
 

 

Socially Acceptable Sins
Study Guide 



Introduction 
In this series we are going to be looking at a variety of sinful things that our 
contemporary Australian culture encourages or accepts. We are going to spend a 
lot of time thinking about how these things function in our world and what drives the 
thinking behind it. 

We’re going to do this so we can deconstruct the thinking behind these sins and 
then think about how to live biblically in our current context. Often we’ll find that 
there are parts of culture that we need to affirm, even though we need to choose a 
different path. 

We think this is going to be a really helpful series and we’re excited to get into this 
as a church together.

- James Snare

 2



Materialism Study 

1) When you are upset, angry, hurt, frustrated, sad, or stressed, do you turn to 
any of these for comfort or refreshing; food, alcohol, exercise, your home, 
room, sex, sleep?

2) Do you turn to these as well as the bible, prayer or some other spiritual 
discipline that focuses your heart on Christ, or do you often only turn to these 
things for comfort? Do you think you’re doing well with this? 

The materialism we are talking about today is the tendency to consider material 
possessions and physical comfort as more important than spiritual things. To help 
us think through this, we’re going to look at what the bible says about the physical 
world, and what we are to do with physical things. 

3) What did God say about the physical world that he made? (Gen 1:31) What 
does this tell us about the way God sees the physical world?

4) Read Luke 12:13-21. What does the rich man do with his wealth? What does 
he believe that his wealth can give him?

5) What does Jesus say about life and possessions? How does the parable 
illustrate this point? What does the man do wrong?
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6) How does this parable explain how the good things that God has made, can 
be misused and lead to destruction?

7) Is materialism only a ‘rich person’ problem though? How can materialism 
affect any of us?

\\

8) Read Matthew 6:19-21. What is the fate of all material things? Does this 
mean they aren’t good? 

9) What do you think are treasures in heaven? 

 

10) What are some possible signs that you are too focused on storing up earthly 
treasures instead of heavenly ones?

11) If you think that you are putting too much time and energy into material 
things, what should you do? Burn your stuff? 

r us.
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12) How can you use the following material goods in a way that is healthy and 
God-honouring?

a. Your body

b. A six bedroom, three bathroom, double garage home with backyard 
and pool, overlooking a beautiful body of water

c. A one bedroom apartment with spotty hot water and unknown stains on 
the wall

d. The latest Mercedes-Benz C Class 

e. The most amazing brownies known to humankind

f. The bookshelf that you’re getting rid of because it doesn’t fit in your 
new place
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Envy Study 

1) Do you know what the difference is between envy and jealousy?

Often times you’ll see envy defined as wanting what someone else has, but it’s 
more than that. I can see someone else’s jacket and think to myself, ‘I want to get 
one of them.’ But that is not necessarily envy. Envy is when my desire for that 
jacket makes me discontent and unhappy with all my jackets. 

Consider these words from Tilly Dillehay, author of Seeing Green: Don’t let envy 
colour your joy: 

“I know the experience and act of envy—the way it feels in my mouth and under my 
fingernails. I know what it’s like to sit in a dark room at a school play and just burn 
over the lovely way my classmate delivers her lines. I know what it’s like to heartily, 
actively wish my fellow church member’s marriage wasn’t quite so good. I know 
what it’s like to turn conversations away from people who are too likeable for 
comfort, to offer compliments with little barbs in them, to imagine what it might take 
for a certain confidently spiritual person I know to wobble—just a bit—in his 
confidence.”

2) Can you relate to this sort of feeling? Can you think of a time when you have 
been really envious of someone or something, so that you’ve become 
discontent with what you have?

Envying something that someone has is akin to coveting (a deep yearning or desire 
for something or someone), a sin specifically prohibited in the 10 commandments. 

3) If you had to rank the 6 ‘people focused’* sins in the 10 commandments, 
where would you rank envy? Why?

*The people focused sins are Honour your father and mother, do not murder, do not 
commit adultery, do no steal, do not covet and do not give false testimony. (These 
are all sins against God as well, but they more directly involve others. They have 
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classically been called the Second Table of the Law, as opposed to the First Table 
which is the first four commandments)

Sometimes, because envy is a ‘hidden sin’ or a least, easier to hide than others, 
people can take it less seriously. But envying or coveting are the sorts of sins that 
lead to other sins, like anger, malice, gossip, slander, harshness, bitterness and so 
on. (James 3:16) It’s also a sin that brings little pleasure to us. 

