time? 
  
Over the next few weeks, we'll have more to say about how we can redeem the time through wise 
living, but for now, a handful of questions as we close out our time together this morning: 
  
Discussion Questions: 
  

1. Have you ever studied or thought deeply about the phrase "redeeming the time" before? If 
so, in what context? 

2. Where else, in the Bible or otherwise, do we see or hear language about redeeming, 
redemption, and so on? How might those usages help us better understand what Paul means 
in Ephesians 5? 

3. What are some practical ways that we can make sure that we are redeeming the time, even as 
we acknowledge that we need the Spirit's guidance first and foremost? 
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2. What’s in Your Backpack? (Matthew 6:25-34) 

 

I am about to date myself here, but my favorite movie of all time is the 2009 picture Up in the Air, 
based on the 2001 novel of the same name by Walter Kirn. In Up in the Air, protagonist Ryan 
Bingham, played by George Clooney, is an always-on-the-go consultant whose work involves firing 
people from companies who are too afraid to fire their own employees. Bingham lives a peripatetic 
lifestyle, constantly moving from hotel to hotel and airport to airport without a meaningful home or 
sense of family. This approach is in keeping with his stated philosophy, which he outlines most 
forcefully in his "What's in Your Backpack?" speech, which viewers get in bits and pieces 
throughout the movie. The film earns its R rating, so I'm not necessarily recommending it to you 
here, but the speech is worth some consideration in its own right. 
  
How much does your life weigh? Imagine for a second that you’re carrying a backpack. I want you to feel the straps on 
your shoulders. Feel ‘em? Now I want you to pack it with all the stuff that you have in your life. You start with the 
little things. The things on shelves and in drawers, the knick-knacks, the collectibles. Feel the weight as that adds up. 
Then you start adding larger stuff, clothes, table-top appliances, lamps, linens, your TV. 
  
The backpack should be getting pretty heavy now. And you go bigger. Your couch, bed, your kitchen table. Stuff it all 
in there. Your car, get it in there. Your home, whether it’s a studio apartment or a two bedroom house. I want you to 
stuff it all into that backpack. Now try to walk. It’s kind of hard, isn’t it? This is what we do to ourselves on a daily 
basis. We weigh ourselves down until we can’t even move. And make no mistake, moving is living. 
  
Now, I’m gonna set that backpack on fire. What do you want to take out of it? What do you want to take out of it? 
Photos? Photos are for people who can’t remember. Drink some ginkgo and let the photos burn. In fact, let everything 
burn and imagine waking up tomorrow with nothing. It’s kind of exhilarating, isn’t it? 
  
Now, this is gonna be a little difficult, so stay with me. You have a new backpack. Only this time, I want you to fill it 
with people. Start with casual acquaintances, friends of friends, folks around the office, and then you move into the 
people that you trust with your most intimate secrets. Your cousins, your aunts, your uncles, your brothers, your sisters, 
your parents and finally your husband, your wife, your boyfriend or your girlfriend. 
  
You get them into that backpack. And don’t worry. I’m not gonna ask you to light it on fire. Feel the weight of that 
bag. Make no mistake – your relationships are the heaviest components in your life. Do you feel the straps cutting into 
your shoulders? 
  
All those negotiations and arguments, and secrets and compromises. You don’t need to carry all that weight. Why 
don’t you set that bag down? Some animals were meant to carry each other, to live symbiotically for a lifetime – star 
crossed lovers, monogamous swans. We are not those animals. The slower we move, the faster we die. We are not 
swans. We’re sharks. 
  
To be clear, the end of the movie shows the limits of Bingham's philosophy. By that time, he has 
attempted to start a serious relationship, albeit unsuccessfully, has reconnected with his somewhat 
estranged family at his sister's wedding, and has come to have mixed feelings about the extreme 
travel demands placed on him by his job. I'm not endorsing the "What's in Your Backpack?" 
worldview as taken to an extreme by early-movie Bingham. 
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At the same time, though, there is an element of important truth here, which is that our lives have 
finite limits, and we have to prioritize what we put in our backpack, because not everything can fit. 
My hobbies are important, but are they as important as my family? Probably not. How about my 
car? I like it, but if I have to choose between it and a close friendship (an unlikely circumstance, 
admittedly), which one gets the boot? 
  
