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What’s your story? 

We all have different backgrounds and perspectives.   

Maybe you grew up going to Christian church each and every Sunday. . . . .  

Maybe you have a background in one of the world’s many other religions. .  . . . 

Maybe you consider yourself to be “spiritual,” but not necessarily “religious”. . . . 

Maybe you’re more than a little skeptical of God in general. . . .  

No matter what your story is, this class is intended for you!  Whether you’re serious or 
curious about religion and spirituality, you owe it to yourself to take an honest look at 
what is by far the world’s oldest and largest religion.   

The purpose of this class is to give a clear presentation of Christianity’s main 
teachings, as they are laid out for us in the Bible.   

Let’s get started! 
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1.  Sin and Grace 
The young man had finally hit rock bottom. Homeless, penniless, and 
jobless in a free-falling economy, he couldn’t even get a job at McDonald’s. 
Instead, he begged for spare change, shivered in the cold, and wondered 
whether he would starve to death.  

The worst part of it all was that this young man had no one to blame but 
himself. He had been raised in a wealthy family with every privilege you 
could imagine. But on his 18th birthday, he stole his father’s debit card, 
withdrew a small fortune from the bank, and ran away from home. He 
recklessly poured out money on wild parties, drinking, drugs, and sex, 
until the money ran out and he was left with nothing. 

Desperate, the young man decided to go home. He would get down on his 
knees and beg his wealthy father to let him work as a janitor in his 
company. He planned his speech.  “Dad, you don’t have to look at me.  You 
don’t have to talk to me.  You don’t even have to think of me as your son 
anymore. . . but please just give me some kind of work so I don’t have to 
beg in the streets anymore.” 

A bus dropped the young man off in front of his parents’ house.  His father, 
sitting on the porch, recognized his son coming up the driveway and 
immediately ran to him as fast as possible.  With tears in his eyes, he 
hugged his long-lost son as though he would never let him go.  The young 
man never even had a chance to begin the speech he had planned. His 
father pulled him inside the house, handed him a new suit, and told him to 
shower and change.  When the young man came back downstairs, he was 
shocked at what he saw.  A house full of dinner guests. . .  joyful music 
playing. . . , T-bone steaks sizzling on the grill. . .  expensive bottles of 
wine being brought up from the cellar. With a huge smile on his face, the 
young man’s father shouted to everyone in the house, “Let’s celebrate! My 
son was as good as dead, but he’s alive again. He was lost, but now is 
found.” 

(adapted from Luke 15:11-32) 

The story of the Prodigal Son has a shocking and unexpected ending.  The young man’s 
mistakes were great, but his father’s love and forgiveness were even greater.  This 
story helps us to better understand our story, and the story of all humankind.  In our 
opening lesson we will study the human problem of sin, and God’s solution of grace.  
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WHAT IS SIN? 
Evaluate the story of the African tribe.  What do you think of this view of human 
nature? 

Let’s see how this mindset matches up with the Bible’s. . . . . 

Romans 7:18  I know that good itself does not dwell in me, that is, in my 
sinful nature. 

Matthew 15:19  For out of the heart come evil thoughts - murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 

Psalm 14:3  All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there is no 
one who does good, not even one.  

The Bible paints a pretty bleak picture of human nature.  It says human beings 
are not “fundamentally good,” but rather “fundamentally bad” – wicked, evil, 
and corrupt. 

When does this start? 

Psalm 51:5 Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother 
conceived me. 

Why does this happen? 

Genesis 5:3 (Adam) had a son in his own likeness, in his own image. . . . 

Romans 5:19 Through the disobedience of the one man the many were 
made sinners.  

John 3:6  Flesh gives birth to flesh. . . . 

 

We best understand the depth of our sin when we compare it to God’s 
requirement for all human beings. 

Leviticus 19:2 Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.  

Matthew 5:48  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
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Words to Know  
(a full glossary of terms is found on p. 79) 

“Sinful Nature”/ “Original Sin” = 

“Actual Sin” =



Gemologists rate diamonds according to a 
“diamond clarity chart.”  Each stone’s rating 
depends on the number of flaws visible in the 
stone under 10x magnification.  The fewer 
flaws, the more valuable the stone.  Very few 
stones (about 1 in 5,000) receive a rating of FL 
(“flawless.”)  They are extremely rare and 
extremely valuable. 

