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What does it mean to be a good person and to live a truly 
good life? People have wondered something like this in 

every society in history. We’re no different. How many people 
do you know who want to waste their life and die unhappy?
 
Christianity claims to answer this question. Jesus told 
people once, “I have come that you may have life and have it 
abundantly.” One of Jesus’ early followers said that God was 
inviting everyone to turn and receive life. A little later another 
urged that we “take hold of the life that is truly life.”
 
Most importantly Christians believe that Jesus gives us this 
life and empowers us to live it. In this booklet, we’ll learn from 
the life and teaching of Jesus how God restores us and makes 
us human again. We’ll learn how to live like Jesus with soft 
hearts, engaged minds, open hands, and whole spirits. This 
isn’t some “to do” list that God gives us. It’s not a religious 
life that we’re supposed to add to the already over-full lives 
we’re already trying to live. It’s a better, more hopeful, more 
gracious way to live together the lives we already have.
 
In other words, it’s a gift. It’s the invitation to receive the love 
of God, to be healed and made whole by God, and be formed 
by God for the life he always wanted for us. I hope you find 
this gift to be a joy, and I invite you to use this resource for 
your own reflection or for discussion with others. You’ll find 
tools that can be used by individuals, by small groups, and by 
families together. Visit www.ualc.org/portrait for additional 
resources and access to download the teaching series.
 

Welcome to the joyful journey of life With jesus.

Pastor steve turnbull

senior Pastor



www.ualc.org/portrait
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Becoming Human
“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes  

to the Father except through me.” - Jesus

Have you ever found yourself daydreaming about what God looks 
like? If you sat down right now and drew a portrait of God, what 
would come out on the page? How we see God affects how we see 
ourselves. Maybe before you create this picture, let’s remember the 
story of God;

Do you remember how the story begins? God is the Creator. Each 
and every human being on Earth was created by God and is loved by 
God. We were each made for a purpose—to love him and to be loved 
by him. It delights God’s heart that you are alive! And yet, somewhere 
along the road, we humans learned to believe lies about who God is. 
We wondered, can God really be trusted? Does he really delight in 
us, or is he holding something back from us? We started to believe 
the lies, and like poisoned fruit—they hardened our hearts, clouded 
our minds about the truth, and made us clench our fists in anger and 
fear. Our spirits broke and we no longer trusted that God cared. We 
were lost. And what God had created to be whole was now broken 
into pieces. 

We were created to be fully human, but we’d 
become something much smaller than that.

God was deeply saddened by all of this. He knew we were too lost to 
find him so he came to find us and make us whole again. He did that 
through Jesus.

Jesus knew that we humans were more lost than ever. Even the 
humans who thought they knew God the most were lost. Jesus came 
so we could see God’s face and recognize him again. Jesus had a soft 
heart that loved and cared for those around him. He showed humans 
how to engage their minds with God’s Word. Jesus knew that he was 
dearly loved by the Father, and did not let his mind be clouded by lies. 
He lived in a way that taught people to unclench their angry fists and 
open their hands to others. Jesus’ spirit was whole and everywhere 
he went, people whose spirits were broken spent time with him and 
were healed and revived. 
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Jesus came to rescue and restore, and nothing 
could stop him from that mission.

When Jesus died for us and came back to life, he knew that all our 
questions wouldn’t just go away, but we’re not at the end of the 
story yet. Jesus will come again to bring the whole world back to 
God. All the fear and tears will end. In the meantime, Jesus knew we 
would need to be reminded all the time of who he is. That’s why it’s 
so helpful to read and reread the Bible stories of Jesus’ life and the 
stories he told to help his followers. They remind us again and again 
of who God is and what it looked like when God became human. 

These Jesus stories will change us. Our stony hearts will soften as we 
see God’s caring heart that is always looking for us to return home 
to him. Our minds will engage with the truth and the truth will set 
us free to be all that God made us to be. Our white-knuckled, fear-
bound fists will relax and fall open. We won’t see other people as our 
enemies but as our neighbors in need of rescue just like ourselves. 
Our spirits will be made whole again. We will reenter the rest that 
God designed for us in the beginning. We will no longer be named by 
our brokenness, but Jesus will restore us by the power of HIS name. 