Additionally, clearing out our backpacks, so to speak, by setting aside aspects of our lives which no 
longer serve their purpose, or which pull us away from God, can be a valuable activity as well. In the 
back half of the movie, while speaking with his love interest, Bingham states that “Recently, I've 
been thinking that I needed to empty the backpack before I know what to put back in it.” Emptying 
the backpack is great, but it isn’t the end, because if you’re carrying a backpack, it’s probably because 
you still need to carry some other stuff, too. 
  
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus famously told his audience, and us, to "…seek first his 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well." We sing this as a 
devotional song pretty frequently. But what are "these things?" Let's set this phrase in its broader 
context. 
  
“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. 
Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or 
store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Can any 
one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life? 
  
“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the flowers of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you 
that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, 
which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? So do 
not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the pagans run after 
all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his 
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow 
will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. (Matthew 6:25-34 NIV) 
  
Jesus does not say that food and clothing are unimportant; God will provide them, after all. But he 
does say that if we put those things first, if we spend all of our efforts chasing after them, we won't 
have time or space or energy to pursue the kingdom of God. It's not quite a backpack analogy, and 
Ryan Bingham is no Jesus--he's arguably not a great guy, at least for most of the movie. But I think 
we can take something from his speech and, dare I say, put it in our backpacks all the same. 
  
Discussion Questions: 

1. In what ways do Ryan Bingham's backpack speech and the excerpt from the Sermon on the 
Mount support each other? Where do they conflict? 

2. What are the benefits of emptying the backpack, and what kinds of boundaries do we need 
to set to make sure we don't let go of things (and people) we need to cling to? 

3. If you've seen Up in the Air, do you think the film ultimately supports or undermines the 
backpack philosophy? Are we meant to idolize or emulate its protagonist, or to pity him?  
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3. The Philosopher Jagger (Philippians 4:10-13) 

 

Continuing with the subtheme of "concepts I should have picked up from my favorite pieces of 
media," our third lesson comes to us today from my all-time favorite show, House, as it in turn refers 
to one of my favorite songs ("You Can't Always Get What You Want") by one of my favorite bands 
(the Rolling Stones). 
  
In the pilot episode of the show, which premiered in 2004--a fact which alarms me greatly--the 
titular doctor Gregory House is introduced to audiences as diagnostician and head of department at 
Princeton-Plainsboro Teaching Hospital. As difficult to work with as he is capable of doing his job, 
House is fascinated by the rare diseases which he usually treats but holds his clinic patients, with 
their sniffly noses and suspicious rashes, in near-total disdain. Accordingly, he shirks clinic duty 
whenever possible, raising the ire of his boss, friend, and occasional lover Lisa Cuddy, who tries and 
often fails to hold him to the terms of his contract with the hospital. 
  
In this particular episode, Cuddy reminds House, "The clinic is part of your job. I want you to do 
your job," to which he replies, "But as the philosopher Jagger once said, 'You can't always get what 
you want'" before turning and walking out the door. Later in the episode, however, Cuddy has found 
some leverage to get House to fulfill his clinic responsibilities, and as she dismisses him from her 
office, she responds, "Oh, I looked into that philosopher you quoted. Jagger. And you're right. You 
can't always get what you want, but as it turns out, if you try sometimes, you get what you need." 
  
Of course, the apostle Paul did not have British Invasion rock bands or mid-aughts TV characters in 
mind when he penned the following words, but they resonate with the song--and the references to 
it--all the same. 
  
