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INTRODUCTION

The power of words is undeniable, and the impact the words of Jesus had on our world is unforgettable. 
God sent His beloved Son to us with a mission and a message, and from the moment of His birth, Jesus 

lived and spoke of His Father’s business.
In his debut book Last Words of Jesus, Stu Epperson discussed the overwhelming influence Jesus’s words from 

the cross had on our lives. In First Words of Jesus, Epperson takes us from the cradle to the cross, using not only 
the words of Christ but also the insights of scholars and uplifting verses from cherished Christmas hymns and 
Scriptures to reveal how, even as a boy, Jesus was on a path to bring us hope and salvation. 

This study companion is designed to let you take your reading of First Words of Jesus a bit further, encourag-
ing you to reflect and absorb the book’s message by delving into Scripture and introspective questions. And if 
used in a small group setting, it will help you build a biblical community, strengthen friendships, and bond over 
the words of Christ.  

But whether you use this companion for your personal study or in a small group, the hope is that you will 
find your own life enriched and your faith strengthened through this examination of Christ’s unending mission 
to God’s people. 

HOW TO USE THIS STUDY

This guide is intended as a supplement to The First Words of Jesus, and it was designed to be used either 
as an individual study or in a group setting. The four sessions are ideal for an advent study in the weeks 

leading up to Christmas or as a “post-Christmas” group, intended to carry the message of Christmas into the 
New Year. However, it can be used at any time of year to encourage others, or yourself, to embrace the power 
of Jesus’s words.

The guide is divided into four sessions, each based on two chapters (including the introduction) of First 
Words of Jesus. Reading the book in its entirety is recommended before beginning the study. If that’s not possible, 
then participants should read the two sections involved in each session before beginning a discussion. Having a 
Bible handy is also suggested, in order to see any Scriptures in context.

*  *  *
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THE SESSIONS

Before You Begin
Scripture to Consider
Keep in Mind
Each session includes an introduction to the session’s theme, at least one brief passage of Scripture, and two 
questions for your reading and reflection. 

Where We’ve Been
Think about This
A Closer Look
Summaries of the chapters are included in the session, but having the book handy will be helpful. The sum-
maries are followed by a Scripture intended to reinforce the message of the chapters. Read this Scripture aloud, 
whether alone or in a group, and it will serve as an introduction to the questions that follow. 

The in-depth questions are intended to spur insight, reflection, and—in a group—discussion about how 
the words of Jesus have made an impact on our own lives and how we can change our own worlds as a result. 
Printing out the pages in order to write out your answers can help some people increase the impact of the lesson 
or make them more comfortable with sharing their thoughts with others.

Conclusion
Prayer
In the Week to Come
The conclusion brings the message of the session full circle and, with the prayer, provides closure to the session. 
It is followed by a suggestion to read the next two chapters of First Words of Jesus in the days between the sessions 
and ponder the questions as you reflect on those readings.

After Christmas
This final section is intended to give you encouragement to carry the message and mission of Christmas far 
beyond this study. Please consider the Scriptures there, and hold all you’ve learned about yourself, others, and 
the “first words” of Christmas close to your heart.

*  *  *

The hope is that this study will provide a time of introspection and peace in the midst of a too-busy world that 
often pommels believers with messages of materialism and avarice. The way of God may not always sparkle with 
brightly colored lights, but it will transform us, bringing peace and hope to our lives. 
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A LETTER TO LEADERS

Dear Leader,

If you’ve been chosen to lead a group through The First Words of Jesus Companion Guide, thank you. Your lead-
ership over these four sessions will be invaluable to the participants. This letter offers tips to help you welcome 

each person into your group, as well as to provide support to you as a leader. 

Before You Begin
In order to prepare for leading the sessions, please read First Words of Jesus in its entirety, pondering the questions 
at the end of each chapter. In addition to the questions in this guide, the questions in the book can be used to 
spur further discussions. 

Make notes about topics you’d like the participants to discuss, in order of importance. Read each of the 
Scriptures included in the session in context, and plan to keep your Bible close at hand during the discussions. 
If you are uncomfortable with spontaneous prayers, give some thought as to what you would say to open or 
close a session.

As You Begin
Prepare the room for your meeting, if necessary. Welcome each participant warmly, and initiate conversation 
before the session begins, especially if the participants are not well known to each other. 

At the first session, especially, it’s important that the participants feel comfortable with the larger group. 
Ask each to say a little something about themselves. In subsequent sessions, ask if anyone has insights to offer 
on the previous lesson that has occurred to them during the week. Be an attentive listener, but also respect the 
time limits for the session. 