In the following pages, we’ll explore some of Jesus’ stories and see 
how they change us. You might find that when you read them, they 
will help you form a portrait of what Jesus, the perfect human, was 
like: his heart, his mind, his hands, and his spirit. And maybe then 
you will say to yourself: “I want to follow this Jesus.” This is called 
being a disciple. As you follow him, you will find it changes the way 
you picture yourself and the way you imagine the story of your life. 
Your heart, your mind, your hands, and your spirit will transform to be 
more like God’s. 
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Scripture Reading
Luke 15: 11-32

For children through grade 5:
The Beginner’s Bible (birth to preschool) pg. 397-404

The Storybook Bible (kindergarten to second grade) pg. 272-278

The Adventure Bible (third grade to fifth grade) pg. 1264-1265 

Soft Heart

The Parable of the Prodigal Son
Luke 15:11-32
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How we see a soft heart:
Jesus’ story shows us the heart the Father has for us. In this parable, 
we see the father give sacrificially to his younger son. He waits and 
looks down the road for his son to return. He runs to his returning 
son and welcomes him home again. He is also the father who leaves 
the party to go out to his stubborn older son and opens the door to 
relationship, even at great personal cost. 

How we see a hard heart:
At the beginning of the story, the young son is hard-hearted toward 
the father and the family. He only wants what they can give him. Where 
the Father is relational, the younger son is transactional. He thinks, 
“what’s in it for me?” The older son at the end is hard-hearted toward 
both his brother and his father. Notice that he’s never even willing 
to call him “brother.” His heart has probably hardened after years of 
quiet resentment and self-righteousness. He is more concerned with 
justice than with reconciliation, and with honor instead of his Father’s 
concern for relationship. 

What this means for our love of God:
This soft-heartedness is a stunning portrait of God. Our relationship 
with God begins here. God is the father who runs after us, rescues us, 
loves us, and calls us into service and obedience. In addition, as our 
hearts are made soft, we are moved to love God the way that God has 
loved us. Empowered by the Spirit, we run to God even when it might 
shame us. And we sacrifice our own interests, entertainment, and 
even enjoyment for the greater joy of being with God. We become 
pliable to God, willing and able to turn from disobedience, return to 
him, and follow wherever he leads. 

What this means for our love of neighbor:
We run to our neighbors, like God runs to us. We are people who are 
looking, waiting, and ready for those who have wandered far from 
God, and we will see them with empathy and compassion. We will 
prioritize loving people over our own status or comfort. We forgive 
as we have been forgiven and love one another because God has first 
loved us. In our personal life, we are people known for radical, self-
giving love. In our life together as a church, we want to be marked by 
outrageous hospitality, concern for those who are far from God and 
on the margins of society, and willing to be sacrificially generous in 
our giving and service in the community.

Encounter 
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Individuals and Small Groups

Discussion Questions:

1. How does this soft-hearted picture of God fit with your  
view of God? 

2. Which son’s story resonates more with your story of distance  
from God? 

3. Have you ever experienced God running to you and welcoming 
you home again? Share or write about it.

4. Is it easier for you to be soft-hearted to God or to your neighbor?

•   What can that teach you about where God might need to 
work on your heart?

5 Is there any way that you are sensing God calling you to be  
soft-hearted right now?

•   This could be God inviting you deeper into relationship with 
him, it might be him calling you to focus on people instead 
of pleasure, or it might be God changing your heart about a 
person or group of people to whom you’ve become  
hard-hearted.

6. What ways do you see that we are already a soft-hearted 
congregation? In what ways could we grow as a community in 
our soft-heartedness?

a. What part could you play in helping our congregation to live  
out this story?

  
  

Connect
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Children Through Grade 5 

Read the Scripture and Draw:
This is a story that Jesus told to help his followers. It is called a 
parable. A parable is a made-up story that helps us understand very 
important truths about God. As you read, pay attention to the father 
in the story. Where in the story do you see the father’s soft heart for 
his sons? Draw a picture of the father. 