I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you were concerned, but you had no 
opportunity to show it. I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the 
circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being 
content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do all this 
through him who gives me strength. (Philippians 4:10-13 NIV) 
  
Paul was a man well acquainted with suffering for the cause of Christ; though he was part of some 
of the most powerful moments in the history of the early church, including his dramatic conversion 
on the road to Damascus, he underwent physical punishments, imprisonments, and ultimately 
martyrdom as a result of his kingdom work. For Paul to say that he was "content whatever the 
circumstances" was no use of cheap words, but rather a true statement about the permanence and 
importance of things he valued (in keeping with last week's lesson) and his trust that God would 
provide whatever was necessary, even if God's definition might not conform to Paul's definition or 
his desires. 
  
For us, the goal has to be to move beyond the cliché uses of verse 13, and in particular, the 
frequently quoted version that "I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength." As with 
last week's lesson, we find a phrase that we often pull out of its immediate context, applying it to all 
sorts of settings--sporting events, job interviews or tryouts, asking someone out on a date--which are 
clearly not in view in Paul's setting, however important they may be for us in the moment. 
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Philippians 4:13 is not an affirmation that I can do anything I want, as long as I want it bad enough. 
Don't we think Paul wanted out of jail, or to not be killed? Rather, Paul could do "all these things"--
being content with plenty and with little--because Christ strengthened him. 
  
The story, then, is not necessarily one of unimpeded triumph over the day-to-day challenges of life, 
but instead one of us surviving and (perhaps) thriving through thick and thin. We can't always get 
what we want, to borrow from Jagger, because this world is not all about our wants and desires. But, 
if we try sometimes, defined here as putting our trust in God, we might find, we get what we need. 
  
Discussion Questions: 

1. Think about a time when you prayed hard for something and it didn't come to pass--but 
something else happened that was even better. How did it feel at the time? And how does it 
feel in retrospect? 

2. Why is it so tempting for us to read passages like Philippians 4:13 as if they are all about our 
personal desires? I've done this myself, so I'm not trying to shame--but why? 

3. Go back and read last week's passage (Matthew 6:25-34) in light of this week's theme. What 
might that section of scripture have to say to us about trusting in God's provision, in 
addition to its lessons about prioritization?  
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4. Small Changes, Big Results (Proverbs 27:17) 

 

Since sometime in middle school, I have been enamored with the idea of the total life reset--making 
some kind of drastic change in all areas of my life so that I could become the best version of myself 
immediately. Not exercising? Start a new running or workout regimen. Not eating well? Go on a 
diet. Not devoting enough time to school or work? Get a new planner, new notebooks, new 
whatevers and make the schedule fit. Need to quit a habit? Need to eliminate a physical or verbal 
tic? Need to stop spending so much money? You get the idea. 
  
Occasionally these total life resets would work, if only for a few days. Willpower would help me 
muscle through, even if I didn’t feel like it, and to an outsider, those times might resemble an 
eighties movie training montage sans the appropriately cheesy musical accompaniment. But they 
never lasted long, and one by one, the changes I had made would revert, often leaving me worse off 
than when I had started, and frustrated at myself to boot. 
  
Only with age and many, many of these failed experiments have I come to realize that the best way 
to achieve lasting change--spiritual, physical, in any area of life--is through small-scale, sustainable 
changes which add up to major results. This gradual process of refinement doesn't necessarily give 
us the shocking immediate results we often want on New Year's Eve or the start of a new semester 
or when we begin a new job or when we need to get in shape before spring break. But started soon 
enough, they can help us get where we want to be and, maybe even more importantly, they can help 
us stay there. 
  
I'm quoting below from some relevant material from my Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! Pivot! series; 
some of this may seem familiar, but I know I've personally benefitted from the ideas from that 
particular lesson, and of course you may not have gone through that study yourself. 
  

