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How our union with Christ empowers 
us to live boldly

Scripture Focus: John 14:20–23; 17:20–26; Romans 5:1–5; 8:18–25;          
2 Corinthians 4:10–11; Colossians 3:1–10

Article: “The Key to a Purposeful Life” by Sarah Lebhar Hall, 
Christianity today

The fear of getting it all wrong—“It is a fear I know well,” Sarah Hall confesses 
in Christianity today. “The plethora of choices—vocational, relational, and 
geographical—and the silence of my culture about its expectations, often left 

me feeling paralyzed.” Many of her friends, both older and younger, have experienced a 
similar crisis. Chances are you’ve felt the same way, too.

Christians certainly are not immune to this type of fear—sometimes our faith even 
seems to intensify the feeling that we may blow it. Hall probes, “How do we deal with the 
fear that our lives will be disappointing—to us or to God?” Thanks be to God, there are 
scriptural answers to these debilitating questions, and they all point to Christ.

This Today’s Christian Woman Bible Study will help you deepen your faith as you 
dig into Scripture, reflect on the truth of God’s Word, and take action steps to live out 
your faith in your daily life—even when it’s uncertain. You can use this Today’s Christian 
Woman Bible Study on your own as part of your personal spiritual growth, or you can use 
it in a group setting as you discuss God’s Word with a community of friends and grow in 
faith together.

BIBLE STUDY

You can use this Bible Study 
on your own or as part of a 
group. Go to http://todays 
christianwomanstore.com                 
/biblestudies.html 
to download free resources 
on how to lead a life-
changing Bible study and 
tips for getting the most 
out of participating in small 
group experience.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://nlt.to/1chronicles.28.9
http://nlt.to/1chronicles.28.9
http://nlt.to/1chronicles.28.9
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Get Ready
Before the study, read the article “The Key to 
a Purposeful Life” (included at the end of this 
study). Or, if you’d prefer, begin your meeting 
by reading the article aloud as a group.

0

Open Up
When it comes to combating our fears, the 

objective is simple to state but harder to put 

into practice: to take our eyes off ourselves 

and to put them on Jesus. More specifically, 

we must view ourselves only in relation to 

him. We are not free moral agents floating out 

there to be buffeted by every gust of wind. We 

are anchored in Christ. As the New Testament 

so clearly says, we are united to him. “The 

possibility is staggering: that I, a creature, 

might have my life linked—actually, organically, 

eternally linked— to the Son of God himself,” 

Hall says. “Like a freight car coupled with an 

engine, where Jesus goes, I go. What happens 

to him, happens to me. I follow him and share 

his life, his character, his suffering, his future, his 

inheritance, even his reign with the Father.” If 

this is true—and it is—what are the implications 

as we face our fears and live for God? 

Option: If you’d like, begin
your study with this
interactive experience.

Connect

According to the American Psychological 
Association, more than 10 million 
American adults suffer from some kind of 
phobia. There are the phobias you have 
all probably heard of—acrophobia: the 
fear of heights; claustrophobia: the fear 
of being enclosed in a small space; or 
arachnophobia: the fear of spiders. But 
you probably have never suffered from 
levophobia: the fear of things to the left 
side of the body or bromidrophobia: the 
fear of bodily smells. We still know you 
have fears. Go ahead! Share with the 
group what phobia you would diagnose 
yourself with, whether from the above 
choices or from the list below:

Agoraphobia: Fear of open spaces or 
of being in crowded, public places

Anginophobia: Fear of choking 

Arachibutyrophobia: Fear of peanut 
butter sticking to the roof of the mouth

Automatonophobia: Fear of 
ventriloquist’s dummies, animatronic 
creatures, or wax statues 

Bacteriophobia: Fear of germs

Chorophobia: Fear of dancing

Dentophobia: Fear of dentists

Ephebiphobia: Fear of teenagers

Glossophobia: Fear of public speaking

Hematophobia: Fear of blood

Lygophobia: Fear of darkness

Metathesiophobia: Fear of changes

Necrophobia: Fear of death or dead 
things

Pantophobia: Fear of everything.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://bit.ly/19RhnqM
http://bit.ly/19RhnqM
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>> What stands out most to you from the article “The Key to a Purposeful 
Life”? Why?