Application Activity:
“Frozen Gum” game. Give each person in your family a frozen piece  
of bubble gum. As you try to soften the gum by chewing it, say: 
“When your ‘hard heart’ gets warm enough, let’s race to see who 
can blow the first bubble.”

After you’ve all blown bubbles, ask:
What did you have to do to successfully blow a bubble?
How was your hardened gum like a hard heart?
What things might be difficult to do if your heart is hard?
What can we to do to keep our hearts from becoming cold  
and hard?

Prayer: 
God, thank you for your soft heart towards us. Thank you for always 
welcoming us back to you. Shape and soften our hearts so we can 
be more like you. Amen

Connect 



Middle School and High School

Read the Scripture and Discuss:
•  In this story, who has a soft heart? Name some of the 

characteristics that show that person’s soft-heartedness.

•  In this story, who does not have a soft heart? Name some of the 
characteristics that show that person’s hard-heartedness.

•   Jesus was the perfect human and is our example of what being 
a disciple looks like. Describe some moments in Jesus’ life that 
show what a soft heart looks like.

• How would you define a soft heart?

•  This story is a parable, which means that it’s a story Jesus told to 
try and teach a lesson. Jesus wanted to illustrate for his disciples 
that God the Father has a heart of compassion, forgiveness, and 
love. We see that the younger son repented of his sin, laid down 
his pride, and came home to his father. His heart was softened by 
the forgiving love of his father. We also see from the parable that 
a soft heart is something that doesn’t come naturally to us. The 
older brother was self-centered and resentful, but the father’s love 
was enough to include them both. Learning to share a story can 
be impactful. Give it a shot with this parable and see how it comes 
to life as you tell it in your own words. 

•  A soft heart is a heart that is for God and for others—patient, 
pursuing, forgiving, empathetic, and loving. To love God with a 
soft heart, we must seek him and allow him to shape and mold us. 
What would it look like in your life to have a soft heart? At school? 
At home? With your friends? In your activities? At church?

•  Take a piece of paper and write, draw, paint, or color to show what 
it looks like for you to have a soft heart.

Connect
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Scripture Reading
Matthew 4: 1-11 

For children through grade 5:
The Beginner’s Bible (birth to preschool) not available

The Storybook Bible (kindergarten to second grade) pg. 208-209

The Adventure Bible (third grade to fifth grade) pg. 1167 and 1243 

Engaged Mind

Jesus is Tested in the Wilderness
Matthew 4:1-11
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How our minds get cloudy:
This story paints a vivid picture of how our minds get clouded. 
Satan uses hunger, half-truths, and pride to try to mislead Jesus. It’s 
noteworthy that Satan isn’t particularly interested in Jesus’ beliefs. He 
tries to knock Jesus off-balance at the level of his motives and needs. 

He wants Jesus to break his fast—to let hunger draw him away from 
devotion to God. Satan is after disobedience, but Jesus stands firm. 
His devotion is to God, and he will not let bodily needs overwhelm 
that higher calling. 

Satan also attacks Jesus’ identity, using Scripture to do it! Satan tells 
him to do something great to prove he is the beloved son of God, 
but Jesus has already heard this truth in his baptism just a few verses 
earlier. How often do you encounter this lie from Satan—that we 
must do more if we want to know, for sure, that God loves us and we 
are his children.

Finally, Satan offers Jesus a shortcut to power. Jesus will eventually 
stand on a mountain and declare that “all power in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me.” But it will come at great cost, and  
not at the hand of Satan. How often does the enemy tempt us to 
pursue the right things in the wrong way? To look for short-cuts that 
give us what we want when we want it?

How we see an engaged mind:
Jesus enters the desert to be tested. He’ll walk out of this place and 
directly into the beginning of his public ministry. The tempter brings 
lies and temptation to derail his identity, mission, and devotion to 
the Father. This story shows us Jesus’ engaged mind—his method of 
responding to these lies, and their purpose. 