In How to Change, [Katy] Milkman strongly emphasizes the importance of "life chapters," or the 
standard transitions we go through in different stages of our lives, to creating lasting change. It 
is much easier to establish a new routine in an area where we do not already have experience 
(or bad habits) than it is to try to refine a tendency that is less than ideal. One example she 
provides comes from the world of parenting, which is, as of late, near and dear to my heart. 
Convincing people who were already parents and who had already established patterns of 
behavior to change their approach for a given parenting task proved difficult, but researchers 
found that first-time parents had a much easier time following current best practices because 
they came in with few, if any, preconceived notions based on prior experiences. 

  

So our first task, then, is to keep an eye out for those times and types of transitions within our 
lives and try to leverage them to achieve lasting change. Starting a new job closer to home? 
Establish a habit of walking or biking to work—it will be easier to start at the beginning than 
to try to add it in later. Moving to a new city or state? Set a regular time to check in with family 
and friends that you might not have spoken with as much as you should have. Having a child? 
Create a habit of spending time together in prayer as a family early on when schedules are less 
set. 
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But what if we aren’t near any of those kinds of major breaks within our narrative? Milkman 
writes, “There’s just one problem: true blank slates are incredibly rare. Almost all of the 
behaviors we want to change are everyday, customary, and baked into our hectic and well-
established routines.” Can we still use the power of the life chapter to help create lasting 
change, though? Absolutely—we just have to get a little more creative. 

  

"This research helped us develop the idea that the start of a new life chapter, no matter how 
small, might be able to give people the impression of a clean slate. These new chapters are 
moments when the labels we use to describe ourselves, who we are, and what we're living 
through shift, compelling us to shift with them. We go from 'student' to 'working professional'; 
'renter' to 'homeowner'; 'single' to 'married'; 'adult' to 'parent'; 'New Yorker' to 'Californian'; 
'denizen of the 90s' to 'twenty-first-century American' all in the flip of a switch." 

  

But these shifts in identity don’t have to be so weighty: “Labels matter to our behavior. When 
we’re labeled ’voters’ (instead of people who vote), ‘carrot eaters’ (instead of people who eat 
carrots whenever they can), and ’Shakespeare readers’ (instead of people who read Shakespeare 
a lot), it influences how we act, not just how we describe ourselves.’" 

  

Here's where the rubber meets the road for us as we think about small changes leading to big results 
in our lives, whatever specific application we need. These kinds of natural breaks in our lives are the 
perfect opportunities for us to make changes, but we also need to be wise in how we go about them, 
and to make changes in sustainable ways so that we don't yo-yo from great to terrible. 

The example I always give in church contexts is that of Bible reading. I hope that all of us read our 
Bibles outside of church and class at least some. I imagine that some, or maybe even most, of us 
have some sort of reading plan, whether it's printed out at your desk or built into your Bible app on 
your phone or tablet. Some of us may even stick to those plans! But wherever we may find ourselves 
on that sliding scale, we are never in a place where a little more time in the Word will be a bad thing. 
(If nothing else, grad school and aging have taught me that the more I learn about anything, the 
more I truly realize how little I know. Twelve years of school is a thimble-full of historical 
understanding, and thirty-two years in the church is a thimble-full of biblical understanding.) 

Maybe you are towards the overachiever end of the scale and spend an hour in scripture each and 
every day. Perhaps the slightly lower but still respectable fifteen or thirty minutes a day is where 
you've landed. It is likely that some of us don't have any regular period of reading, much less study, 
unless we are preparing for a class or a devo. That's okay! Note that I'm not saying that it's okay to 
stay there, but today's lesson is not about feeling bad for where we are, but rather about being 
excited to get somewhere better. 

Bold assertion coming in right now: no matter how busy you are, you have five minutes. It might be 
five minutes on your drive or bus ride to campus. It may be five minutes before you get out of bed, 
or before you go to sleep. It could be while you're shopping in Target or Wal-Mart or walking the 
dog. You will know when and where you can find them, but trust me--they are there somewhere. I 
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say this as someone with a full-time job, a part-time job, a small consulting sideline, a wife, a one-
year-old, two cats, and a constant need to research, write, and publish. 