4) How do these scriptures (and there are many more!) show us that just 
because envy takes place in our heart it does not mean it’s not important to 
God?

a. 1 Samuel 16:7

b. Matthew 12:34, 15:18

c. Galatians 5:25-26

In Seeing Green: Don’t let envy colour your joy Dillehay, gives her own definition of 
envy. She says

‘Envy is the hatred of someone else’s borrowed glory.’

Dillehay’s point is that God has bestowed on creation, particularly humans, different 
gifts, skills, and experiences that reflect God’s own glory. She argues that these 
glories demand a response from us. She writes. 

“Think about this: when you meet a beautiful woman on the street, you find it hard 
to ignore her, even if you’re another woman. When you talk to an expert in their 
field, and listen to them dressing down their subject with a perfect and sure hand, 
you stop and engage. When you watch a film or concert that tells its story with 
finesse, you laugh, cry, or fume. The response is demanded from you.”

Dillehay’s point is that when we see others borrowed glory, we will either worship 
the glory of others, we will rejoice and thank God for it, or we can do a strange 
thing; worship it, and then hate it because it’s not ours. This is envy. (Cf Gen 4:1-16, 
1 Sam 18:6-12)
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5) Do you think this corresponds with your own feelings of envy? How so? How 
not?

Dillehay makes a really important follow up point to this. If your view of the world is 
that it should be fair, then you are particularly prone to envy. But fairness (at least 
the extreme idea of that everyone should have the same portion/gifts/blessings) is 
not something that God promises.  

6) Do you agree? What is your reflection on Matt 13:11-12 and how it relates to 
fairness? In what way does God do ‘inequality’ and ‘equality’ (cf Gen 1:26, 
Col 3:10-11, Gal 3:26-29)

7) Do you think that we struggle more being envious of people ‘out there’ (like 
Oprah, Elon Musk, Margot Robbie or Timothy Chalamet) or in ‘our own 
backyard, (like the people in our own family, church, or workplace)? Why?

So, how do we fight envy in our lives? Dillehay offers some very concrete ways to 
fight envy, including focusing on loving God, loving others, focusing on the good 
gifts God has for us in the future, thanking God for the success of others and even 
praying for the future success of those you envy. These are all good things, but I 
think that there is another really important first step before doing any of these 
things. 

If envying or coveting is an unhealthy desire for a thing, what we need to have is 
contentment in Christ. Listen to Paul’s words in Philippians 4. He writes. 

I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at length you have revived your concern for 
me. You were indeed concerned for me, but you had no opportunity. Not that I am 
speaking of being in need, for I have learned in whatever situation I am to be 
content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every 
circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance 
and need. I can do everything through Christ who gives me strength (Phil 4:10–12)
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Paul’s contentment flows out of his abounding love for Christ, and all the blessings 
that he has in him. He said in chapter 3 of Philippians, 

Philippians 3:7 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of 
Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing 
greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I 
consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in 
Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 

8) If we are struggling with envy, then it shows in that moment we are not 
thankful and appreciative enough that believers have every spiritual blessing 
in the heavenly realms (Eph 1:3) and we are undervaluing Christ himself. Do 
you agree?

9) If the key to fighting envy is contentment in Christ, what changes do you need 
to make to be less envious of things and people around you?
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Happiness Study 

1) How would you define happiness? Not what brings you happiness, but what 
happiness is. 

2) What are some of the ways that people try to find happiness in the world?

There are all sorts of things that people try to find happiness in. People think a new 
lover will make them happy, a promotion at work with more money, changing 
schools to avoid a bully. People seek happiness in everything from chocolate to 
gender transition. However, research into what causes happiness shows “little 
correlation between the circumstances of people’s lives and how happy they 
are.” (Dennis Prager, Happiness Is a Serious Problem: A Human Nature Repair 
Manual, 115.) Research suggests things outside ourselves can bring some 
temporary happiness, but they don’t deliver ongoing happiness. 

3) Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) said people will ‘twist and 
turn every way, ply all instruments, to make themselves happy…’ When does 
the pursuit of happiness go wrong? 

Randy Alcorn (who has recently written a 450 page book on happiness from a 
biblical perspective) writes this about our desire for happiness. 

“Our desire for happiness moves us toward idols or toward God — depending on 
where we think we can find that happiness. Things become idols not because 
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they’re wrong in themselves but because we put them in God’s place. This is true of 
happiness also. We need to say no to things that cause harm, like drugs or stealing, 
but the solution is never to say no to happiness . What we should say no to are 
false notions of happiness — but this is not saying no to happiness; in fact, it 
requires saying yes to true happiness.” (Randy Alcorn, Happiness, p84) 

A biblical definition of happiness

4) What do you think a Christian definition of happiness would be?

The Dictionary of Bible Themes offers this definition of what happiness is according 
to the bible. 

“A state of pleasure or joy experienced both by people and by God. .  .  . True 
happiness derives from a secure and settled knowledge of God and a rejoicing in 
his works and covenant faithfulness.” Martin H. Manser, Dictionary of Bible Themes: 
The Accessible and Comprehensive Tool for Topical Studies (London: Martin 
Manser, 2009),

5) Does this definition make sense to you? How does it apply to the happiness 
of people who don’t believe in God?

People who don’t believe in God still enjoy the good things that God has given 
them, but this happiness will always be fleeting compared to the happiness that is 
found in God himself. 

Excurses - Happiness vs Joy

In the last century or so, ‘happiness’ has gone out of favour in the evangelical 
church. If you have moved in evangelical circles there is a good chance that you 
have heard joy being contrasted with happiness (I’ve done it myself!). If you have 
heard of this sort of contrast, how would you define it?
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This distinction between happiness and joy has not existed through most of the 
Reformed Evangelical church’s history. Consider these quotes about happiness 
from a variety of Reformed theologians and preachers.

Jonathan Edwards cited John 15:11 “that [Jesus’] joy might remain in you,” (KJV) to 
prove his point that “The happiness Christ gives to his people, is a participation of 
his own happiness.” Edwards wrote of “the joy and happiness that the church shall 
have in her true bridegroom” and spoke of believers as “these joyful happy 
persons.”

Puritan pastor Richard Baxter (1615–1691) said, “The day of death is to true 
believers a day of happiness and joy.”

Susanna Wesley wrote to her son John Wesley (the Methodist preacher) in 1735, 
shortly after his father died, “God...is so infinitely blessed [happy], that...every 
perception of his blissful presence imparts a vital gladness to the heart. Every 
degree of approach toward him is, in the same proportion, a degree of happiness.” 

Furthermore, consider the way these bible verses (from the NIV) link joy and 
happiness. 

For the Jews it was a time of happiness and joy, gladness and honour. (Esther 
8:16) 

May the righteous be glad and rejoice before God; may they be happy and joyful. 
(Psalm 68:3) 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: “The fasts...will become joyful and glad 
occasions and happy festivals for Judah.” (Zechariah 8:19)

Happiness and joy are not at odds with one another in the bible, they are basically 
synonymous with one another. 

The happiness of God and his people 

6) Do you think God wants us to be happy? Why might some people not think 
God wants us to be happy?

Some people think God does not care about our happiness, but rather wants us to 
be obedient. Sometimes this is expressed as ‘God doesn’t want us to be happy, he 
wants us to be holy’.
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The reason it is so important to understand that obedience and happiness are not 
competing concepts is to recognise that the bible actually emphatically exhorts us 
to be happy. Paul wrote in Philippians 4:4, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it 
again: Rejoice!”

7) C.S. Lewis went so far as to say said, “It is a Christian duty... for everyone to 
be as happy as he can.” (C. S. Lewis, as quoted in Sheldon Vanauken, A 
Severe Mercy, 189). Do you think this is true?

God wants us to be happy because he is ‘the happy God’. (1 Tim 1:11; 6:15) 
English translations usually give a different sense in these verses by describing 
God as the ‘blessed’ God. They are reluctant to use the term ‘happy’ to speak of 
God because it seems less dignified. But the Greek work makarios is usually 
translated as ‘happy’ and there is no reason it should not be here. 

