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EMBRACED BY THE GOODNESS OF GOD
IN THE CHAOS OF LIFE

INTRODUCTION

THE LARGER STORY

Reflections
on
THE LARGER STORY

1. What is most engaging to you about the thought of living
inside the Larger Story, where the greatness of God’s goodness
revealed in the gospel envelops your life? What actual
difference could it make for you?
2. Paula describes several times where life has “taken [a] chunk
out of [her] hide.” Take a few minutes to reflect on something
in your life that hasn’t gone according to script, where your life
has zigged when you thought it would zag.
3. In what ways have the unexpected turns in life challenged your
faith in God’s goodness? What brings you back to an awareness
or a hope of experiencing God in the midst of life as you
encounter it?
4. One of the most beautiful places in Scripture where the gospel
is on display is Isaiah 55. Read through the passage on the
following page, thinking about your own journey in the Lord.
Where do you feel “thirst” and where do you take your “thirst”?
What is God asking of you here?
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Come, everyone who thirsts,
come to the waters;
and he who has no money,
come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk
without money and without price.
Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfy?
Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good,
and delight yourselves in rich food.
Incline your ear, and come to me;
hear, that your soul may live;
and I will make with you an everlasting covenant,
my steadfast, sure love for David.12
5. We are hungry, thirsty people, lost in a broken world. In the
next piece of Isaiah 55, you are hearing the plea of God’s heart
for us. How would you put this in your own words? What do you
hear God saying?
Seek the Lord while he may be found;
call upon him while he is near;
let the wicked forsake his way,
and the unrighteous man his thoughts;
let him return to the Lord, that he may have compassion
on him,
and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.
For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord.
For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
12 Isaiah
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so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.13
6. How does this last piece of Isaiah 55 speak to where you
find yourself? Where do you find comfort? Where are you
challenged?
For you shall go out in joy
and be led forth in peace;
the mountains and the hills before you
shall break forth into singing,
and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.
Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress;
instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle;
and it shall make a name for the Lord,
an everlasting sign that shall not be cut off.14
7. Perhaps the best part of the gospel is that whatever is
happening in your life is never the end of the story. How does
the promise of living in a much Larger Story affect the way you
look at your life in the present?

13 Isaiah


14 Isaiah


55:6-9.
55:12-13.

CHAPTER 1

LONGING FOR MORE
It Helps to Know You Aren’t Crazy

Reflections
on
LONGING FOR MORE

1. What does it mean to you that the life you are living is not really
the world that God created you for? Where do you find hope
in that?
2. Open up the Bible and read the second chapter of Genesis in a
leisurely, I-am-there way. Take a few moments to let yourself
walk around in that world where “it’s all good,” where all is as it
should be. God is so immediately present in your relationships
and your work. Nothing is missing. Nothing is wrong. What in
this picture most strikes a note of wistful longing in you? Why?
3. What does the Garden say to you about the character of God
and his original desire for your life and all humans?
4. When you realize what a far cry this world is from the life God
created you for, you can either shut down your heart or let the
longing drive you to God. Where have you tended to shut down
desire and longing in your life? Why?
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5. David said in Psalm 27:13 that he would have despaired unless
he had believed he would see “the goodness of the Lord in the
land of the living.” His last words in this psalm (verse 14) are:
“Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage;
wait for the Lord.” Can you let yourself believe that you will see
“the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living”? What does
it mean in your life to “let your heart take courage”?

CHAPTER 2

GRAPPLING WITH WHAT IS
Outside the Garden . . . and Feeling It

Reflections
on

GRAPPLING WITH WHAT IS

1. When did you first become aware—or when are you most
aware—that something is deeply amiss, that the Fall has
invaded your life too? How might embracing the reality of the
Fall catapult you deeper into God’s heart and purposes?
2. You aren’t the author of the story you are living. You contribute,
but you don’t have as much control as you’d like. How has the
awareness of not really being in control affected you at various
points in your life? Are there times when that has driven you to
God? If so, what caused your awareness? Where did that journey
take you?
3. Naomi never pictured herself as a widow living in another
country, the mother of two dead sons. She returned home with
her daughter-in-law in tow, and her old friends couldn’t believe
it was her. How was Naomi’s perspective of life and of God
altered by a deep dose of the Fall? When have you experienced
the temptation to let difficult circumstances and hard losses
shape your emotional understanding of God?
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4. I love the story of Naomi. God gives us a peek behind the
curtain. Naomi’s story ends with her holding her grandson,
surrounded by her friends and celebrating God’s goodness. If
you think about the story that God is writing in your life, how
does Naomi’s story give you hope?
5. In our vulnerability, we search for a means to feel safe,
protected, and in control. Just as he did with the rich young
ruler, Jesus bids us to come to him. As Connally wrote, “Follow
me into reality, even if it means jettisoning all that gives you the
illusion of protection.” What does this mean in your life?
6. Our ultimate hope is that, despite all the vulnerability that
comes from living in a world of loss and hardship and injustice,
we get to do life with God. We are not left to our own devices.
Picture in your mind the places or situations where you feel
most vulnerable. As you sit with that picture, take these words
from Proverbs into that picture of vulnerability:
Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths.30
7. What things within you—for example, places of renewed peace,
creativity, or gratitude—begin to shift as you lean on this
God who, as in the rich young ruler’s story, sees you . . . and
loves you?