The most obvious thing we see is that Jesus quotes Scripture in 
response to each temptation. Jesus’ mind isn’t just engaged when 
temptation comes along. He is saturated with the Word of God and is 
able to quickly respond to the enemy’s lies with it.

We also see in the story that knowing how to quote God’s Word isn’t 
enough. Even Satan uses Scripture! This is a startling detail of the 
story. Jesus doesn’t just have knowledge, but wisdom. He is ready to 
apply the Scriptures and identify their misuse.

Encounter 
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Finally, Jesus’ mind is engaged with God in more ways than we 
might first imagine. He has thought well about Scripture, but also 
about human needs (Matt 4:3) and about his calling (Matt 4:8-9).  
His engaged mind keeps him focused on the Father, his identity, and  
his mission.
 
What this means for our love of God:
We are people who love the Word of God. We read it. We memorize 
it. We discuss it and apply it. We learn to think critically about God’s 
Word and become skilled in interpretation.

We are people who remember why truth matters – it keeps us 
focused on who God is, who God says we are and what God has 
called us to do. Being right is not an end in itself, and Pharisaism is 
a constant temptation to the faithful. We engage our minds to the 
glory of God and for his calling on our lives. 

We work to combat the clouding of our minds as the enemy aims to 
distract us, tempt us, scare us, or offer us shortcuts. 

What this means for our love of neighbor:
We are students of truth and ready to listen, learn, discuss, and share. 

We are not only ready to engage intellectually with the ideas and 
beliefs of our neighbors, but have also thought carefully about their 
needs, dreams, hopes, and fears. We will be curious students of our 
community and culture.

We will give our best thinking to the good of God’s world. We will 
exercise our God-given creativity, energy, and industry. We will 
thoughtfully and passionately pursue the flourishing of God’s world.

Encounter

17



18 Portrait of a Disciple

Individuals and Small Groups

Discussion Questions:

1. Can you give an example of a big lie you have told or believed?

•   What makes a lie convincing? Do you see this in the story?

2. Jesus’ knowledge of Scripture is amazing. How have you made 
efforts to know the Bible? What verses do you have memorized? 
What next steps might you take to learn the Bible better?

3. How would you describe the difference between knowing the 
Bible and knowing how to apply it? How do you feel about your 
application skills?

4. Satan attacks Jesus with scripture, temptation, distraction, 
insecurity, and ambition. Which of those tactics have you seen 
cloud your mind before? Is there one or two of them that you 
find you particularly struggle with?

5. Jesus’ command to love God with our minds means that 
curiosity and inquisitiveness can be Christian virtues. What are 
you learning these days that you didn’t know or understand 
before? How might this contribute to your ability to serve and 
honor God in His world?

6. Loving our neighbor with an engaged mind means coming to 
understand their beliefs, their needs, and their sense of purpose.
Do you feel like you understand people who live and believe 
differently from you? People with different cultural backgrounds? 
People from other generations?

7. As a church we want to engage the minds of our community. 
What do you imagine that might look like? Is there anything we’re 
already doing (small groups, women’s studies, men’s groups, 
workshops) that you should take advantage of to allow God to 
develop your engaged mind?

Connect
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Children Through Grade 5 

Read the Scripture and draw:
This is a real-life story about Jesus at the very beginning of His 
ministry on earth. The first place Jesus was led to before his earthly 
ministry was the desert where he meets his enemy the devil. As you 
read this story, pay attention to Jesus’ mind. His mind is engaged 
with the truth he knows in the Bible and the truth of who he is as 
the dearly loved Son of God. Draw a picture of Jesus being tempted 
in the desert. 

Application Activity:
Engage your noodle. People sometimes call the brain a noodle. 
Use dried penne pasta at home to form letters and words of a Bible 
verse you want to know by heart. Have some fun and put that word 
of God to memory!

Prayer: 
Jesus, thank you for showing us how to engage our minds with the 
truth. Help us to engage our minds with the word of God. Make us 
wise Jesus. Amen. 