If participants are willing, in the first session ask if they will share their email address or phone number with 
you. If they are not, do not press the issue, but offer yours to everyone involved. Ask them to contact you at any 
time if they have questions about the study or need to let you know that they cannot attend.

Please begin and end on time. As the participants settle, open with prayer. Introduce the session’s goals with 
enthusiasm and openness. 

During the Session
Invite one person to read the Scripture to Consider and Keep in Mind questions aloud. Allow five to ten minutes 
of silent reflection on these, and ask participants to read the chapter summaries silently as well. 

End the reflection by reading the Think about This Scripture aloud, using it to introduce the first A Closer 
Look question. Use the notes you made earlier on important topics; it is not necessary to take the questions in 
the session in the order they are presented. Instead, follow the flow of the discussion. 
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Encourage participants to speak their thoughts freely, without any judgment or condemnation of their  
answers. The goal of each session is to develop a deeper grasp of the meaning of Christ’s first words, and the 
impact of those words on our lives is as individual as we are. 

When the discussion lulls, use the next questions—or one of the questions from the book—to prompt the 
next topic. If any of the discussions turn personal, or if you notice that some of the participants act uncomfort-
able, move on to the next question and encourage private reflection on the previous topic.

Keep an Eye on the Time
The sessions are designed to last no more than an hour, allowing from twenty to thirty minutes for the main 
discussion of questions. Toward the end of the allotted time, choose a question that will draw the discussion to 
a close. Summarize the main points that have been discussed, and mention the readings for the next session. 

End in prayer. In the first session, you should lead this prayer, but in the subsequent sessions, you could ask 
for one of the participants to do this. As you get to know the group, you should be able to tell who would be 
most comfortable and ready to offer a spontaneous prayer.

Close the session at the end of the allotted time. Participants may linger for further chats, but the “official” 
session should end on time. 

Between the Sessions
In addition to your own preparations for the next session, e-mail or call each participant, simply to express your 
gratitude for their participation in the study, to remind them of the time and place of the next session, and to 
ask if they have questions. Encourage the members of the group to pray for each other between sessions. The 
more open and comfortable each participant feels with you, the livelier the discussions will become. Everyone 
will benefit by your openness and care toward each individual.

Including You
Leading a small group can tax your energy and time, but the benefits are invaluable. You will find yourself grow-
ing in confidence as your leadership and nurturing skills deepen. Your relationships with others will broaden, 
and by helping the group grow in a biblical community, your own relationship with Christ will be enriched and 
grounded in Scripture.

Your small group will bond as members share similar experiences and pray for each other. New friendships 
will develop and established friendships will blossom. And the growth and deepening of each person’s relation-
ship with God is a benefit that lasts a lifetime. 
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SESSION ONE

THE CRADLE  
AND THE CROSS

A Reflection on the Introduction and Chapter 1  
of First Words of Jesus

I have come that they may have life,
and that they may have it more abundantly.

John 10:10

Before You Begin
Read the introduction and first chapter of The First Words of Jesus, even if you’ve read it in the past. These first 
two sections of the book set the foundation for the book, connecting the cradle of Jesus to His cross and detail-
ing the power of the first words of Jesus, as well as the impact of the first words of those in His life. Words have 
more influence than we sometimes give them credit for. They can and do, in fact, shape our entire lives.  

Scripture to Consider
And He said to them, “Why did you seek Me? Did you not know that I must be about My Father’s busi-
ness?”  But they did not understand the statement which He spoke to them. Then He went down with them 
and came to Nazareth, and was subject to them, but His mother kept all these things in her heart. And Jesus 
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.
Luke 2:49–52 

Keep in Mind
1. What was Jesus’s purpose in going to the Temple?
2. What is our mission as believers?

Where We’ve Been
Introduction

The cradle and cross of Jesus are two parts of one story. They are inextricably linked and should not be 
separated in our minds or our hearts. Likewise, our own lives are bound to both the moment we accept Christ 
into our lives. We need to keep in mind both the mission of Jesus on earth and how we can reflect that by the 
changes in our own lives.

Chapter 1: The Power of First Words
The King of Kings came down to us in the most humble of circumstances, emphasizing that His mission on 

earth was to be for all people, not just the elite religious sects. He came to bring the message of God to everyone. 
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His first recorded words were thus about His Abba, His heavenly Father. His—and our—relationship to God is 
foremost on His mind as He challenges us: “Why [do] you seek me?” (Luke 2:49).

