discussion guide1

we know that it
can feel like a BIG
commitment
So, we want to give you the opportunity to gather a few
friends, neighbors, or family members and form a group
for six weeks. Put this booklet in your Bible so that at
worship, you can pull it out to take notes on the sermons
each week. Then bring your Bible and booklet to your
group time for discussion. If you miss a Sunday, you can
always catch up at sov.church/messages. Here is the journey:
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SEPTEMBER 25 | The Integrated Life Overview

2

OCTOBER 2 | Perfect James 1

3

OCTOBER 9 | Wisdom James 2

4

OCTOBER 16 | Speech James 3

5

OCTOBER 23 | Perseverance James 4

6

OCTOBER 30 | Do James 5

THE BIGGER STORY FAITH
In this six-week sermon and small group series, we
will read through the book of James and learn what
authentic faith looks like. Often our human tendency
is to hide our struggles and imperfections, showing
the world the most polished, put-together version of
ourselves. But living authentically for and with Jesus
encourages us to drop the masks we hide behind,
and reveal our true selves.
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what small group
members are saying
about their groups
“I have gained great friends that pour Christ
into my life.”
“My small group helped me to get to know people in this
larger church in a more personal way. I know I can share
unconditionally without judgment.”
“This group has encouraged me to keep prayer and Jesus
in the forefront of my day, every single day of my life.
Jesus first, and everything else follows.”
“Our small group has impacted all of our lives—
spiritually, personally, financially, relationally, physically.
We pray for one another, support one another, and hold
each other accountable.”
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why small groups?
At Shepherd of the Valley, we’ve learned we grow best
spiritually when we are connected relationally. We meet
in small groups pursuing Jesus together (UP), building
genuine relationships that feel like family (IN), and
intentionally loving and serving others where we live,
work, study, and play (OUT). Each small group focuses
on growing in UP, IN, and OUT relationships, with the
ultimate goal of becoming more like Jesus.
Jesus himself modeled sharing his life with a small group.
Small Groups make our lives better, and they make us
better at life. That’s why we say we Live Better Connected!
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small group covenant
A covenant helps a group clarify their goals, expectations, and
commitments together. It provides a foundation for building trust,
growing relationships, and creating a healthy community.
A Healthy Group
1. Makes spiritual growth a priority (Romans 8:29)
2. Accepts one another (Romans 15:7)
3. Takes care of one another (John 13:34)
4. Treats one another with respect (Ephesians 4:23–5:2)
5. Keeps commitments to the group (Psalm 15:1–4)
6. Looks outwardly (Matthew 28:18–20; 1 Peter 4:10)
Confidentiality
I will keep what is shared in the group confidential, unless permission
to share is given or someone is in danger.
Time
I will be mindful of starting and ending times, and will use wisely the
time we have together. We will meet on _____________(day), from
________ (start time) to ________ (end time).
Prayer
I will pray for our group and members.
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Commitment
I will make our group and meetings a priority and will do my best to
come prepared. If I will be late or absent, I will let the leader(s) know
in advance.
Safe Environment
I will avoid gossip and work to proactively resolve concerns with others
(Matthew 18:15–17).
Participation
I will participate in, but not dominate conversations. I will offer my
time and gifts to help with group responsibilities and endeavors.
Listening
I will listen to others with care and respect. I will take care not to be
judgmental or give unsolicited advice.
Accountability
I will encourage others to grow spiritually and to keep commitments to
God and others.
Ulterior Motives
I will not use this group for counseling, financial support, soliciting
business, or promoting political agendas or candidates.
Other
Any modifications or additions?
Signature					Date
________________________________________________
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week 1 | september 25
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 1 | OVERVIEW
Opening Prayer
Holy Spirit, you spark faith in the heart of each person you call to
follow Jesus. Fan the spark of faith in our lives into bright lights of your
love and grace. Help us to put our trust firmly in you. Teach us through
these sessions how to let the true faith you give us remove every mask
we might hide behind. Amen.
Opener
Share your name, family, where you live now and where you’re from.
Choose one of the following questions to answer.
1. What was your favorite Halloween costume when you were
growing up?
2. Describe a time when you mistook one person for another.
Discuss and agree on your group covenant including schedule, logistics,
hopes, and expectations (see pages 6 & 7).
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
What are some of the “masks” you wear to conceal the less impressive
parts of you?
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Read & Discuss
Read James 1 together out loud.
1. What do you learn about James’ perspective on life’s trials
2.
3.
4.

5.