Connect
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Middle School and High School

Read the Scripture and Discuss:
•  Based on this story, what do you think an engaged mind is?

• How do you think Jesus was prepared for this moment?

• Reread the passage paying attention to the scriptures that Jesus uses. 
What is powerful about these scriptures?

• Why was the devil challenging Jesus’ identity as a the Son of God? 
How did Jesus respond?

• Think about Jesus in this story. Even though the devil challenged his 
identity as the Son of God, Jesus did not waver. How do you define 
your identity? 

• Take a piece of blank paper and a writing utensil. Draw a picture of 
yourself, then write on the paper the different gifts that God has 
given you to help you engage with him and the world for his glory. 
Choose one or two passages of scripture that you love and write 
them on your drawing.

• In this story, we see scripture being used in two ways. We see the 
devil wielding it wrongly, trying to trip up Jesus and trap him in a cor-
ner. And then we see Jesus, his mind not only engaged in what God 
says, but also in who God is. He knows God’s Word and speaks truth, 
but he also stands firm in his identity as the Son of God, loved by 
the Father. An engaged mind seeks faith and understanding, studies 
scripture, and yearns to know God. 

• How can an engaged mind help you to better love God and others?

Connect
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Scripture Reading
Luke 10: 29-37 

For children through grade 5:
The Beginner’s Bible (birth to preschool) pg. 379-384

The Storybook Bible (kindergarten to second grade) not available

The Adventure Bible (third grade to fifth grade) pg. 1256 

Open Hands

The Parable of the Good Samaritan
Luke 10:29-37
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How we see open hands:
In the story, we see a surprising protagonist! The Samaritan, like the 
religious leaders before him, is also in some danger on this road. He 
also probably has somewhere to be, something to do and people 
who are counting on him. And yet, he stops. He is open handed with 
his time, with his safety and with his agenda. Someone is in need 
and his day gets put on pause so that he can respond. The Good 
Samaritan pours out his oil and wine. He puts the injured man on his 
own donkey, and walks alongside him all the way to the inn. At the 
inn, he stays with the man, and pays for his on-going care. Finally, 
he indicates that he will return to pay his debt and to ensure that the 
injured man has been made whole. 

The Good Samaritan goes beyond conventional kindness. He does far 
more than one, simple good deed. He opens up his life to someone 
in need, joining the person in their suffering and committing to the 
full work of restoration. 

Open-handed Christians don’t just do kind things. They show real 
empathy, are ready and willing to pause their plans to meet the 
needs of others, and commit deeply to any mission God gives.  
In our service to neighbor, our missions in the city and around 
the world, we want to fully open our hands—to meet the physical, 
spiritual, social and emotional needs of those that God calls us  
to love.

What closed hands look like:
In the story, we see closed hands from many people. First, the expert 
in the law demonstrates a closed-hand to God. He agrees with Jesus 
that our duty to God involves the love of neighbor. But then he wants 
to know just how much he owes to God. “Who is my neighbor?” he 
asks. “Exactly how many people do I have to love, and how much 
must I love them?”. He only desires to open his hands to some people. 
He wants to give God what God demands and no more. This is the 
act of a closed hand.

Similarly, the religious leaders in Jesus’ story are closed-handed. 
They are too concerned with where they must go, with their own 
safety on a dangerous road, and with their religious customs to help 
someone in need. 

Encounter
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We must take this seriously. It’s easy to believe, wrongly, that we 
are open-handed if we agree to volunteer now and then, or give 
financially. But a closed hand is more a condition of the heart than 
one of action. If we are protective of our time, resources or culture in 
a way that closes us to the prompting of God, then we have become 
closed-handed.

What this means for our love of God:
Loving God with an open hand is pretty simple. It means being 
willing, at any time, to respond in obedience to the prompting of 
God. We hold our possessions, ambitions and expectations with an 
open hand. God can call us to love people we don’t expect. God can 
change the direction of our careers. God can call us to move into a 
new neighborhood or nation. God can challenge our idols and call 
us to give freely of our time, talents and treasures. 