30 Proverbs


3:5-6.

CHAPTER 3

NAKED, AFRAID,
AND NOT SO NICE
Sin Is Not a Dirty Word

Reflections
on

NAKED, AFRAID, AND NOT SO NICE

1. There is great freedom in being able to name and own personal
sin. Connally wrote about her struggle with racism and
privilege. Paula talked about the idolatry of using anything as
a means of identity, a way to be “somebody.” Which of those
stories do you most identify with? Why?
2. What inhibits you from naming the darkness in your heart in
specific ways? In what ways might that darkness be a strange
sort of saving grace?
3. The Bible leads us to actually name our hang-ups, shortcomings,
and besetting sins—to move from the general to the specific.
It’s part of overcoming and breaking free. Colossians 3:5-9 is
a classic list of the kinds of sin we all struggle with. Read this
passage. What of these do you identify most with. Why?
4. Connally shared the story of the “woman of the city” who burst
into a group of pious men so she could encounter this Jesus
for herself. Tune into the personal words that Jesus spoke
about this woman (Luke 7:44-50). What strikes you most about
this passage?
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5. Connally wrote about the release and freedom that come from
experiencing the embrace of God in the place we may least
hope for it—our own sin. When have you experienced a taste of
that? How has that affected your life and experience of God?
6. The apostle John wrote the oft-quoted words that when we
confess our sin, God is faithful and just not only to forgive us—
but to cleanse us from that sin and to allow us to walk in the
light again with him.41 What has been one experience or season
in your life when you’ve known the power of being forgiven and
set free?
7. After you’ve read this chapter, how does the ongoing
acknowledgment of sin and the need for repentance look
different to you?

41 1

John 1:9.

CHAPTER 4

THE STARTING POINT
What Redemption Looks Like

Reflections
on
THE STARTING POINT

1. As you consider the reality of the redemption that Jesus
brings, whose eyes (or smile, words, or way in this world) have
reflected the alluring goodness and power of Jesus’ redemption
to you? What has been particularly powerful about this person
or your experience with him or her?
2. Read Psalm 27. This is a song of King David, who—in spite of
life’s fearful troubles—was able to declare that he would “see
the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.”59 How do
you respond to David’s declaration? Where have you seen this
goodness of the Lord in your own life? In what places in your
life does his goodness seem distant or inaccessible? What might
it mean for you to ask and look for his goodness in those very
difficult or chaotic places?
3. When you read about God being our Father, what comes to
mind for you? How has your experience with your own father
(for good, for ill, or somewhere in between) shaped your
understanding of God as Father? How might you grow in your
59 Psalm


27:13, niv.
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personal knowledge of the loving-kindness of your heavenly
Father? For example, you might look up the references to God
as Father in the book of John and note what you discover. Or you
might slowly pray through the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13)
for a week, noting each day what the prayer itself reveals about
who our Father is. Whatever you do, ask him to make his loving-
kindness ever more real to you and look for his answer.
4. Consider the freedom from guilt that comes through
forgiveness—the forgiveness we receive and the forgiveness
we can offer. Consider, too, the freedom from shame that
comes from a recognition that we are covered and honored
by the Lord. In what areas of your life have you discovered the
freedom of forgiveness (receiving it or giving it)? In what areas
of your life have you been set free from shame? In light of your
journey so far, what freedom do you need as you turn your
attention to the future?
5. The fruit of redemption in our own lives (and that which spills
over into the lives of others) can take hundreds of forms. What
“fruitfulness” have you seen multiplied in or through your life
thus far? Put differently, where have your gifts and talents
borne life? What has been sweet to you about this fruitbearing?
What other fruit do you dream of bearing?
6. The journey of redemption includes returning again and again
to the Lord, like returning to a well for a drink. When you hear
this, how do you respond? What might this repeated returning
look like in the context of your current, ordinary life? What
might it take for this to become a regular and even joyful
practice in your life going forward?