Think about This
For unto us a Child is born,
Unto us a Son is given;
And the government will be upon His shoulder.
And His name will be called
Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
Of the increase of His government and peace
There will be no end,
Upon the throne of David and over His kingdom,
To order it and establish it with judgment and justice
From that time forward, even forever.
The zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this.
Isaiah 9:6–7 

A Closer Look 
1. In what ways do we ignore the cross of Easter when we celebrate the cradle of Jesus at Christmas?
2. Why do so many people still reject the presence of Jesus in their lives?
3. How do the great hymns of Christmas help remind us that the cradle and the cross are connected?
4. How do you relate to the confusion of Mary and Joseph when they discovered Jesus in the Temple? 
5. How has the mission of Jesus—“to be about my Father’s business”—had an impact on your life?

Conclusion
The first recorded words of Jesus have the power to change not only our own lives but the world, if we only listen 
and take them into our hearts. He was here to show the world the love and salvation available to us if we only 
turn to His Father. If we absorb these words, we will never be the same.

Prayer
Lord, let us hold the words of Jesus close in our hearts. Let them impact our lives, guide our paths, and influence 
our view of the world and those around us. May they forever change us. Amen.

In the Week to Come
Read chapters 2 and 3 of First Words of Jesus, and ponder these questions: 

1. Have I really allowed the words of Jesus to change me?
2. Do those around me see the impact Jesus has made in my life?



9

FIRST WORDS OF JESUS—STUDY COMPANION

SESSION TWO

OVERCOME  
BY THE HOLY SPIRIT

A Reflection on Chapters 2 and 3  
of First Words of Jesus

O Lord, our Lord, how excellent is Your name in all the earth,
Who have set Your glory above the heavens!

Out of the mouth of babes and nursing infants
You have ordained strength, 

Because of Your enemies,
That You may silence the enemy and the avenger.

When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers,
The moon and the stars, which You have ordained,

What is man that You are mindful of him,
And the son of man that You visit him?

Psalm 8:1–4 

Before You Begin
Review chapters 2 and 3 of First Words of Jesus, recalling the questions you’ve been considering this week. These 
two chapters underscore the appearance of God to “the least of these” (Matthew 25:40). The Lord of all creation 
chose a young, innocent girl and humble shepherds as the first messengers of His birth among us. His earthly 
ministry continued to give “grace to the humble” (James 4:6) throughout His life. Yet the first words of both 
Mary and the shepherds indicate great faith in God as they express acceptance and belief in the messages of  
the angels. 

Scripture to Consider
I will bless the Lord at all times; His praise shall continually be in my mouth. My soul shall make its boast 
in the Lord; the humble shall hear of it and be glad. Oh, magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt His 
name together.
Psalm 34:1–4 

Keep in Mind
1. Why do you think the Lord reaches out to shepherds throughout the Bible (Abel, Moses, David, etc.)?
2. Do our earthly circumstances influence the nature of our faith?
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Where We’ve Been
Chapter 2: The Greatest Message to the Lowliest of Messengers

The first announcement of Jesus’s birth was not to royalty or the religious elite but to shepherds, who were 
considered unclean, the lowest members of society. At first, they were terrified. Reassured by the angels, the shep-
herds responded in faith and community. They traveled to see the Christ Child, then took word of this miracle 
to others, praising God for all they had witnessed.

Chapter 3: Have a Merry, Mary Christmas
Mary responded to being chosen as the mother of Jesus with humility, amazement, and joy, uttering one of 

the most beautiful prayers in Scripture, the Magnificat. Even at her young age, she had a devout faith in God, and 
her belief in the miracle of Christ’s birth reflects the miracle of our own new birth in Him. Yet both Mary and 
Jesus were human, and the journey to the cross was filled with sorrow, as she watched her son become her Savior. 

Think about This
For thus says the High and Lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: “I dwell in the high and 
holy place, with him who has a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive 
the heart of the contrite ones.
Isaiah 57:15

A Closer Look 
1. Mary and the shepherds responded to the messages from the angels with joy and by telling others. In 

what ways do we share the joy of Christmas with those around us?
2. Christ came to unite us (John 17:21), and the shepherds sought Him out as a group. How does being in 

a community increase the joy of celebrating the birth of Jesus?
3. In what ways did the shepherds fit into the mission of Christ on earth?
4. The lives of Mary and the shepherds were forever changed by the words they heard from the angels. How 

have their first words changed your life? 
5. Where do you see the ongoing miracle of Christmas in your everyday life?

Conclusion
The first words of the angels, the shepherds, and His mother Mary reflected the glory of the Lord’s presence in 
our lives. He came to those in humble circumstances, but their faith in Him lifted them to salvation. Jesus was 
born to change the world, and if we embrace Him as Mary and the shepherds did, we will be new creations, and 
our world will be forever changed.