What this means for our love of neighbor:
We are open-handed with our neighbors in response to God’s love 
and prompting in the way the Good Samaritan was. We open our 
hands to give, to share and to be in relationship. We don’t only do 
one-off, simple acts of charity. We enter into the real needs of our 
community and walk alongside people toward wholeness. We are 
serious about caring for our neighbors, opening ourselves to them 
and pointing them to wholeness in Jesus.

Encounter
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Individuals and Small Groups

Discussion Questions:
1. What’s the nicest thing a stranger ever did for you? How 

did their action impact you?

2. Of all the things the Good Samaritan shares with the man 
in need, what surprises or impresses you most? Which 
would be the hardest for you to be open-handed with?

3. Have you ever felt God prompting you to be open-handed 
with him or with a neighbor? What did God prompt you to 
share or give? How did you respond? 

4. What is hardest for you to be open-handed with? (Some 
examples might be: your plans, your time, your safety, your 
money, your preferences.)

5. What’s the difference between a “good deed” and what the 
Good Samaritan did? Can you think of modern examples  
of each? 

6. How should what we’ve learned about open-handedness 
impact our ministries as a church?

7. What’s the balance between living with open-hands and 
setting healthy boundaries?

8. As we do this study, is God prompting you to be more 
open-handed with anything? If so, what, and what will it 
take for you to act in obedience?

Connect
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Children Through Grade 5 

Read the Scripture and draw:
This is another parable Jesus told. Remember that a parable is a 
made-up story that points to very important truths about God. 
As you read this story, pay attention to the hands of the good 
Samaritan. As you read, point out all the ways that he opens his 
hands to help the stranger.
 
Draw a picture of this story. Use the drawing or some of your stuffed 
animals to retell the story.

Application Activity:
As a family, talk about and identify an object you own that is 
meaningful to you. Have each person identify their own object, i.e. a 
toy or a piece of clothing that you love. Donate that item to charity 
or give it to a friend as a way to open your hands to God and to 
others. 

Prayer:
Jesus, thank you for opening your hands on the cross to the whole 
world. Help us to love others with hands that are open. Amen. 

Connect
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Middle School and High School

Before Reading:
•  In Biblical times, people from Israel (Jews) and people from 

Samaria (Samaritans) did not get along. The Samaritans did not 
follow Jewish law or tradition even though they had Jewish 
heritage, so the Jews viewed them as lower-class citizens, as 
people not to be associated with. It was the cultural norm for 
Jews to avoid the Samaritan people as much as possible.  
 
In this story Jesus speaks of a priest who worked in the Jewish 
temple and was commanded to stay pure in every way, including 
staying away from a dead or dying person; and a Levite who 
didn’t have the same authority or prestige as a priest but who still 
worked in the temple, often assisting the priest.

Read the Scripture and Discuss:
• Place yourself in the shoes of each character. What you would 

have done in that situation: as the man who was beaten, the 
priest, the Levite, the Samaritan.

• This story is a parable, or a story that Jesus told his followers to 
try and teach them a lesson. What do you think Jesus’ followers 
thought about when they heard each part of the story? 

• Learning to share a story can be impactful. Give it a shot with this 
parable and see how it comes to life. 

• How would you define open hands?

• The Samaritan not only cares for immediate needs, but also 
comes back and continues to care with time, effort, and 
resources. Why do you think this followup is important?

• How will having open hands impact your relationship with God 
and with those you interact with in your life?

• Take a piece of paper and write, draw, paint, or color to show 
what it looks like for you to have open hands. 