Take those five minutes, and devote them to Bible reading. Maybe that comes in the form of time 
with a physical copy of the Word. Great. But it can also be time with the app on your phone or 
tablet, or even (especially?) with an audiobook version, which allows you to use your hands to drive 
or hold a leash or push a shopping cart. If you can do this each day over the course of a year, the 
math is quite remarkable. Five minutes a day gives us thirty-five minutes, or just over half an hour, 
every week. We'll call it half an hour to keep the math simple. There are fifty-two weeks in a year, 
meaning that at half an hour per week, we are spending twenty-six hours in scripture without 
making any major changes--if we do the math properly and use thirty-five minutes per week instead, 
the number is even more impressive, giving us thirty hours and twenty minutes in a year. 

How much closer would you be to a friend or partner after twenty-six or thirty hours of 
conversation, especially if that was just one side of the conversation? What if we also committed to 
just five minutes of prayer daily? Fifty-two hours, or sixty hours and forty minutes, of time with God 
in a year, and all without making any vast, sweeping reforms to our lives. And think about the 
impact of the reading and prayer themselves. Don't we imagine that those things will help us 
become more Christlike in other areas of our lives? And don't we expect that we will probably grow 
to spend more time, not less, in them as the year progresses? 

As is often the case, the cliché is correct. The best time to plant a tree is twenty years ago, but the 
second best time is right now. 

  

Discussion Questions: 

1. What are some other examples that you can think of where small changes have led to big 
results in your life, or where you imagine that they could have a significant impact? 

2. Read Proverbs 27:17. How long does it take to sharpen a piece of metal by rubbing it against 
another piece of metal? Is there any wisdom here for us as it relates to the gradual process of 
formation we have discussed today? 

3. As a graduate of Mars Hill Bible School, I can't help but refer back to Luke 2:52. Read this 
verse, and imagine what the process of gradual formation in Jesus's life may have looked like. 
What is contained within this short, simple verse? 
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5. The Importance of Deep Friendship (Galatians 2:13) 

 

One of the truly great things about College Life, whether In Christ or otherwise, is that classes, 
work, and other aspects of our day-to-day experiences constantly bring us into contact with new 
people. This has enormous implications for our opportunities for evangelism (we’ll say more about 
that in a future lesson!) but it also means that this is a comparatively easy stage in which to form new 
friends, at least some of which will likely stay with us for the long haul. This doesn’t mean, 
necessarily, that these new friends will replace the old ones, or that everyone you interact with will 
become your new BFFL - but it does mean that this is a crucial stage for us as we think about 
friendships later in our lives. 
  
The reason I bring up friendship in this lesson is because—spoiler alert—it gets a lot harder to make 
the kinds of deep friendships we all need the older that you grow. And it is already more difficult 
now than it might have been in elementary or middle school. Got any close friends that emerged 
because you were assigned a seat next to them? Or because your parents scheduled a play date? 
Those kinds of things don’t happen really happen in adulthood, unless you get assigned a cubicle or 
workspace, and even then, you likely have many more competing obligations that prevent the kinds 
of off-the-clock socializing that take place when you’re in school. Simply maintaining friendships in 
adulthood is an enormous task, especially once spouses, children, work, and other responsibilities 
come into the picture, and that’s with a base level of camaraderie already established. Building a new 
friendship from scratch is even more difficult! 
  
But the good news is that you have time, and just as importantly, the opportunity, now to develop 
those kinds of friendships so that they will be in place when you graduate and start a new job and 
start dating someone and move to a new town. Your participation in this class, and the larger 
ministry and church that it is part of, is already a great first step in that direction, but keep your eyes 
peeled for other open doors, too. 
  
There are many great scriptural reminders about the importance of friendship. The close ties 
between David and Jonathan come to mind, as do several famous proverbs. But it is a New 
Testament-era friendship on which I want to focus here: that of Paul and Barnabas. Why this one in 
particular? Because it was the kind of close relationship that involved not only social activities or 
encouraging words, but also a tremendous level of concern that enabled them to share tough truths 
with each other when one was somehow in the wrong. 
  