Because God is flawless, he demands that his 
people be flawless.  It only takes a single sin to 
make us fall short of this requirement. 

James 2:10 Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one 
point is guilty of breaking all of it. 

God applies his requirement of perfection not only to our actions and words, but 
even to our thoughts.   

1 John 3:15  Anyone who hates a brother or sister is a murderer, and you 
know that no murderer has eternal life residing in him. 

Matthew 5:28  Anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already 
committed adultery with her in his heart. 

By this point, it’s not hard to establish the sad truth. 

Romans 3:23  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

Where do you see evidence of sin in our world? 

WHAT ARE THE RESULTS OF SIN? 
Isaiah 59:2-3 Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins 
have hidden his face from you. 

Ephesians 2:1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins… 
gratifying the cravings of the flesh and following its desires and thoughts. 

Romans 6:23  The wages of sin is death. 

Because God is perfect, he cannot tolerate imperfection.   
Because God is eternal, his judgments last forever. 
Because we are sinful, we deserve to die – not only at the end of our earthly lives, but 
eternally, in a place called hell. 
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WHAT DID GOD DO ABOUT SIN? 

Ezekiel 33:11 “As surely as I live,” declares the Sovereign LORD, “I take 
no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from 
their ways and live.” 

John 3:16 God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 

1 John 4:10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and 
sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 

Broken and sinful though we are, God still loves us.  Since we humans could not fix 
our broken relationship with God, God in his love decided to fix his relationship with 
us.  He did this by sending his Son, Jesus, into the world to live and die in our place.  
The Bible describes this ultimate act of undeserved love with one word: grace.   

Ephesians 2:8 For it is by grace you have been saved, 
through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the 
gift of God. 

Romans 11:6  And if by grace, then it cannot be based 
on works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace. 

Jesus lived a perfect life in our place. 

Hebrews 4:15 We have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we 
are -- yet was without sin. 

Jesus paid for our sins by dying on the cross. 

1 John 2:2  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours, 
but also for the sins of the whole world.  

Romans 3:23,24  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all 
are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by 
Christ Jesus.  
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Words to Know 

“Grace” = 

“Redemption” =  

“Justification” = 

“Atonement” =



Amazing Grace! 

What really happened when Jesus died on the cross?  

The Bible says that at some cosmic level, Jesus was being eternally punished for 
all the sins of the world.  At the same time, Jesus’ “righteousness” – that his, his 
perfect, sin-free life - was being transferred to all who believe in him.   

See the following diagram, entitled “God’s Great Exchange.” 

 

THE RESULTS OF GOD’S GRACE TO US 

Romans 8:1  Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are 
in Christ Jesus. 

John 3:16  For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, 
that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 

All who believe in Jesus do not need to fear the punishment of hell.  With his perfect 
life covering us and his perfect death atoning for our sins, God promises that when 
our life is over, we will spend eternity with him in a joyful, perfect place called 
heaven. 

All because of the Prodigal Father….   

 8



TAKING IT DEEPER… 

Agree or Disagree: 

▪ We are all born fundamentally good, and then as life goes on we pick up our 
bad habits and behaviors from others. 

▪ If we try hard enough, we can obey every one of God’s commands. 

▪ Sinful actions (such as killing someone or stealing) are worse than sinful speech 
(such as lying or cursing).  And sinful speech is worse than sinful thoughts (such 
as lust or hatred). 

▪ Some people deserve God’s grace more than others do. 

▪ When Jesus suffered and died, God was punishing him for our sins.  

Discuss: 

▪ What happened to all the sins of people who lived and died before Jesus came?  
Did those people get to go to heaven? 

▪ The main reason Jesus came to earth is ________________________________. 

▪ There are really only two religions in the world.  
 

In our worship  
Consider the meaning of “Confession and Absolution”  
(Christian Worship p.15,26,38) 

Looking Ahead to Lesson 2: 

▪ If God, in his grace, sent Jesus to die for the sins of the whole world, then why 
won’t everybody in the whole world go to heaven?  The answer to that question 
involves the concept of faith.  

Ephesians 2:8  For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith. . . . . 
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