>> Have you ever felt debilitated by fear? How did you move beyond those 
feelings? 

>> How have you experienced the Lord’s leading in decisions?

Seek
Before launching into your time of Scripture exploration, pause as a group to pray. 

Express your desire to seek out God’s truth in his Word and to seek guidance from 

the Holy Spirit during your discussion.

Discover
We are united to Christ.

Read John 15:4–8.

Hall reminds us: “No follower of Jesus is an isolated entity.” We belong to each 

other and to the Lord. This is already the reality of our salvation, but it is also 

up to us to seek out this unity daily, as Christ teaches: “Remain in me, and I will 

remain in you” (John 15:4).

Read John 17:20–26.

As Jesus plans to leave his disciples at the Last Supper, he prays for them (and 

their successors). He begins by establishing the importance of unity among the 

disciples. He assures them, however, that this unity will not come out of their own 

power, but that the glory necessary for this holy unity has already been given to 

them from God. The same is true for us as disciples of Christ.

Read Colossians 3:1–10.

>> How does our union with Christ demonstrate the truth of the gospel?

>> How do love and knowledge work together in our union with Christ? Do 
you experience both? How might our union with other believers help in this 
regard?

>> As a result of this new perspective in our union with Christ, our lives are to 
change in order to reflect him. In light of this, consider your priorities—for 
personal success or personal holiness. What would be the difference in 
your life if your priorities changed?

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://nlt.to/john.15.4-8
http://nlt.to/john.17.20-26
http://nlt.to/colossians.3.1-10
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We get to enjoy Christ’s victory amid life’s difficulties.  

Our union with Christ is more than a spur to future hope or personal holiness—

though it is that and more. It also enables us to participate with him in his victory 

over evil, sin, and death right now, regardless of our circumstances. “Jesus has 

already won the medal for us,” Hall notes, referencing the joy of competing in the 

Olympics. “As A. J. Gordon writes in his classic book In Christ, ‘He who is in Christ 

fights from victory in his very attempt to fight for victory.’” Even when our present 

situation is steeped in suffering, sin, loss, failure, or doubt, our souls are secure 

in Christ’s ultimate victory. The way we view our lives and circumstances is then 

free to be transformed—even if the circumstances themselves remain difficult—as 

we pray and hope for transformation to be made manifest here and now.

Read Romans 8:18–25.

>> In verses 18–21, Paul sets up a contrast between present circumstances 
(sufferings, longing, futility, bondage to corruption) and future ones (glory, 
revealing of the children of God, freedom). He uses the metaphor of being 
born again to illustrate this transformation. Name a circumstance in your 
life that you have seen take on new life through Christ. 

>> Now name a situation still awaiting Christ’s transformation. Dream with 
God about how his restoration could affect this situation—now or in 
heaven.

We know that our lives—even our pain—are sweetened by our 
fellowship with the Trinity. 

Hall says that experiencing this victory is not simply a matter of choosing to live 

in it, but also depends on enjoying our fellowship with the triune God. This joy 

springs out of an eternal perspective that sees God as the King of the universe, 

the Author of time, and the Lover of our souls. When we see God for who he 

truly is, we cannot help but respond in joy, love, and praise.

Read John 14:20–23.

Jesus is saying goodbye to the disciples—at least for the moment—preparing 

them for the time they will minister without his physical presence. But the Lord 

promises something better: fellowship with God himself (verse 20). We, too, 

are without the physical presence of Jesus, but in the same vein, we have the 

opportunity to experience God and be united with him spiritually. 

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://nlt.to/romans.8.18-25
http://nlt.to/john.14.20-23
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>> What has God done or shown you in your life recently that has made you 
delight in him? Share a specific example.

>> How has the truth of your spiritual union with God encouraged you?

>> Verses 21–23 state that the Lord expects us to respond to this gracious truth 
with obedience. How does this characterize your relationship with God?

We share in his suffering . . . and we share in his freedom.  