Paul and Barnabas were first linked shortly after Paul's conversion, as we read about in Acts 9:26-28, 
where Barnabas vouches for Paul's sincerity and authenticity. The two men, along with others, travel 
extensively throughout the following chapters, but they eventually have some measure of falling out 
and go their separate ways (Acts 15:36-41). Even so, Paul still spoke highly of Barnabas in 1 
Corinthians 9:3-6, and just as importantly, he intervened when Peter, Barnabas, and others had gone 
back on some of their earlier teachings (Galatians 2:6-16). May we all be so fortunate to have a 
friend like Paul, and a friend like Barnabas! 
 
  
Discussion Questions: 
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1. Think of a time when you were headed down the wrong path and a friend steered you back 
to safety. How did that conversation go? Was it easy? Did you appreciate it at the time? 

2. Conversely, have you ever been on the other side of the interaction? Was it difficult to 
intervene? How was it received? 

3. What is your favorite verse or passage about friendship? How does it expand on the 
blessings of friendship that we have outlined already? 
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6. The Dating Lesson (Ephesians 5:21-33) 

 

I’ve handled some pretty dicey topics in classes before, and I am usually not too apprehensive about 
teaching any particular lesson or series. After all, I did an entire summer class series a few years ago 
on “The Bible’s Weirdest Passages” and have also taught months-long classes on both Song of 
Solomon and Revelation—challenging in very different ways, to be sure, but books that many 
teachers and preachers shy away from all the same. 
  
Today’s class is a little bit different. The Bible has much to say about love, marriage, sex, and 
relationships, but nothing about dating per se. While marriage has existed since time immemorial, 
and while romance and courtship have often (though not always!) been part of that discussion, there 
was no such thing as dating in “Bible times.” But there sure is today! 
  
Although the Bible doesn't tell us anything about dating specifically, what I hope to do today is to 
offer some general advice based in biblical principles and my own experiences. And, because my 
experiences as a guy are not necessarily generalizable to everyone, Candace has graciously shared her 
advice as well. We have been happily together (dating, engaged, or married) for nearly a decade now, 
and we were not each other's first serious dating partner, so we have some experience on the 
heartbreak side, too. 
  
Before we get into our personal advice, let's set a biblical foundation for the discussion by reading a 
couple of the most beautiful descriptions of marriage in scripture. While finding a spouse is not the 
only reason for dating, or at least for going on a date, it will probably not be too far from most 
people's minds, so having the right mindset as we go in is key. 
  

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
  
Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife 
as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ, so 
also wives should submit to their husbands in everything. 
  
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her 
holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. In this same way, husbands 
ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated 
their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church— for we are members of his 
body. “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will 
become one flesh.” This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. However, each 
one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. (Ephesians 
5:21-33 NIV) 
  
Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, 
they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your 
lives. Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as elaborate hairstyles and the wearing of 
gold jewelry or fine clothes. Rather, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet 
spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope 
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in God used to adorn themselves. They submitted themselves to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed 
Abraham and called him her lord. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear. 
  
Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the 
weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers. (1 
Peter 3:1-7 NIV) 

  
With one of our potential end goals of dating in mind, let's dive into my, and Candace's, best advice 
based on our dating experiences. 
  
From John: 
  

1. It's okay to go on a date with someone you wouldn't marry! Weddings and similar occasions 
are often more enjoyable with a companion, whether or not you hear those metaphorical 
wedding bells yourself. Go and have a good time, even if you know it's a one-off thing. At 
the same time, I would encourage you to avoid long-term dating someone you know you 
wouldn't marry. Serious relationships are just that--serious--and if you aren't serious about 
the other person, and/or they aren't serious about you, that should raise some red flags. 