Prayer
Lord, we praise Your name and embrace Your presence in our lives. May we live humble lives full of Your glory, 
and may others see You in us. Amen.

In the Week to Come
Read chapters 4 and 5 of First Words of Jesus, and ponder these questions:
1. Why does the Christmas season bring pain to so many people?
2. What do the gifts of the Wise Men mean for us today?
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SESSION THREE

OUT OF PAIN, JOY
A Reflection on Chapters 4 and 5  

of First Words of Jesus

Then you will call upon Me and go  
and pray to Me, and I will listen to you.

And you will seek Me and find Me,
when you search for Me with all your heart.

Jeremiah 29:12–13

Before You Begin
Review chapters 4 and 5 of First Words of Jesus, recalling the questions you’ve been considering this week. These 
two chapters are about men who sought out Jesus Christ at His birth: Herod, who sought Him out of greed 
and ambition in order to kill Him; and the wise men, who sought Him so that they could worship Him and 
deliver luxurious and expensive gifts to honor the Messiah. Herod wanted to destroy a rival king, and caused 
unparalleled pain. But the wise men had studied the wisdom of the ages and knew this was no ordinary child…
nor king. How do we seek Jesus at Christmastime? Do we bring our pain to Him? Do we suffer in silence or lay 
our grief at His manger? 

Scripture to Consider
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.
Ephesians 2:8 

Keep in Mind
1. In what ways do we try to separate the cross from the cradle at Christmas?
2. What questions should we ask ourselves when we are seeking a closer relationship with Jesus?

Where We’ve Been
Chapter 4: The Dark Side of Christmas

The Christmas season is often laced with more grief than happiness. Jesus’s own birth brought great pain to 
the region around Bethlehem, as the coming of the wise men alerted Herod to the birth of a new Jewish king. 
In his ambition and jealousy, he ordered the death of all the young boys, cascading hundreds of families into 
the worst pain a parent can endure. Jesus came into a world of pain, and He endured it on the cross, to bring 
us peace and salvation.
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Chapter 5: The Wisest Christmas Shoppers
The magi used their wisdom and knowledge to search for the newborn king. Even with all they had learned, 

they understood something was still missing, and they used their familiarity with the skies to follow the new 
star. They came to worship, and they did so with bended knees and gifts worthy of a king. They arrived at his 
cradle with open hearts and minds, and if we will do the same, we can also find peace and joy beside our Lord 
and Savior.

Think about This
This day is holy to our Lord. Do not sorrow, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.
Nehemiah 8:10

A Closer Look 
1. Why do politicians seek the advice of religious leaders, even today? What would motivate such a move?
2. Christmas can bring pain as well as pleasure. Do you—or does someone you know—approach the 

season with more sorrow than joy? In what ways can that sadness be lessened?
3. Why do you think the wise men sought Jesus? With all their riches, wisdom, and influence, what else 

did they seek?
4. Joy is not always the same as happiness. Can we have joy in the Lord while still experiencing crippling 

pain in our lives?
5. In what ways can we ensure that the gift of the manger is carried to those we love throughout the year?

Conclusion
The Christmas season is a time to seek the Lord, both at the foot of the manger and the top of Golgotha. We 
can come to Him, even with pain and sorrow, and still discover the deep joy that arises from growing closer to 
Him. He is a gift to us, cherished and eternal. We can present our minds, hearts, and souls to Him with open-
ness and love, and He will gather us in.

Prayer
Lord, we come to You in humility, seeking a close relationship with You. Help us to find joy in in the gift of Your 
Son, despite our own life’s trials. Give us the strength to endure them and the wisdom to praise You through it 
all. Amen.

In the Week to Come
Read chapters 6 and 7 of First Words of Jesus, and ponder these questions:

1. In what ways did Jesus bring salvation with His entire life, not just His death?
2. How can we carry the center of the Christmas story with us to the world?
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SESSION FOUR

PURPOSE, PERFORMANCE,  
AND PROCLAMATION

A Reflection on Chapters 6 and 7  
of First Words of Jesus

…that I may know Him…
Philippians 3:10 

Before You Begin
Review chapters 6 and 7 of First Words of Jesus, recalling the questions you’ve been considering this week. These 
chapters center on the entire life of Jesus: how His mission extended far beyond His work on the cross, how the 
roles the angels played in that mission, and how those who encountered Him were forever changed. Once we 
know Him, we will never be the same.

Scripture to Consider
Therefore, in all things He had to be made like His brethren, that He might be a merciful and faithful High 
Priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. For in that He Himself 
has suffered, being tempted, He is able to aid those who are tempted.
Hebrews 2:17–18 

Keep in Mind
1. In what ways have I been changed by knowing Jesus?
2. How have the celebrations of Christmas impacted my life and faith?