Union with Christ is no guarantee of a life without pain or pressure. But it is a promise 

that our sufferings have meaning and will be redeemed by a loving Lord. Because 

Christ both died and was raised and because we are united to him, we will experience 

the same. We are subject to death, but we have hope for redemption. Therefore, we 

are not to run from death but embrace it as the pathway to life.

Read 2 Corinthians 4:10–11.

As followers of Christ, we must learn to see with eyes that acknowledge eternity. 

“Jesus wants us to know the ending of our story,” Hall writes. “Otherwise, the terror of 

the unknown would distract us from living life to the fullest.” When we are able to see 

Christ first and then our situation, our fears lose their power over us. We are freed.

>> Paul mentions “our body” three times 
(2 Corinthians 4:10–11). The Christian life 
is experienced not only spiritually, but 
physically as well. How does this fact of 
union with a Christ who physically died 
change the way we think about our own 
physical sufferings?

Read Romans 5:1–5.

>> We have peace with God and access 
to God’s grace through our union 
with Jesus. Think of a time when you 
remember experiencing God’s peace or 
grace. Give an example. 

>> What two things should we rejoice in 
(Romans 5:2–3)? How do you plan to 
incorporate these two kinds of rejoicing 
in your own life?

Optional Activity

Ponder the things you have 

thought over and discussed with 

your group during this session. 

Write a letter to yourself that you 

can read next time you are feeling 

overcome by fear. This can be as 

specific or general as you like. Keep it 

somewhere you’ll remember so that 

next time you become paralyzed, 

you can remind yourself of these 

truths. Don’t forget to include 

Scripture that stood out to you.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://nlt.to/2corinthians.4.10-11
http://nlt.to/romans.5.1-5
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Change
Christians have a firm anchor for their souls. Even better, we are united with that 

Anchor. We are not on our own, we cannot ultimately mess up our lives, nor are 

we without hope—whatever befalls us. We can rest assured that our sufferings 

are part of God’s plan. Just as Jesus died and rose, we can trust that our own 

deaths will lead to his life.

“May we rest in the security of our union with Christ,” Hall counsels. “We are 

tethered—to a strong character, to a settled plot—and will not disappear into 

deep space. Let us embrace our unpredictable seasons of life as those who are 

confident in the quality of the plot, committed to character development, and 

enjoying our relationship with the protagonist. Christ in us is ‘the hope of glory.’” 

>> When you consider your own fears, which of these four discover points is 
the most difficult for you to apply? Why? 

>> In light of all you’ve read and discussed, what’s one attitude, action, or 
pattern in your life that you sense God is leading you to change?

Take Action
Choose one of the following steps you’ll do after the study to apply God’s Word 
to your life.

s Select one of the passages you read during this study and commit it to 

memory. Make a daily habit of meditating on that passage from Scripture, 

inviting God to impress his truth upon your heart.

s Take some time to ponder individually what fears affect you. Begin by 

acknowledging stressors in your life and digging deeper into the fears 

in which they may be rooted. Write these fears on a slip of paper. Break 

into pairs and turn your slip of paper into a physical representation of 

the transformation of those fears by God’s truth and our union with him. 

You could write over your list in a bold marker with truth from Scripture. 

You could fold it into a paper crane. You could cut it into a lovely paper 

snowflake. Whatever you decide together, exchange slips of paper with 

your partner and perform the transformative exercise. The beauty of our 

faith is that it is made manifest through the physical. There is immense 

power in tangible representations of spiritual truths.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
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s Have each person from your group share a spiritual discipline that helps 

her find peace in Christ. Choose one of these disciplines that interests you, 

intimidates you, or surprises you. The Lord reveals himself in many ways that 

you may not expect until you try. Commit to trying this spiritual discipline 

once or twice a week for a month’s time.

Commit
Form pairs in your group; as partners, share with one another about your personal 

struggles with fear and pray aloud for one another. Pray for victory in Christ and 

that the Lord would dramatically transform your vision from fear to freedom.