CHAPTER 5

SEEING REDEMPTION IN
INTERIOR SPACES
Wound, Lie, Choices, Truth

Reflections
on

SEEING REDEMPTION IN INTERIOR SPACES

Seeing redemption in the here and now means you taste some of God’s
goodness as you step into new habits and attitudes and choices. Your
life opens up to the possibilities of what can be. Paula wrote about
that internal process in terms of wound, lie, choices, and truth. Let’s
follow that progression in scriptural form, allowing for some space
and time for that to sink into your own story.

WOUND
1. First, listen to the words of David, who was hunted by a jealous
King Saul:
With my voice I cry out to the Lord;
with my voice I plead for mercy to the Lord.
I pour out my complaint before him;
I tell my trouble before him.
When my spirit faints within me,
you know my way!
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In the path where I walk
they have hidden a trap for me.
Look to the right and see:
there is none who takes notice of me;
no refuge remains to me;
no one cares for my soul.
I cry to you, O Lord;
I say, “You are my refuge,
my portion in the land of the living.”76
What wound in your life has caused you to feel isolated,
trapped, or unjustly labeled as the “bad” person? What was the
impact? What gave that wound such life-shaping power?

LIE
2. If you think about the lie(s) you swallowed in the midst of pain,
remember that those lies are usually far from rational. The lies
we believe shape how we see God—and how we see ourselves
and others.
Before you read the following Scripture passage, take the
wound that God has brought to mind and ask him in utter
simplicity, “Lord, what lie(s) did I believe as I lived through this
wound?” Then start to write and see what comes out the end of
your pen.
3. When it comes to believing a lie, we all pantomime the scene of
Eve in the Garden, in eerily similar fashion. The enemy of our
76 Psalm


142:1-5.

Reflections on Seeing Redemption in Interior Spaces

souls knows our hidden vulnerabilities. Follow this through with
Eve and notice what seems too familiar.
Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast
of the field that the Lord God had made.
He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall
not eat of any tree in the garden’?” And the woman said
to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the
garden, but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the
tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you
touch it, lest you die.’” But the serpent said to the woman,
“You will not surely die. For God knows that when you eat of
it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil.” So when the woman saw that the tree was
good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that
the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its
fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who
was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened,
and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig
leaves together and made themselves loincloths.77
Name all the ways you can see here in which the devil
distorts the truth or casts doubt about the character of God.
4. God’s command was that Adam and Eve not eat from one tree
in the Garden—the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In
eating of that fruit, Eve came to doubt the goodness of God.

Is God really good? Can I trust him? What personal, particular
forms does that lie take in your own story?
77 Genesis
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CHOICES
5. From the lies we believe, we make choices that often take us to a
far country where we experience more wounding and more pain.
When Moses led God’s people out of Egypt, the way through
the wilderness was not easy. They were often hungry, tired, and
thirsty. Everything known and familiar in Egypt was gone. And
then, Moses ascended the mountain and disappeared behind a
cloud to receive instructions from God. What did the people do?
When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from
the mountain, the people gathered themselves together
to Aaron and said to him, “Up, make us gods who shall go
before us. As for this Moses, the man who brought us up out
of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of
him.” So Aaron said to them, “Take off the rings of gold that
are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters,
and bring them to me.” So all the people took off the rings of
gold that were in their ears and brought them to Aaron. And
he received the gold from their hand and fashioned it with a
graving tool and made a golden calf. And they said, “These
are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land
of Egypt!” When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it.
. . . And they rose up early the next day and offered burnt
offerings and brought peace offerings. And the people sat
down to eat and drink and rose up to play.78
What lie were the people of God believing in Moses’
absence? Where did their choices take them?
78 Exodus
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What has that progression from wound to lie to choices
looked like in your own life?

TRUTH
6. In that crevice in your heart where you’ve believed a lie that’s
brought even more pain, God wants to plant something that
feels wonderfully new: truth. And it’s only God’s truth that
heals.
I suggest that you take what God has shown you so far and
simply sit and ask him what particular truth he wants you to
grab hold of. Ask him to unfold that truth over the next few
months, even, as you listen in a new way to a God who longs
to give himself to you. He is truth. And he will lead you into a
more deeply realized awareness that you are loved—really and
truly loved.
7. Here are two passages (among many) to carry around with you.
How do these words translate into your reality?
But now thus says the Lord,
he who created you, O Jacob,
he who formed you, O Israel:
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.”79
See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that
we should be called children of God; and so we are. The
reason why the world does not know us is that it did not
know him.80
79 Isaiah
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CHAPTER 6