God therefore, is the happy God and we honour him when we pursue happiness in 
him.

8) Because of our sinful nature, sometimes sinful things can make us happy. 
So, we cannot simply say that because I’m happy the thing I’m doing must be 
good. We must ask, what does happiness in God look like and how can we 
have it? 

Happiness is a choice. What do Christians need to know and believe in order to 
choose to be happy in any circumstance? The promises of God.
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Judgmentalism Study 
“The sin of judgmentalism is one of the most subtle of our “respectable” sins 
because it is often practiced under the guise of being zealous for what is right. It’s 
obvious that within our conservative evangelical circles there are myriads of 
opinions on everything from theology to conduct to lifestyle and politics. Not only 
are there multiple opinions but we usually assume our opinion is correct. That’s 
where our trouble with judgmentalism begins. We equate our opinions with truth. 
(Jerry Bridges, Respectable Sins, p. 141)”

1) Can you define judgmentalism?

2) What are some of the things that Christians become judgmental about?

Dress, music, movies, alcohol, parenting, politics, s

pending etc 

3) What are some cultural factors that have made our 21st century Australian 
society more judgmental than ever? Is ‘cancel culture’* just judgmentalism by 
another name?

* Cancel culture tends to refer to behaviour that mostly plays out on the internet 
when someone has said or done something to which others object. That person is 
then condemned in a flurry of social media posts. Such people are often referred to 
as “cancelled,” a way of saying that many others (and perhaps the places at which 
they work or go to school) are fed up with them and will have no more to do with 
them.

The internet has given access to all sorts of information, but it has also given 
everyone a voice if they want to use it. There is also an anonymity and lack of face 
to face engagement with people online that allows us to not see them as people, to 
stereotype and to save judgmental things without having to reckon with 
interpersonal consequences and reactions. 

The recent increase in the polarisation between different political positions has also 
led to people perceiving each other as enemies. This enables people to 
dehumanise those who oppose them and allows self-righteousness to become 
entrenched.  
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4) Why is judgmentalism anti-gospel?

5) When people feel judged, how do they feel? How do they respond to the 
people making them feel judged?

6) What did Jesus say about people judging others? Is Jesus anti-judgment? Or 
against judging in a certain way?

Matthew 7:1 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same way as you 
judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured 
to you.

3  “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no 
attention to the plank in your own eye? 4 How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me 
take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? 
5 You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see 
clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.

Jesus is not against judgment. He is the judge of all (see below) but he wants us to 
judge rightly (see clearly), humbly (take out the log), and in order to help one 
another, not to condemn them (remove the 

speck). He wants us to judge others in the way that we would want to be judged.

7) Who do we need to remember is the ultimate judge (Acts 17:31, John 5:22)? 
How should this shape any judgments that we make of others?
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8) Kevin DeYoung of the Gospel Coalition has written, “As long as there is Jesus, 
we have to allow that “controversial” and “accused” do not always mean 
“troublemaker” and “guilty.” What does he mean by this? How should it slow us 
down when we are tempted to judge others?

9) How should proverbs 18:13, and 18:17 concretely shape the way that we 
judge others?

The words of the Heidelberg Catechism provide a real challenge for us in our 
judgmental times.

“God’s will is that I never give false testimony against anyone, twist no one’s words, 
not gossip or slander, nor join in condemning anyone without a hearing or without a 
just cause.

Rather, in court and everywhere else, I should avoid lying and deceit of every kind; 
these are devices the devil himself uses, and they would call down on my God’s 
intense anger. I should love the truth, speak it candidly, and openly acknowledge it. 
And I should do what I can do guard and advance my neighbour’s good 
name.” (Heidelberg Catechism, Q/A 112)

Think of your conversations with friends and co-workers and school mates. Think 
about your tweets and posts. Think about how you speak to your spouse or 
housemate. Think about your emails. Think about the thoughts in your heart and 
mind. Are we speaking truth? Are we bothering to find out what is really true? Are 
we considering our neighbour’s good name? Is our ‘candid speech’ an excuse for 
judging others?

 16



10)What changes do you need to make when it comes to judging others?

Here is a sample prayer from Justin Taylor you might like to use.