0
Explore More
Want to dig deeper into this topic? Check out these articles and online resources.

>> Praying Away Fear from TodaysChristianWoman.com

>> Inadequacy, Fear, and Calling from GiftedForLeadership.com

>> The Worry Addiction from TodaysChristianWoman.com

>> Living Fearlessly from TodaysChristianWoman.com

—Study by Stan Guthrie and Amber Stenberg. Stan Guthrie is author of All That Jesus 
Asks: How His Questions Can Teach and Transform Us (Baker Books) and coauthor 
of The Sacrament of Evangelism (Moody Publishers). Stan blogs at stanguthrie.com. 
Amber is the editorial intern at Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://bit.ly/160iwx2
www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://bit.ly/YRGHef
www.GiftedForLeadership.com
http://bit.ly/kWLAEZ
www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://bit.ly/14PXT14
www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://bit.ly/11v10ue
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The Key to a Purposeful Life
It’s not imitating Christ, but union with him that                                                          
makes the difference.

By Sarah Lebhar Hall

On a recent Sunday night, I sat on the floor at church, with my 3-year-old climbing 

in and out of my lap. As an introduction to a teaching series on fear, we had broken 

into small groups to answer the question, “What things are people your age most 

afraid of?”

I spoke of the maternal fears I share with all my 30something mom friends: injury, 

illness, death, sadness for our children. The response of the other two group 

members surprised me, if only for their candor. Both 20somethings in full-time 

Christian ministry said they were afraid of “getting it wrong” in the next decade—of 

wasting the years, making wrong decisions, and having to backpedal and start over. 

One guy put it this way: “I don’t want to set myself up for a midlife crisis, where I say, 

‘What have I done with my life so far?’”

It is a fear I know well, having spent my 20s feeling much the same way. The plethora 

of choices—vocational, relational, and geographical—and the silence of my culture 

about its expectations often left me feeling paralyzed. In the words of songwriter 

David Wilcox, “I was dead with deciding—afraid to choose. I was mourning the loss 

of the choices I’d lose.” Several publications at the time, including a book entitled 

Quarterlife Crisis, made it clear that I was not alone.

On the other side of that decade, I find myself among a crowd with a different fear—

or perhaps the same fear with a different face. That same Sunday night, another 

friend, in his late 30s, talked about the frightening realization that all his hopes and 

goals for life would not be met. This particular friend has 2-year-old twins, one of 

whom has serious medical problems; his sweet little life has required his parents’ 

energies in ways they never expected. Whether because of the limitations of time 

or circumstance, many things we want to do in our lives, and with our lives for God’s 

kingdom, are often beyond our grasp. Life doesn’t unfold the way we expect.

While I hear 20somethings asking, “What if my life doesn’t go anywhere?” I hear my 

peers sighing, “My life isn’t going where I thought it would go.” Somewhere along the 

line, we feel, things have gone off track.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
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In just the past month, I have heard several Christians articulate surprise at the 

turns their lives have taken: “I never thought adultery would happen to me,” “I 

never could have imagined myself as a widow,” “I don’t want to be the mother of 

a deceased daughter.” Each deviation from our expectations of “normalcy” can 

leave us confused and recalibrating. How do we cope with the suspense of life in 

such an unpredictable world? How do we deal with the fear that our lives will be 
disappointing—to us or to God?

Joined to the Lord
The good news from the Scriptures is this: No follower of Jesus is an isolated 

entity, living out a solitary, potentially tragic plot line. The life story of a disciple is 

inextricably linked with the life story of Jesus. Each of us is connected to Jesus as a 

branch is connected to the vine, a body part is connected to the head, or a wife is 

connected to her husband (John 15; Ephesians 4:15–16; 5:31–32). In fact, the truth 

gets even more shocking: As the Father is in Jesus, and he is in the Father, so are we 

“in” Christ, and he in us (John 17:20–26). In other words, in the same way that the 

Father and the Son are connected to one another, so we are connected with the Son 

by the work of his Spirit. We are “joined to the Lord” (1 Corinthians 6:17).

The possibility is staggering: that I, a creature, might have my life linked—actually, 

organically, eternally linked—to the Son of God himself. Like a freight car coupled 

with an engine, where Jesus goes, I go. What happens to him, happens to me. I 

follow him and share his life, his character, his suffering, his future, his inheritance, 

even his reign with the Father.