Where We’ve Been
Chapter 6: Purpose-Driven Jesus

From the day of His birth, Jesus’s mission had been to bring salvation to all God’s children. He came to save 
the lost, to redirect us in God’s path. He was the only perfect baby, the only perfect man, and in the midst of all 
the hullabaloo of Christmas performances, only His achievement—in birth and death—really counts. We need 
to find the time to worship as well as celebrate because, ultimately, “that I may know Him” is what truly matters.

Chapter 7: ’Twas the Day after Christmas
Of all the “players” in the Christmas story, only the angels have been a part of Jesus’s mission from the begin-

ning. They are powerful beings who have been present since Genesis. And as the star hovered over Bethlehem, 
they gathered to focus attention on the cradle, alert the shepherds to the miracle nearby, and guide Mary, Joseph, 
and the wise men. They work to advance the mission of Jesus, which is why they stood by and did not help Him 
at the cross. 
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Think about This
But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Much 
more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from wrath through Him. For if 
when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, having been 
reconciled, we shall be saved by His life. And not only that, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received the reconciliation.
Romans 5:8–11 

A Closer Look 
1. Have you had a mentor or parent who has helped you along your spiritual journey? What was the best 

advice they ever gave you?
2. In the midst of the Christmas galas and extravaganzas, in what ways do you “keep it personal,” finding 

times to worship privately as well as publicly?
3. In what ways does fellowship with other believers—a “spiritual partnership”—help you to grow in your 

knowledge of and relationship with Jesus?
4. What does the expression “Don’t miss heaven by eighteen inches” mean? How is it possible to separate 

what we know in our minds from what we know in our hearts?
5. Although the parties end and the galas fade away, how can we make “Christmas” the center of our 

everyday lives?

Conclusion
The mission of Jesus, of God Incarnate, was in place long before He arrived in the manger. It was lifelong and 
eternal, all to bring salvation to the lost. The power of the “first words” in the story reminds us of the importance 
of Christ’s birth, life, and death. No matter what busyness pulls at us, we need to take time to remember the 
mission as well as the baby. Like the angels, we should worship Him, and go forth to proclaim Him to all who 
will listen. 

Prayer
Lord, You have brought us together to worship Your Son and to take a closer look at the powerful words in 
Scripture. Guide us now as we leave and go into the world, carrying Him in our hearts. May others see Him in 
us. Amen.

In the Weeks to Come
Please read the conclusion of this study, “After Christmas.” If this study has enriched and deepened your rela-
tionship with Jesus, please continue your reading of the Scriptures as well as sharing what you’ve learned with 
friends. If you’ve completed this study with a small group, continue the bonds that have been started here. A 
community built out of a love of Christ will nourish and encourage you throughout the year. 
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AFTER CHRISTMAS

For my eyes have seen Your salvation
Which You have prepared  

before the face of all peoples,
A light to bring revelation to the Gentiles,

And the glory of Your people Israel.
Luke 2:30–32

In accordance with the Torah, Mary and Joseph had Jesus circumcised then presented at the Temple when the 
time came. There they met two people who recognized their son as the Messiah. 

Simeon had been “just and devout” (Luke 2:25), and the Holy Spirit had revealed to him that he would 
see the coming Christ before his death. When he saw Jesus, Simeon made a public proclamation of a private 
revelation: This child was the salvation God had promised His people. Anna, a prophetess who stayed in the 
Temple, serving God, appeared in that moment. She too gave open and public thanks to God for this great gift 
He had bestowed upon the world. 

Anna and Simeon thus continued the pattern of all who met Jesus in the beginning of His life. Their “first 
words” were of praise and adoration, proclaiming to all who could hear them the wonder of the Messiah’s birth. 
So should we be willing to speak of the beauty and majesty of who Jesus is and what He means to us.

Not everyone is comfortable with openly proclaiming Him, but there are other ways to demonstrate to 
those around you the nature of your relationship with God. Your behavior, your everyday choices will reveal it, 
as will your temperament. There is no denying that when we focus on “whatever things are true, whatever things 
are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure” (Philippians 4:8), our lives will be forever altered. 

So as you head into the next year, celebrate His birth with praise and prayer. He came to change the world, 
including you. For you are His child, welcomed, declared, and held close. 

But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son,  
born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, 

 that we might receive the adoption as sons.
And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts,  

crying out, “Abba, Father!” Therefore you are no longer a slave by a son,  
and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ.

Galatians 4:4–7 
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