2. With the majorly important caveat that I am quite happy with how my marriage and family 
have turned out in the long run, the biggest dating-related regrets I have all come from 
opportunities that I didn't pursue, not the times I asked for a date and got rejected. Those 
are no fun, but at least you know the answer. (And ladies, don't be afraid to ask for a date 
either. It's 2022.) 

3. Once you are in a serious relationship, don't stop dating! By that I don't mean "don't stop 
dating other people." You should, in fact, probably quit that. But don’t stop dating the other 
person. It is really, really easy to take your partner for granted once they have made some 
level of commitment to you, especially a marriage commitment, but you don't want them to 
only stick around out of an obligation, or to leave because you forgot to make them a 
priority. 

  
From Candace: 
  

1. Love yourself first: it’s important to feel confident and happy with who you are before you 
try finding someone to date/marry. If you don’t, you will end up trying to fit yourself to 
someone you aren’t to make a relationship work. If that person doesn’t want you for who 
you actually are, then they aren’t the right person. Ladies, growing up in the church, we hear 
for our whole lives to be the Proverbs 31 woman in order to find a husband. Forget all that 
because it’s unrealistic and never is one person all of those things. But we are all some part 
of her. Be the part of her that is also you and find the man who will honor YOU and who 
you are. 

2. Pursue God, not a significant other: I was always told this cliché of something like “be so 
one with God that someone can’t find you without finding Him.” It sounds very oversaid 
and like an impossible task, but there’s also some truth to it. It has to do with why you get in 
the relationship that you do. When John and I started dating, it was a time when after years 
of always looking for “the perfect relationship” I had stopped looking for someone and 
instead was focusing on my personal relationship with God and enjoying the great 
friendships (both guys and girls) that I had developed. Then when I wasn’t expecting it, the 
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perfect relationship for me showed up. That being said, you also have to be open to 
someone when they do come along, even if the timing isn’t what you expect. 

3. If you can’t talk with the person you are dating like they are your best friend, then they aren’t 
the right person. Ask yourself, if we were to move across the country and knew no one there 
but each other, would I be ok with that? Can you have tough conversations with them and 
know that they will respect you and listen to you?  

4. If you don’t want to date, it’s ok. I dated one other person before John. My cousin never 
dated until she met her husband. Both of us found men who were our perfect match 
because we knew who we were and what type of person we needed in our lives. It’s also ok 
to date a lot of people if that is what helps you find that someone who is your perfect match. 
That being said, Dating for the sake of dating is not very productive. And when you know 
something isn’t working, trust your gut. Talk to the other person directly. You will either fix 
the problem or you will move on and out of the relationship. 

  
Discussion Questions: 

1. Return to the two passages of scripture cited above. In the first, why is it so important to 
include verse 21 in our consideration of how husbands and wives should interact? What 
might we miss if we start in verse 22? 

2. In the second, pay close attention to the beginning of verse 7: "in the same way." How might 
husbands put into practice the advice given to wives in verses 1-6? And what could happen 
if they assume that those verses are only for wives? 

3. What advice, guidance, or caution, whether based on experience or on scripture, can you 
share? 
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7. The “Perfect” and the “Good Enough” (Matthew 13:1-23) 

 

The fact that this lesson is the seventh and final one in this series, and the reality that I'm okay with 
it, is evidence that I have made some progress on the key idea of this particular class: namely, that 
we don't need to let the "perfect" become the enemy of the "good enough." Originally, there were 
going to be eight lessons in this series, covering each Sunday from August-September 2022. 
However, one illness after another has impacted our family (thankfully, none too seriously!) and 
forced us to miss a Sunday along the way. There's nothing quite like having RSV as a thirty-two-year 
old, let me tell you. 
  
Past me would have been very frustrated with having to drop a lesson from a planned series, and of 
course I never enjoy being away from my church community, whether for sickness or otherwise. But 
life goes on, and to dwell too much on a missed opportunity could prevent me from using the time 
available to me now as effectively as I could. While I might have wanted the "perfect" eight-lesson 
series, a seven-lesson substitute is not only the best available option, it's also "good enough" to get 
the job done. 
  