“Help Me to Judge Rightly. Lord, help me to judge others as I want them to judge 
me: Charitably, not critically, privately, not publicly, gently, not harshly, in humility, 
not pride. Help me to believe the best about others, until facts prove otherwise—To 
assume nothing, to seek all sides of the story, And to judge no one until I’ve 
removed the log from my own eye. May I never bring only the Law, to find fault and 
condemn. Help me always to bring the Gospel, to give hope and deliverance, As 
you, my Judge and Friend, have so graciously done for me.”
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Conflict Avoidance Study 

1) How comfortable are you with conflict? From disagreements over the best 
band ever (e.g. Coldplay vs the Backstreet Boys) to talking to someone about 
how they have offended you?

2) What joins us to other Christians before any church membership, or 
friendship?

In the church, we are a people who have become united in Christ because we have 
confessed that we are sinners who need a saviour. 

3) Does avoiding conflict, or ignoring conflict with people, make sense for 
church people who have already confessed that we are all sinners who have 
issues and make mistakes? 

N

4) Why do you think people avoid conflict? Why do you avoid conflict?

All the reasons that people give for conflict avoidance are based on avoiding some 
sort of negative outcome. The problem is, avoiding conflict leads to all sorts of 
negative outcomes of its own. 
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5) What are some of the negative results of conflict avoidance?

H\

There is one particular series of stories in Scripture that shows the devastating 
consequences of avoiding conflict. It’s a long series, so we don’t recommend 
reading it all in your group. If you have time (preferably before Growth Group) read 
through the story, or at least circle all the examples of conflict avoidance in the 
summary below of the story of Absalom and David, and the consequences. 

Summary of David and Absalom

(2 Samuel 13:1) Amnon son of David and half-brother to Absalom, desires Tamar, 
Absalom’s sister. 

(2 Samuel 13:14) Amnon rapes Tamar

(2 Samuel 13:21) David is furious, does not confront Amnon, Tamar, or Absalom. 
Absalom hates Amnon, does not speak to him. 

(2 Samuel 13:23-29) Two years later, Absalom kills Amnon

(2 Samuel 13:38) Absalom flees and David does not pursue him. 

(2 Samuel 14:1-20) Joab sets up and elaborate ruse using a woman to pose as a 
supplicant to bring up the issue of Absalom with David. 

(2 Samuel 14:23-24) David has Absalom brought back to Jerusalem but refuses to 
talk to him for two years.

(2 Samuel 14:29) Joab refuses to meet with Absalom

(2 Samuel 14:30) Absalom sets fire to Joab’s field to get his attention to get him to 
talk to David about talking to him. 

(2 Samuel 14:33) David and Absalom have a reconciliation but we are not told of 
any talks between them.    

(2 Samuel 15:1-6) Absalom starts to act like the King and begins to win the hearts 
of the people but David does nothing to stop him. 

(2 Samuel 15:10) Absalom conspires to take the throne.

(2 Samuel 15:14) David flees the city.

(2 Samuel 18:1-18) Civil war breaks out and twenty thousand people die. 
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6) How does this series of stories make you feel about conflict avoidance?

7) What are the examples of Jesus and Paul confronting issues in the following 
passages?

Mark 2:23-3:6 

Mark 11:15-19

Romans 15:14-16

2 Corinthians 2:1-4

Galatians 2:11-13

(These are just some examples, there are dozens more in Scripture where Jesus 
teaches his disciples and corrects their attitudes and behaviour, similarly with Paul 
and the rest of the NT authors).

In Ephesians 4:3 Paul encourages the believers in Ephesus to “Make every effort to 
keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” Later in chapter 4, after 
speaking of reaching unity in the faith and becoming mature (v13) he says,  

Ephesians 4:14  Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and 
forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching 
and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. 
15 Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into 
him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 16 From him the whole body, joined 
and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself 
up in love, as each part does its work.

For Paul, being united in faith and having maturity results in speaking the truth in 
love. 
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8) What do you think speaking the truth in love is?

9) Is avoiding conflict speaking the truth in love? 

10)What is the difference between conflict avoidance and being patient in 
addressing an issue?

 

11) How can we do conflict well? 