(verses 2–4)? How have you responded to a recent trial in your life?
How does wisdom help us learn to trust? How can we get this
wisdom, who gives it, and why (verses 5–8)?
Regardless of our life circumstances, what do verses 9–12 tell us
about what things are eternal?
How can relying on God and his character help keep us secure
when we are tempted to find our identity in other things
(verses 13–18)?
How is what we say and do shaped by the “new birth” we are given
in genuine faith (verses 18–27)? How do you see this play out in
your own life? In our church?

Live it Out
Begin and end each day this week by reading James 1. Prayerfully
listen for a phrase that stands out from the text and write it on a post-it
to be kept where you will see it. Meditate on that phrase throughout
the day and ask God for opportunities to live it out. At the end of the
day, thank God for his presence in your day in helping you live out
your phrase.
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Closing Prayer
Holy Spirit, thank you for freeing us to take off the masks we wear and
discover our identity that is firmly rooted in you. Help us to live out
our faith in such a way that we can be vulnerable with one another and
display your saving grace for the world to see. Amen.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Overview
M

SEPTEMBER 26 | James 1

T

SEPTEMBER 27 | James 2

W

SEPTEMBER 28 | James 3

T

SEPTEMBER 29 | James 4

F

SEPTEMBER 30 | James 5

S

OCTOBER 1 | Catch Up Day

Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you
face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing
of your faith produces perseverance.
James 1:2–3
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week 2 | october 2
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 2 | PERFECT
Opening Prayer
Lord, thank you for this time together. Lead us as we develop deeper
relationships and trust with one another as well as a closer walk with
you. We pray for wisdom and guidance as we learn together. Amen.
Opener
Describe your perfect fall day.
On a scale of 1–5, how much of a perfectionist are you? Where does
perfectionism show up for you?
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
In what areas of life do you feel pressure to have it all together?
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Read & Discuss
1. Read James 2:10–11. What do these verses say about our actions?
What is your gut response to these verses? Explain.
2. Read James 2:20–22. How are faith and actions related?
3. Even though Abraham was far from perfect, James cites him as an
example of faith in action (see Genesis 22). Why?
4. Think of being perfect as being complete or whole or having an
“integrated life.” What’s one area of your life from which you tend
to keep your faith separate? How could you better integrate your
faith in this area?
Live it Out
Make a list of the places you go, activities you often participate in, and
people you spend the most time with. Is your inner faith reflected in
your actions, words, and deeds when you are in these scenarios? Where
is it most evident and where could you do better? At the top of your list
write down one step you will take this week to move in that direction.

Every good and perfect gift is from above,
coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights,
who does not change like shifting shadows.
James 1:17
14

Closing Prayer
Father, we are aware of our imperfection and offer ourselves to you
as-is. We ask you to help our faith to show in our actions and the way
we treat others. Thank you for sending Jesus and for the holiness he
extends to us. Amen.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Perfect
M

OCTOBER 3 | James 1

T

OCTOBER 4 | James 1:1–8

W

OCTOBER 5 | James 1:9–18

T

OCTOBER 6 | James 1:19–27

F

OCTOBER 7 | Matthew 5:43–48 & Proverbs 8

S

OCTOBER 8 | Catch Up Day
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week 3 | october 9
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 3 | WISDOM
Opening Prayer
Lord, we invite you to be with us today. We humbly ask for your help
as we seek your kind of wisdom. Guide us as we engage with your
Word and with one another. Amen.
Opener
Choose one of the following to answer.
1. In what area would you like to be wiser?
2. Who do you go to for advice or questions? Why that person?
3. What was the last thing you googled how to do?
Share how taking a step toward better integrating your faith in your life
(from last week’s Live it Out section) went for you this week.
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
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Read & Discuss
1. Read James 3:13–18. What does earthly wisdom look like
(verses 14–16)?
2. How is heavenly wisdom different from earthly wisdom as
described in verses 17 and 18? What qualities in verse 17 do you
need more of in yourself? What difference would this make in
your life?
3. Read James 4:1–2. Think of a recent disagreement you’ve had with
someone. What was at the root of it? How do these verses shed
light on how to approach disagreements?
4. How does what you learned about heavenly wisdom in the previous
verses provide further insights on handling disagreements?
Live it Out
Each day this coming week, practice the Prayer of Examen, preferably
both at noon and evening. Follow the instructions below or view the
2-minute video at www.jesuits.org/spirituality/the-ignatian-examen.
1. Place yourself in God’s presence. Give thanks for God’s great love
for you.
2. Pray to understand how God is acting in your life.
3. Review your day. Recall specific moments and your feelings
at the time.
4. Reflect on what you did, said, or thought at those moments. Were
you drawing closer to God or further away?
5. Look with hope toward tomorrow and think about how you can
collaborate with God’s plan. Be specific. Close by saying
The Lord’s Prayer.
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Closing Prayer
Father, we seek to be wise in ways that glorify you, not ourselves. Open
our eyes and hearts to see and humbly submit to you the areas where
we need improvement. We ask you to teach and guide us, so that we
might be better reflections of your love. Amen.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Wisdom
M