While this reality, known as the doctrine of “union with Christ,” has received a lot 

of attention throughout Christian history, it is often ignored in the modern church. 

But it is incredibly good news for those of us who wrestle with the uncertainty and 

disappointment of life on earth. Because we are “in Christ,” because his life is ours, 

our fundamental life story has already been written.

As one who has “put on” Christ in baptism (Galatians 3:27), my life has a predictable 

trajectory. I will live, like Jesus, through suffering and sacrifice, rejoicing and rejection, 

obedience and fellowship, service and sadness, death and resurrection. And my life 

will end, like his, in glory. This is how Jesus experienced our fallen world. This is how 

I will experience it too. My life “path” has already been mapped out by Jesus, who 

calls himself the “way” (John 14:6). This road goes through suffering and death to life 

and glory. The script is already written.

In fact, the New Testament often speaks about the details of my life in Christ in the 

past tense. It is a done deal. I (that is, my old self) was crucified with Christ (Romans 

www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://nlt.to/john.15
http://nlt.to/ephesians.4.15-16
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6:3–6). God raised me up with him and seated me with him in heaven (Ephesians 2:6; 

Colossians 3:1). Because of these realities, I can be just as sure of what will happen in 

my future. The reality of Christ in me is my “assurance of sharing his glory” (Colossians 
1:27). Because Jesus is my life, I know how my life will end. “And when Christ, who is 
your life, is revealed to the whole world, you will share in all his glory” (Colossians 3:4, 

emphasis added). 

If I Am United with Christ. . .
All of this takes the pressure off my experience of life now. It does so in a few ways:

If I am united with Christ, my focus can be on staying connected to Jesus. I don’t 

have to obsess about the particulars of the decisions before me. Do I take this job? 

Move to this city? Marry this person? Have another child? Yes, I will discern these 

things best in relationship with Jesus. And yes, God, as a loving Father, certainly cares 

about them. But these are not ultimately the defining questions of my life. Think 

about Jesus’ image of the vine and the branches. Look at an individual branch. What 

matters most? Which direction it grows? Whether it twines to the left or the right? Of 

course not. What matters most to its health and well-being is simply whether it is still 
connected to the vine, and whether the vine (which is Jesus) is alive and thriving. As far 

as life direction goes, the most important questions sound more like this: Am I feeding 

myself on Jesus? Am I hearing his words and putting them into practice? Am I loving 

him with all my heart? Am I living in his body, the church? These questions are usually 

easier to consider, and should be less angst-ridden.

If I am united with Christ, then my life will take on not only the direction of Jesus’ 
life, but its quality. We spend a lot of time thinking about the “plot” of our lives. God 

is apparently much more interested in character development. The reality of my union 

with Jesus speaks to both. Because Jesus is living in me by his Spirit, my character 

gradually conforms to his character (Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:18; Galatians 4:19; 

Colossians 3:10). In other words, holiness happens from the inside out. It’s not about 

me, struggling away out here in my world, trying to be more like Jesus. Instead, it’s 

Jesus, living in my heart (Ephesians 3:17), making his home in me (John 14:23), who is 

remodeling his own house. This was, in fact, the primary point of Jesus’ incarnation 

for our redemption. As Martin Luther put it, “The Logos [Jesus, the Word] puts on our 

form and pattern, our image and likeness, so that it may clothe us with its image, its 

pattern, and its likeness.” It is freeing to take our eyes off the unknowable variables 

of our future, and focus instead on cooperating with the Spirit of God as he works to 

transform our hearts into the image of Jesus. That transformation is one thing we can 

be certain God has in store for our lives.

www.todayschristianwoman.com
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If I am united with Christ, I get to enjoy his victory. Now. I think of Sarah Hughes, 

figure skating her way to an unexpected gold medal in the 2002 Olympics. As a 

16-year-old, coming into the final event in fourth place, she didn’t have much to 

lose. While the top three contenders competed, we held our breath for each jump, 

each landing, each combination. Every movement had the power to guarantee either 

victory of defeat. But Hughes was fun to watch, because she was clearly having fun. “I 

didn’t really go out and skate for a gold medal,” she told an interviewer that evening, 

“I went out and had a great time.” She skated as though it were a prize to simply be at 

the Olympics. She skated with an exuberant, reckless abandon. That freedom enabled 

her to give the best performance of her life. 