REDEMPTION ALWAYS
INCLUDES OTHERS
You Can’t Have Deep Relationships
on the Cheap

Reflections
on

REDEMPTION ALWAYS INCLUDES OTHERS

1. Living into the redemptive what can be of your life always
includes others. This counters the modern myth that if you
really have your act together, you (or, at most, you and God) are
all you really need. In what ways do you find yourself taken in
by the idea that you are—or ought to be—enough? What does it
cost you?
2. There are almost sixty versions of “one another” verses in the
New Testament. Here are three that appear most commonly:86
I, therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in
a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been
called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience,

bearing with one another in love . . .87
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and

admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms
86 Andrew Mason, “The 59 One Anothers of the Bible,” Small Group Churches, accessed June 1, 2019, http://www
.smallgroupchurches.com/the-59-one-anothers-of-the-bible/.
87 Ephesians 4:1-2. Emphasis added.

AND YET, UNDAUNTED

and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in
your hearts to God.88
But encourage one another every day, as long as it is
called “today,” that none of you may be hardened by the
deceitfulness of sin.89
3. Scripture simply does not recognize a life in the body of Christ
that is not lived out in relational community. How has your life
been shaped—or have you helped to shape the life of someone
else—in some “one another” way, even in the past week?
4. Paula and Connally wrote about having permission to need
something from others. It’s really the courage to receive, as well
as to give. What makes receiving a challenge for you at some
points? What happens in you when you take a deep breath and
voice a need, knowing that it may not be met like you hoped?
How does a step of vulnerability and growth actually open up
redemptive possibilities and strengthen your faith in God?
5. Humility is like a secret weapon that flies us under the radar
of shame. It’s the antidote to that very human desire to hide
our inadequacy and our sin. When you have owned a need or
shared some way in which you’ve failed with another person,
and perhaps even asked for prayer, what have you experienced?
What changed in you in that process?
6. In one of the worst moments of Christ’s life, he longed for the
support of his friends. Three times, he asked his closest friends
to stay awake and pray for him, while he wrestled with the
88 Colossians

89 Hebrews
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Father, facing the cross. Three times, he returned from praying
to find that his friends had fallen asleep (Matthew 26:36-46).
What does this story say to you about your own human need
for others, and what encouragement do you draw from Christ’s
experience here?
7. Gratitude toward God spills over into gratitude with others, and
relationships flourish. Consider these two passages. What would
it mean for gratitude to mark your life in a deeper way?
Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love,
for his wondrous works to the children of man!
And let them offer sacrifices of thanksgiving,
and tell of his deeds in songs of joy.90
Through him then let us continually offer up a
sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that
acknowledge his name. Do not neglect to do good and
to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing
to God.91

90 Psalm
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CHAPTER 7

SAYING YES TO GOD
Where Might That Yes Take You?

Reflections
on
SAYING YES TO GOD

1. What about the goodness of God—seen in your life or someone
else’s—has brought a “Wow” of worship to your lips? Tell more
about this. What else prompts you to worship God? What does
worship look like in your life?
2. More often than not, God’s goodness flows into and through
our lives in multiple ways, embodying our dreams and, by his
grace, using our hardest journeys. How have either your dreams
or your struggles been used by God for good in your life or the
lives of others? What has this taught you?
3. “We are,” Paul says to the Ephesians, “God’s workmanship,
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared
beforehand, that we should walk in them.”100 What gifts and
talents has God given you that you might love your neighbors?
What has using these talents been like so far? Looking forward,
what contribution to God’s purposes in the world (or the life of
the person next door) do you sense God might have next for you?
100 Ephesians
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4. Sometimes, of course, our labors go bust. How have you seen
the redemption of Jesus cascade into the lives of others in spite
(or even because) of your flaws or failures? What does this
teach you about the redemptive power of Jesus Christ?
5. Mary, Jesus’ mother, said yes to God. As you have time, read the
referenced passages and consider what it might have been like
to be in Mary’s shoes. As a young teen mother?101 As the mother
of a son moving out in a divine calling?102 As the mother of a
son crucified on the cross?103 What experience with saying yes
to God have you had? In what specific way(s) is he asking you to
follow him today? Are you willing to say yes and move forward?
6. We go forward in the company of Jesus and the innumerable
hosts who have themselves risked saying yes again and again.
What effect does it have on you to realize that you are always
journeying with Jesus Christ, the host of cheering saints who
have gone before you, and—much of the time—others who also
risk saying yes? What might it mean to recognize that the actual
fruit of your obedience is up to the Lord? Take some time to
thank him for journeying with you and carrying the ultimate
responsibility for fruitbearing in your life.