Connect



Portrait of a Disciple

Notes

29



30 Portrait of a Disciple

Scripture Reading
John 4: 4-30 

For children through grade 5:
The Beginner’s Bible (birth to preschool) not available

The Storybook Bible (kindergarten to second grade) not available

The Adventure Bible (third grade to fifth grade) pg. 1286-1288

Whole Spirit

The Woman at the Well
John 4:4-30
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How we see a broken spirit:
The woman at the well is a deeply hurting person. Her fractured 
identity and spiritual poverty is first exposed by her interaction with 
Jesus, and then she is made whole through his grace. She arrives 
at the well at midday. This was not the time that women gathered 
water. She is alone in her water-fetching. All of this tips us off to a 
social isolation that the story makes sense of later. She is a woman 
who has been rejected by husband after husband, and now lives, 
unmarried, with yet another man. She likely would have been viewed 
as sinful (having been immoral or unfaithful), cursed by God (perhaps 
as a result of childlessness) or, likely, both. Whatever the cause of 
the divorces, her experience would have been one of rejection after 
rejection. She longed for love, acceptance and security and was 
rejected instead. Again. And again. And again.

Her social isolation is made deeper by her social identity. When 
she encounters Jesus, a Jewish male, she is pointedly aware of 
her femaleness and her Samaritanness. She feels less-than. She is 
a five-times divorced, Samaritan woman. She is on the outside of 
the outside. She’s ashamed, rejected and profoundly alone when she 
arrives at the well.

Finally, her soul craves something greater. She is aware of religious 
teaching, but it is clear that she has no meaningful relationship 
to God. She comes in search of water, but her soul is thirsting for 
something much greater. She longs for connection – to God, to her 
community and to herself. Jesus restores her through exposing her 
brokenness and offering her himself as a solution.

How we see a whole spirit:
Jesus asks the woman for water, and then offers her something 
greater—living water that will satisfy her thirst such that she never 
thirsts again. Jesus turns her trip to the well to a metaphor probing 
into the depths of her life. She comes, bucket in hand to satisfy her 
thirst, and Jesus tells her that he can fulfill the longings of her heart. 
It was common to suggest that a teacher’s wisdom might create a 
thirst for more, but Jesus does something different. He doesn’t offer 
teaching—he offers himself. And what he offers doesn’t create greater 
thirst, but rather satisfies.
 

Encounter
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In this we can see the way that Jesus works to make the woman, and 
us, whole. He offers himself, and assures all who receive him that their 
longings can be met in his love, his grace. The woman at the well is 
restored into community with her town, as she becomes a missionary 
to the very people who had alienated her. She is reconciled to God 
through this Messiah who invites her to worship in Spirit and in truth. 
And she is given peace in her identity as Jesus speaks to her, asks her 
for help, exposes her shame and loves her radically despite all the 
reasons she might have believed he never would. Having received 
this living water, she leaves behind her bucket—she no longer has to 
keep coming to the same old well seeking something to comfort her 
broken spirit.

What this means for our love of God:
The story of the woman at the well isn’t so much about how we love 
God, but about how God loves us. Jesus offers us himself. He meets 
our needs. He covers over our insecurities, restores our fractured 
relationships and puts back together the pieces of our identity. It can 
be tempting to think that loving God has to be a very busy thing – 
marked by studying, praying, serving, teaching and reaching others. 
Of course, all of those things are important, but we can’t get lost in 
that activity. We need to make time and space to rest in our savior, 
receive his love and restoration, and know that our well-being is part 
of why Christ came to earth. We are not a means-to-an-end for God. 
Our wholeness is part of God’s mission in the world.

What this means for our love of neighbor:
We have living water! Receiving God’s love and restoration makes 
us models of wholeness in a culture that is thirsty for it. We love our 
neighbors by first allowing ourselves to receive God’s love, becoming 
whole physically, emotionally, socially and spiritually. It’s a little bit 
like putting on our own oxygen mask before trying to help others.

Having been made whole, we are able to treat other people with the 
love and dignity that Jesus has given us—and we share that living 
water with others. We point people to Jesus, and we invite them to 
experience the wholeness that is available through life in Christ.

Encounter
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Individuals and Small Groups

Discussion Questions:
1.  What’s the most satisfying meal you ever had? What did you eat? 

What did you drink? What made it so satisfying?