This principle of not letting the idealized "perfect" become the enemy of the "good enough" is 
especially important as we think about opportunities we have to share our faith. It's very easy for us 
to get inside our heads, wanting to approach a friend, relative, classmate, or neighbor in just the right 
way so that they will be receptive to the gospel. To be sure, we absolutely need to pray ahead of time 
and to be wise in the way that we interact with those who need Jesus. Somewhere along the way, we 
benefited from grace and kindness in our study, and others need those things, too. 
  
But we can also place so much emphasis on having the right approach that we make evangelism all 
about us and our efforts, and forget that it is God who does the heavy lifting. After all, the apostle 
Paul could write without embellishment that "I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God has 
been making it grow. So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only 
God, who makes things grow. The one who plants and the one who waters have one purpose, and 
they will each be rewarded according to their own labor." (1 Corinthians 3:6-8 NIV). Planting and 
watering are crucial steps in the process, but they are not the most important or the most substantial, 
and we do well to remember that. 
  
I'm going to quote here from a lesson series on invitations that I taught here at North Tuscaloosa 
two years ago. In this particular section, I recount the story of two visitors who visited with me one 
Sunday, an experience which helps me really understand the parable of the sower, which we will 
examine in the discussion questions below. 
  

Near the end of the second chapter, I told the story of a colleague (now a dear friend) who was eventually 
brought to Jesus after I invited him to join us at our house for a college/young professionals ministry devotional. 
By any definition, I think, going from a chance encounter in a grocery store parking lot to a committed believer 
and involved church member would be considered a success. 

But the first time that that friend came to a Sunday service, he was not the only visitor I had with me. Also in 
the car was a former student who our youth minister and I had invited a week or two before. The student, 
during a chat in the hallway, had expressed an interest in visiting and a strong desire to make some more 
friends around his own age. He joined us for class and worship that morning, expressing a real appreciation for 



16 
 

the acapella singing, and noted a desire to visit again soon. I dropped him off at his apartment, returning later 
to bring a physical copy of the Bible to him in advance of his long flight home. He, the youth minister, and I 
also had dinner together around this time, and it seemed like we were making a genuine, lasting connection. 

After that trip home, though, the student became increasingly hard to contact. Texts, calls, or emails that would 
have provoked a quick response before went unanswered for days or longer. Eventually, he and I did meet for 
dinner one night a couple of months later. The conversation was generally pleasant, but during the course of the 
evening, the student expressed to me a couple of times that he was not, in his words, a religious person, although 
he hoped to stay in touch with me and with those he had met at worship on a social level. I assured him I would 
be glad to stay connected like that, but after dropping him back off that evening, I never got another response 
from him. 

Although the paths taken by these two visitors have, at least to date, been quite different, I still consider each 
case a success. Why, you might ask? Because in both situations, the visitor was extended an invitation in sincere 
kindness and hope, and when they visited with me, they were met with love, compassion, a warm welcome, and 
biblical teaching. Their divergent responses, ideal or otherwise, were not in my control, and to only rejoice in the 
case that led to a lasting response would be to misunderstand my role in the process of evangelism. 

  

Discussion Questions: 

1. Read Jesus's parable of the sower in Matthew 13:1-9. Before getting into Jesus's explanation 
of the parable, what jumps out to you about the story he shares? Try not to pull from lessons 
you've heard before or your own prior knowledge of what it all means--focus on the 
text/story itself. 

2. Now, pick up in verse 10 and continue through verse 23. How does this explanation fit with 
your reading of the story in question 1? And do you see any parallels to my visitor 
experiences? 

3. What would happen if the sower let the "perfect" (an impossible 100% seed-to-plant success 
rate) get in the way of the "good enough"? How many plants would have sprung up if the 
seed had never been sown? How might we let that shape our own approach to sharing our 
faith? 