Our life as disciples, united with Christ, should be a lot like that. Jesus has already won 

the medal for us. The prize is ours. We get to enjoy the event, to marvel at the privilege 

of being included in the games. As A.J. Gordon writes in his classic book In Christ, “He 

who is in Christ fights from victory in his very attempt to fight for victory.” 

If I am united with Christ, my life—even my pain—is sweetened by fellowship with 
the Trinity. Whenever my husband and I hug each other in the kitchen, my 3-year-old 

daughter is inevitably there within two seconds. She squeezes through our legs until 

she’s right in between us, at which point she announces: “Family hug!” She sees our 

love for one another, and she wants in. 

Because of our union with Jesus we can join the Trinity’s family embrace: “On that day 

you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you. Whoever 

has my commands and keeps them is the one who loves me. The one who loves me 

will be loved by my Father, and I, too, will love them and show myself to them. . . . My 

Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them” (John 

14:20–23).

The Christian life is not simply a matter of “pain now, gain later.” We are given—right 

now—incredible fellowship with God. Eternal life is knowing him (John 17:3). We have 

been enveloped in God’s family hug, and we live all of life within the warmth and 

security of that embrace.

If I am united with Christ, suffering is not a deviation or a dead end. For some reason, 

and I know this is insanity, I expect my life to proceed smoothly. When it is interrupted 

by pain, I feel surprised and angry. But if I am in Christ, I can expect suffering to be 

a normal part of my discipleship. It is not a detour from Plan A, but an expected 

component of life with Jesus. In fact, it is an opportunity to participate in Jesus’ life, 

to share in his sufferings (for he suffers with us), and to have his resurrection made 

known in my body (2 Corinthians 4:10–11). That can radically change my experience of 

www.todayschristianwoman.com
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suffering. Gordon writes, “Both suffering and death, while they are the common and 

inevitable heritage of the race, may in the believer’s case be so linked into union with 

the cross and passion of his Lord, that they shall in a certain sense be transformed 

from inflictions into sacrifices.”

Our suffering is not a pointless impediment to our productivity or fruitfulness. It is 

something we share with Jesus, for the good of our souls and of his kingdom. 

If I am united with Christ, I am freed from my fears. My 5-year-old son is a space 

buff. Consequently, we have done a lot of reading with him about the U.S. space 

program. His favorite mission is Apollo 11, the first to land on the moon. My husband 

recently found himself wishing he could have been on that incredible mission. Then 

he realized how little he would have actually enjoyed it, because of the sheer terror 

of not knowing whether he’d get back to earth safely. He imagined it—being confined 

inside a tiny metal box, hundreds of thousands of miles away from his home planet, 

while any one of a million things could have gone wrong and killed him instantly—

and concluded that his fear would have overshadowed any real appreciation of the 

adventure. The story of Apollo 11 seems nothing but glorious now, but that is only 

because we know how it ended. I suspect that Buzz Aldrin, Michael Collins, and 

the late Neil Armstrong would have given anything to relive their mission with the 

knowledge that they would come home safely.

Jesus wants us to know the ending of our story. Otherwise, the terror of the unknown 

would distract us from living life to the fullest. Because we are united to Christ, when 

we look at him, we see the end of our story. We do get to come home safely. That 

changes our experience of this “mission” that is our lives. We can live them joyfully, as 

adventure stories and not tragedies in the making.

May we rest in the security of our union with Christ. We are tethered—to a strong 

character, to a settled plot—and will not disappear into deep space. Let us embrace 

our unpredictable seasons of life as those who are confident in the quality of the 

plot, committed to character development, and enjoying our relationship with the 

protagonist. Christ in us is “the hope of glory.” And hope does not disappoint us 

(Romans 5:5).

—Sarah Lebhar Hall is an adjunct professor of Biblical Studies at Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary and Trinity School for Ministry. “The Key to a Purposeful Life” was 
first published in ChrisTianiTy Today, November 2012.
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