Sometimes, even when we try to do things well, it doesn’t go as we would like. In 
the letter to the Philippians, Paul speaks of two prominent women—Euodia and 
Syntyche— and that they had a disagreement so severe and public the entire 
church knew about it (Phil. 4:2). These women had once been ministry partners, but 
now they sat on opposite sides of the table. They couldn’t resolve their concerns on 
their own, so Paul employed a third party—his “true companion”—to lend aid (Phil. 
4:3).

Sometimes, if we can’t reach a reconciliation on our own, we need to ask a trusted 
third party to help us out. This isn’t embarrassing or shameful, it’s how we learn and 
grow by hearing from others. 

12) What steps do you need to take to do conflict resolution better in your life? 
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Sexual Immorality Study 

1) Do you think that our culture today puts a high value on sex, or a low value 
on sex? Why?

There is a strange paradox in our culture today regarding sex. Culture 
simultaneously wants to say that ‘sex is nothing’ and that ‘sex is everything’.

When we say culture thinks ‘sex is nothing’, we mean that culture believes 
participation in sexual activity costs us nothing. Younger people trade nude pictures 
of each other as currency, pornography is a huge industry, Tinder and other dating 
apps have created a ‘swipe culture’ where people and sexual interactions are 
treated as disposable. Participation in sexual activity is not thought to cost us 
anything morally either. Sex, of all kinds, is thought to be good so long as its 
between consenting parties. 

At the same time however, culture says ‘sex is everything’ because if we can’t get it 
then culture says it means a loss of identity, fulfilment, possibly mental health, and 
any hope of ‘the good life’.  This is connected to another socially acceptable sin, 
‘expressive individualism’ that we are going to look at next week. Essentially, for 
some people, self-expression is the only way to truly live out our humanity and 
when this philosophy is applied to sex then our sexual desires, no matter what they 
may be, must be fulfilled, otherwise we lose our personhood. This is a very high 
value to put upon sex.

2) How much do you know about what the bible says about sex? Can you think 
of ways in which the bible would say that sex is valuable, but not the most 
valuable thing?

 

To understand how the bible teaches us that sex is good and valuable, but nowhere 
near most valuable, we need can look at the approach that Jesus himself took. 
Jesus was a single man who never engaged in sexual activity and never married. In 
taking this path, he respected what God had made sex for (marriage), and therefore 
he gave it value. At the same time, Jesus lived a full relational life with friends and 
family and fulfilled his purpose as a human and as saviour of the world without sex. 
Sex is valuable, but it is not everything.
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To respect sex like Jesus, and to know it’s not everything, we need to look at what 
the scriptures teach us and understand sex the way God wants us to.

3) Who created sex? Who is a marriage to be between? Gen 2:19-25

Song of Solomon is a book of the bible which, as Patricia Weerakoon says, 
‘describes a man and his bride admiring each other’s bodies, and enjoying great 
sex with each other, in a garden paradise as if they’re an ideal Adam and Eve’. It 
opens with these words, 

Song of Solomon 1:1 Beloved, 2 Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth— for 
your love is more delightful than wine. 3 Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes; 
your name is like perfume poured out. No wonder the maidens love you! 4 Take me 
away with you—let us hurry! Let the king bring me into his chambers.

4) How does it make you feel that this sort of writing is in the Holy Scriptures? 
What does this suggest one of the God designed purposes for sex is? 

5) Read Proverbs 5:15-20. How does this book on wisdom encourage us to see 
sexual activity? 

6) It is quite a contrast to go from these passages to Ephesians 5 and the way 
marriage and sex are described there. Read Ephesians 5:25-33. How is 
marriage a metaphor that points to Christ’s relationship to his church? What 
is the significance of this for our view of sex and marriage?
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We began by talking about the cheapness that our culture can attribute to sex. The 
idea that what two people do with their bodies is no big deal is prevalent, as is the 
idea that naked pictures are a bit of fun and harmless (despite the obvious risk of 
embarrassment). However, the bible gives us a different sense of the importance of 
what we do with our bodies.

7) What does Paul say we should do with our bodies? (1 Corinthians 6:21) 
Why? (6:19-20) How should this affect the way that both married people and 
single people approach sex. How does it look different for each?