OCTOBER 10 | James 2

T

OCTOBER 11 | James 2:1–7

W

OCTOBER 12 | James 2:8–19

T

OCTOBER 13 | James 2:20–26

F

OCTOBER 14 | Matthew 7:24 & Proverbs 4

S

OCTOBER 15 | Catch Up Day

But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.”
Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show
you my faith by my deeds.
James 2:18
19

We believe that God’s bigger story for your life
includes a deep connection with others who
together are becoming more and more like Jesus.
Let’s choose community together.
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resources
CONNECT | Looking for information on an activity
or to get registered for an event? Find the details and
registration forms at sov.church/connect.
MYSHEPHERD | Small group activity, a church
directory, giving history, and more all live in our secure
online portal called myShepherd. Click the Login to
myShepherd link at the bottom of sov.church to get started.
ONLINE WORSHIP | Away from Shepherd on a
Sunday? No problem! Worship live online or catch up at
a later time at youtube.com/sovchurch.
SOCIAL MEDIA | Join our vibrant online communities
and stay connected all week long. Like and follow us by
searching Shepherd of the Valley on Facebook or Instagram.
SOV.CHURCH | Our website at sov.church is the first
stop for up-to-date information on all that is happening
at Shepherd. You can always find service times, small
group resources, and details on ministry programs.
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week 4 | october 16
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 4 | SPEECH
Opening Prayer
Heavenly Father, thank you for this time we get to spend together with
you. Guide our learning and discussion, and help us apply what we
learn to our lives. May the words of our mouths and the meditations of
our hearts be acceptable in your sight. Amen.
Opener
Choose one of the following to answer.
1. Share a time when you said something you regretted.
2. Share a time when someone else said something negative to you
that stuck with you.
How was your Prayer of Examen time this past week?
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
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Read & Discuss
1. Read James 3:1–12. Of the three illustrations (bridle, rudder, spark)
about the tongue, which one resonates for you and why?
2. Why can just a few words make a big difference? Where have you
seen someone’s words make a big impact on, or change the course
of, someone’s life?
3. Verse 8 implies we can’t tame our own tongue. Do you think this is
true? Why or why not?
4. In Luke 6:43–45, how do Jesus’ words relate to James’ words? How
does the way you speak reflect your inner state?
5. Read Ephesians 4:20–32. Compare God’s role in taming the tongue
to our role. What are proper ways to use our words?
Live it Out
Choose one of the following to do this week.
Consider that every person is someone made in God’s image and for
whom Christ died (James 4:9). Is there someone you talk about in ways
that don’t reflect this truth? Pray daily for this person and for God’s
help to do better with your words.
Fast from speaking by creating space for silence and listening
(James 1:19). Create space each day to spend time in silence. Listen
patiently at meals with others. Spend 10 minutes each morning or
evening without speaking, attentively listening to the sounds around
you. Try not to fill the space with music or podcasts. Find ways to
ask more questions and listen intently to the answers. Refrain from
“speaking” on social media for the week.
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Closing Prayer
Father, we are grateful for mouths, tongues, and throats to utter,
babble, speak, shout, and sing, and we are grateful for our hands,
arms, and bodies that we use also to communicate with others to
share advice, encouragement, and warnings. Yet we acknowledge that
we frequently use these devices for our own glory and to grieve our
neighbors. Jesus, redeem our gift of talking and speaking so that our
words can bring healing and harmony to the world. Spirit, guide us
to choose our words wisely. Help us discern when it is appropriate to
silence ourselves so that others may speak and we may listen. In Jesus’s
name we pray. Amen.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Speech
M