101 Luke

1:26-52.
2:1-12 and Matthew 12:46-50.
John 19:16-30.

102 John
103

CHAPTER 8

HOW HOPE PLAYS
BACKWARD
Little Tastes of Goodness Leave You
Hungry for More

Reflections
on

HOW HOPE PLAYS BACKWARD

1. Can you describe a moment in your life where the reality of
Jesus Christ shone irrefutably clear to you? If so, what did it
feel like? What, if anything, shifted in you as a result of such
an encounter? If no specific moment comes to mind, simply
describe in general terms how Jesus has revealed himself to
you. What has that been like? If you have yet to encounter
Jesus, what about him intrigues you?
2. For all of the goodness that is available to you in this life
through the redeeming power of Jesus Christ, sometimes
that which you long for the most proves repeatedly, or even
permanently, elusive. Sometimes the can be isn’t enough. Read
Job 3:20-26. “What I feared,” Job laments, “has come upon me”
(niv). He speaks candidly of his sighing, groanings, dis-ease, and
trouble. What aspects of Job’s groaning can you identify with?
In what areas of your own life have you hit insurmountable
brick walls? How has this affected you? How has it affected your
vision and trust of Jesus Christ?
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3. When you hear someone encourage you to “be all that you
can be,” how does this affect you? Do you find it motivational,
burdensome, other? Try explaining why this is. How could
knowing that (no matter how gifted or committed you are) it is
impossible to have a perfect life actually be a source of relief?
4. What, if any, consideration have you given to the reality of
an eternal future, including new heavens and a new earth,
with Jesus Christ and his people? Does such a promise seem
distant and remote? Energizing and empowering? Somewhere
in between? How might a more personal and robust
grasp of eternity bring greater freedom into your present
circumstances? In what areas of your life do you need this
greater freedom?
5. Read Revelation 19:6-10. What does the passage say about
the Lord? What does it say about the “marriage supper”? Why
might the author, John of Patmos, have chosen this image of a
marriage supper to describe what awaits God’s people? Imagine
yourself there for a moment. What might it be like? What might
it feel like? How might such a vision bring you hope in your
current, day-to-day life?

CHAPTER 9

AND YET, UNDAUNTED
Living Well in the Unfinished Symphony

Reflections
on
AND YET, UNDAUNTED

1. Read Isaiah 54:1-8. When telling of what redemption will look
like (in flashes now, and one day, completely), Isaiah points to
the transformed lives of four women: the barren woman, the
woman carrying the shame of her youth, the unseen widow, and
the wife who was deserted. Use your imagination for a moment.
With which, if any, of these women can you identify? Explain the
connection. What redemption is brought to each woman? How
might the knowledge of the redemption that is offered to each
woman bring you hope in your life?
2. Isaiah wrote to people in exile who had little memory of the
Garden past or hope in God’s glorious future. In what way(s),
if any, do you sense you are living in exile? What is this like
for you? How might a memory of the Garden past be a gift to
you right now? And how could in hope of God’s glorious future
reshape those areas of your life where you feel, personally or
culturally, you are in exile?
3. Isaiah invites, even exhorts, us to “sing!” Sometimes we sing as
an overflow of our joy and trust; sometimes we sing because
our hearts are dry and thirsty. In what way(s) have you sung for
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either of these reasons? What was that like? How might singing
to God actually transform your knowledge of and trust in him?
4. Isaiah encourages his listeners to stretch out, to build. Think of
the four women—it does not matter what your story has been to
this point; unseen doors can still be flung open! In what area(s)
of your life might God be calling you to risk stretching out? To
risk building or creating something new? How willing are you to
listen and respond to this call?
5. Isaiah knows us! He knows that fear almost always nips at our
heels. Rarely can we kick it away permanently. But we also need
not let it steer our course. What fear(s) do you n
 eed—perhaps
for the first time, perhaps for the hundredth time—to leave in
Jesus’ hands, that you might be about his business? What will it
take for you to do this? As you give your fear up to him, what is
the Lord offering you in return?
6. Take a few moments and read aloud all of Isaiah 54. Isaiah
declares that though the mountains may fall and the hills turn
to dust, yet the love of the Lord will stand. His covenant with us
is immovable. His compassion is real. As you look at the chapter
as a whole, how is the love of God revealed here? Now, look
forward into the immediacy of your life on this planet, as well
as into future fulfillment of the far Larger Story. What might it
mean to you that no matter what, his love will be with you?
7. Spend time thanking God for the far Larger Story in which you
find yourself. Ask him, in light of this big Story, what his simple
next step might be for you in the journey. Listen for his answer.
Tell someone. And then risk going forward, with his presence,
yet undaunted.