8) Read Matthew 5:27-30. How should we read this passage in light of the 
gospel of grace and the promise of forgiveness of sins for all those who 
believe in Christ? What does it convey to us about the seriousness of the sin 
of lusting after someone who we are not married to? What does this mean for 
the Christian who watches pornographic material (hard or soft) with lust in his 
or her heart?

On the topic of pornography, it is worthwhile to recognise that even though the 
lustful consumption of this is prohibited in Scripture, there are deeper levels of evil 
in the porn industry. Conservative estimates put the annual value of the porn 
industry at $15 billion dollars. To meet the demand that our culture has, sex 
trafficking of women and girls is rampant, often using drug and alcohol abuse to 
keep girls the industry. 

9) How does porn de-humanise the participants and reduce them to slaves of 
other people’s desires? Is this reconcilable in any way with the clear 
command of Jesus to love our neighbour?
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10)A young person you know has been asked for a ‘nude’ (a naked picture of 
themselves) by someone they know. They are a Christian and even though 
they know they aren’t meant to have sex before marriage, they really like this 
other person, they feel like everybody else is doing it these days and they 
aren’t sure if its okay or not. Part of them is flattered that they are being 
asked. How would you counsel them without shaming them and empathising 
with what it’s like to live in our current culture?

11) What would you say to them if during your conversation with them they admit 
that they have sent nudes before?

12) An older person talks to you about how they don’t even think about sex 
anymore and they don’t understand why young people are so sex obsessed. 
They say that people just don’t have will power or boundaries anymore. How 
would you respond?
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Expressive Individualism Study 

Is it a good idea to be true to yourself? Why/ Why not?

Expressive Individualism sounds fancy, but once we get into it, we’ll see that’s 
actually very common in our culture. It is going to take a little more unpacking than 
some of our other socially acceptable idols, but once we understand it, we’ll 
appreciate how powerful this idea is in our culture. To get to the heart of the idea, 
we’ll look at individualism then ‘expressive individualism’.

The individualism that we are concerned with is the habit or principle of being 
independent and self-reliant. 

1) What do the first chapters of the bible suggest about the idea that people should 
be ‘independent and self-reliant? (cf Gen 1: 26-28, 2:18-23) What about the 
church? (1 Cor 12:14-27)

The idea that we can be truly independent and self-reliant is foolishness. God made 
us to be in community with one another. The purposes of God can only be achieved 
in community. While a typical adult should able to pay their bills and feed and clothe 
themselves, this is different from not needing anyone else. Even if we could, 
figuratively or literally, live in the bush on our own, that isn’t serving God’s plans or 
purposes for this world. 

Expressive individualism however, is more than being independent or self-reliant. 
To understand what it is, it might be best to start with some of the slogans behind 
the movement:

1. You be you.

2. Be true to yourself.

3. Follow your heart.

4. Find yourself.

2) What is the common theme through these slogans?

The key element for each of these is the focus on ‘you’ or to take it a little further, 
the focus on a person’s identity. 
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These expressions feel very modern, but the ideas, and in some cases the words 
themselves, go back almost 200 years. If you look at poetry of Walt Whitman, you 
can see the origins of some of these expressions. 

Below is a big definition of ‘expressive individualism’, then we’ll offer a shorter one. 
This comes from Yuval Lenin’s 2017 book, The Fractured Republic. 

“That term suggests not only a desire to pursue one’s own path but also a 
yearning for fulfillment through the definition and articulation of one’s own 
identity. It is a drive both to be more like whatever you already are and 
also to live in society by fully asserting who you are. The capacity of 
individuals to define the terms of their own existence by defining their 
personal identities is increasingly equated with liberty and with the 
meaning of some of our basic rights, and it is given pride of place in our 
self-understanding.”

To summarise Lenin, we might say: ‘expressive individualism is the idea that 
the good life, is defining your own identity, and living it out to its fullest in a 
society that gives you the freedom to do so.’

3) Do you think that many people hold live out some sort of expressive 
individualism today? (whether knowingly, or just having it absorbed 
through culture)?