2. What does thinking about thirst teach us about what Jesus is 
saying about himself?

3. What do you find yourself thirsting for? What would it look like to 
find satisfaction for that thirst in Jesus?

4. Is it hard for you to believe that God wants to make you whole, 
and that pursuing your own health (spiritually, emotionally, 
physically and socially) is important? Does any part of this start to 
feel too self-centered for you?

5. Which of these words best describes your spirit right now? 
Scattered, unsettled, at peace, disturbed, over-flowing, whole or 
broken. Why? 

6. Take some time to pray and ask God to speak to you about what 
he is doing in your life. Where might God be seeking to make you 
more whole? What do you need to hear or receive from God to 
experience more of his love, and more satisfaction in him?

7. How might our church look different if we really focused on 
whole spirits? How would we care for people inside the church 
differently? How would we serve the community differently?
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Children Through Grade 5 

Read the Scripture and draw:
This is a real-life story about Jesus meeting a woman at a well. She 
was an outcast even in her own village. There were “normal” ways 
people treated each other and Jesus decided to do something 
different. He saw her need for healing. As you read this story, draw a 
picture of Jesus and the woman at the well.

 

Application Activity:
Over the course of several days, or a week, save pieces from your 
recycling bin that you could use to make a unique piece of art. 
Create your artwork and talk about how God also takes the broken 
pieces of our lives and rather than throwing them away, he heals 
them and makes us whole again. 

Prayer:
Jesus, thank you for the way you see us. We bring the broken pieces 
of our lives to you, the pieces that feel like things to just throw away. 
We give them to you. Heal all these broken pieces and make us 
whole and beautiful. Amen.

Connect
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Middle School and High School

Before Reading:
•  Remember from the story of the Good Samaritan that Jews and 

Samaritans did not get along. It would be assumed that Jesus, as 
a Jew, would become ceremonially unclean if he used a drinking 
vessel handled by a Samaritan since Jews held that all Samaritans 
were “unclean”.

Read the Scripture and Discuss:
• Why do you think Jesus came and talked to this woman even 

though Jews would not typically talk to a Samaritan? 

• Reread the parts of the story where Jesus talks about living water. 
What do you think the living water represents?

• The woman in the story is broken. She experienced rejection and 
abandonment by men in her village. More than likely, she was 
also an outsider to women. What does this living water offer to 
the woman who is in need of emotional and spiritual healing?

• In this story, we see Jesus bringing inner healing and restoration 
to the woman at the well. He shows her that despite her past, he 
offers her life with him that never ends. What Jesus offers to the 
woman, this living water, is the kind of healing life that gives us 
whole spirits. A whole spirit is one that is healed and restored by 
the power of Jesus; one that is patient, prayerful, and full of joy 
in the presence of the Lord. Jesus promises to make us whole 
despite our broken human nature. The broken relationships we 
have with God and people can be made whole again. The living 
water that he offers—eternal wholeness with him—is the only 
path to true life.

• Reflecting on the description of what a whole spirit is, take 
a piece of blank paper. Draw a circle to represent your spirit. 
Outside the circle, write down some things that are parts of 
your human brokenness (things that you do, things that you say, 
things that you think, etc.). Inside the circle, write a prayer asking 
Jesus to make your spirit whole. Be specific, thinking about your 
own self and your relationship with Jesus.

Connect
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What does it mean to be a good person and to live a 
truly good life? Jesus told people once, “I have come 
that you may have life and have it abundantly.” One 
of Jesus’ early followers said that God was inviting 
everyone to turn and receive life. A little later another 
urged that we “take hold of the life that is truly life.” 
Portrait of a Disciple explores this “true life” and how 
we might live like Jesus with soft hearts, engaged 
minds, open hands, and whole spirits. This isn’t some 
“to do” list that God gives us. It’s not a religious life that 
we’re supposed to add to our already over-full lives. 
Instead, it’s a better, more hopeful, more gracious way 
to live together the lives we already have. 
 
Welcome to the joyful journey of life with Jesus.
 

May God give you;
the heart of the Father,

the mind of Christ,
the hands of the Samaritan,

and the Spirit to never thirst again.