OCTOBER 17 | James 3

T

OCTOBER 18 | James 3:1–6

W

OCTOBER 19 | James 3:7–12

T

OCTOBER 20 | James 3:13–18

F

OCTOBER 21 | Matthew 5:21–22, 33–37 & Proverbs 18

S

OCTOBER 22 | Catch Up Day
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week 5 | october 23
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 5 | PERSEVERANCE
Opening Prayer
Lord, we invite you to join us as we meet. Open our minds so that we
learn what you want to teach us in the area of perseverance. Thank you
for loving us and walking beside us, especially in difficult times. Amen.
Opener
Choose one of the following to answer.
1. Briefly describe a memorable long road trip you’ve taken.
2. When has it been hard to be patient?
3. When have you been ultimately blessed by persevering in a
difficult situation?
What did you choose to do from the Live it Out section last week?
Briefly tell the group how it went.
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
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Read & Discuss
1. Read James 1:2–4 and 1:12. Why does James tell us to consider it
“pure joy” when facing trials? Is having this sort of attitude easy or
difficult for you?
2. Describe how a faith that is “mature and complete…not lacking
anything” might look.
3. What does James say trials ultimately produce in us?
4. What do you think James means by the crown of life in verse 12?
5. Read James 5:7–12. Why do you think James chooses Job as an
example in this section?
6. Have you ever had to suffer patiently? What was helpful during
that time?
7. What encouragement do you find in these verses?
Live it Out
Rejoice always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is
God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. —1 Thessalonians 5:16–18
Gratitude is not denying reality but rather being grateful in the
midst of your present circumstances. Practice gratitude this week by
meditating on this verse each day and writing down things you are
grateful for at the end of each day. Additionally, ask God to help you in
the trials of your day.
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Closing Prayer
Lord, you know each of us and what we are facing. Pause, invite each
group member in turn to share a word or phrase indicating what is on
their heart. Increase our patience and help us to persevere in all these
situations. Help us to give up our attempts to control things, and
surrender as we trust and rely on you. Amen.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Perseverance
M

OCTOBER 24 | James 4

T

OCTOBER 25 | James 4:1–6

W

OCTOBER 26 | James 4:7–11

T

OCTOBER 27 | James 4:12–17

F

OCTOBER 28 | Matthew 7:7–12 & Proverbs 19

S

OCTOBER 29 | Catch Up Day

Submit yourselves, then, to God.
Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.
Come near to God and he will come near to you.
James 4:7–8
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week 6 | october 30
SERMON NOTES & REFLECTIONS
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WEEK 6 | DO
Opening Prayer
Lord, guide our time together as we engage with your Word. Help us
to see ways we can be more intentional with our actions, obeying you,
blessing others and bringing glory to you. Amen.
Opener
Choose one of the following to answer.
1. What do you love to do?
2. What new thing have you recently learned to do?
3. When was the last time you didn’t know what to do?
Reflect on Sunday’s Sermon
What stood out to you from the message this week? What questions do
you have? What did you learn?
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Read & Discuss
1. Read James 1:22–25 and Matthew 7:24–27. How is the message
at the heart of these two passages related? What do you learn about
hearing and doing or applying God’s Word?
2. Has there been a stormy time in your life when you have or
have not relied on the foundation of God’s words? What was
the outcome?
3. Read James 2:14–18. James reminds his readers to respond to faith
with action. Where in your life is God, through the Holy Spirit,
drawing you to action?
4. Referencing James 5:13–20, what are some things we are
invited to do because of our faith in Christ? How can we
support one another?
Live it Out
How can what you do, individually or with others, bless others?
Brainstorm as a group. You may consider some of the ideas from
James 5:13–20 or other serving or outreach ideas. Find more ideas
at sov.church/serve. Schedule a time in the next few weeks and do
something together.

Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each
other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous
person is powerful and effective.
James 5:16
32

Closing Prayer
Invite members to share their answer to the question, “How can the
group pray for you?”
Invite group members to pray for the person on their right, and pray
for the requests. Ask God to show the group members ways their
actions can reflect his love.

THE BIGGER STORY READING PLAN
Do
M

OCTOBER 31 | James 5

T

NOVEMBER 1 | James 5:1–6

W

NOVEMBER 2 | James 5:7–13

T

NOVEMBER 3 | James 5:14–20

F

NOVEMBER 4 | Matthew 7:24–27 & Proverbs 31

S

NOVEMBER 5 | Catch Up Day
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the journey
continues
During our study of James, we’ve learned that real faith
produces life change, which is shown by our deeds.
Faithful people live authentic lives that produce fruit. A
life of faith causes us to engage in and positively impact
the lives of others.
What are one or two of your takeaways from this study?
What’s Next?
1. How will you use what you learned from studying
James to become more like Jesus?
2. Will your small group continue to meet together?
Discuss what’s next for your group.
3. Invite others to join your group. Pray for God to fill
the “empty chair,” and invite. Personal invitation is
the best way to help people find a group.
The Small Group Team is ready to help and support!
Kristin Lagus, klagus@sov.church
JoAnn Wert, jwert@sov.church
Cindy Johnson, cjohnson@sov.church
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@sovchurch
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