4) What sounds good about ‘expressive individualism’? What could be 
problematic (both logically and biblically)? (cf Gen 3:4-6, Ex 20:3, Matt 
22:37)

Trevin Wax (whose blog series on this topic has shaped this study 
significantly), says there are two main challenges for Christians that live in a 
society where expressive individualism is prevalent. 
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The first is that the Gospel calls us to live God-centred lives, the second is that 
if the good life means ‘defining ourselves’ then leaving the church becomes an 
almost necessary step in defining yourself against other forces that would 
shape you. 

5) For someone who embraces expressive individualism (again, knowingly 
or unknowingly) if they are challenged by God’s word, or by the church 
(leaders or community), what we’ll be their likely response? Why is this 
not good for him or her?

Despite the problems with expressive individualism, it offers the church 
opportunities as well as challenges. Wax offers three opportunities:

I. Cultivating community for the isolated

Expressive individualism in inherently isolating. Have a look at Elsa in Frozen 
singing ‘Let it God’. It is a song that perfectly encapsulates the ideas of 
expressive individualism, and where is she at the end of the song? Alone in an 
ice palace! When we are all about defining and expressing ourselves, we lose 
the willingness to develop and sustain the bonds of friendship, and even family. 

6) How can the church address this isolation that expressive individualism 
causes?

II. Standing out in the world of fitting in

A restless, individualistic pursuit of happiness evolves into a strange conformist 
impulse. We think we are blazing our own path, but the paths we make look 
strangely like everyone else’s. Partly, this is because we yearn for community 
and so once we have decided what we want to be, we demand everybody else 
conform to our views and ideas. 
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7) How can the church address the conformity that expressive individualism 
creates?

III. Offering rest to the exhausted

Wax writes, “Another problem with expressive individualism is that, once the 
exhilaration wears off—the idea that you are making your way through the 
world against opposition on all sides, finding and staying true to whoever it is 
you believe yourself to be—the “freedom” offered in this kind of society turns 
out to be a different form of slavery. Exhilaration leads to exhaustion.”

8) How can the church offer rest to those weary of pursuing individualism?

Expressive individualism isn’t just a problem outside of the church. It’s 
something that effects the way Christians approach church too. Here is Wax, 
one last time, talking about when Christians start to see church as a restaurant. 

“My church” isn’t determined by where I have my membership or where I most 
belong. My church just happens to be my favourite of many different 
experiences, much like going out to eat. Our family has a favourite restaurant 
that is our “default” whenever we’re going to eat out. But we have lots of other 
restaurants that we enjoy from time to time. Sometimes we’re in the mood for 
steak. Other times, for chicken, American cuisine, or a Mexican restaurant, or a 
local dive. Church is like that, too. “Our church” is the one we attend most 
often, but it’s not the only one we like.”

9) How does expressive individualism feed this sort of thinking about 
church?
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10) Consider the duties of membership as given in the Presbyterian Church 
of NSW Code book. How can we ensure that we see church as 
community that we are members of, not customers visiting a restaurant?

 “It is the duty of [members] to give faithful attendance on gospel ordinances, to 
give their ministers all due respect, encouragement and obedience in the Lord, 
to submit to the session as over them in the Lord, to cherish a brotherly spirit 
among themselves, and to promote the peace and prosperity of the 
congregation. It is also the duty of [members] to take a lively interest in all that 
concerns the welfare of the whole church, to contribute heartily, as the Lord 
shall enable them, for the maintenance of the ministry and for the furtherance 
of the gospel at home and abroad and to manifest a Christian spirit in all 
relationships of life.”
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Fear Study 

1) Do you know what the most frequent command in the Bible is?

2) How well do you think Christians do at obeying this command?

?

3) What are some common things for people to be afraid of?

P

4) After Adam and Eve sin in the garden, what is their reaction when they hear 
God’s voice? (Gen 3:8) Why do they do this? (3:10)

5) How is fear a product of sin?

6) What do you think it means that perfect love drives out fear? (1 John 
4:16b-18)
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Given how often the command to not fear is given in Scripture, we can conclude 
that God does not want his people to be afraid. Here is a list of just some of the 
Scriptures where God’s people are exhorted not to be afraid. 

• “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God.  I 
will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right 
hand.” ~ Isaiah 41:10

• “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of 
God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.” ~ Philippians 4:6-7

• “Peace is what I leave with you; it is my own peace that I give you. I do not 
give it as the world does. Do not be worried and upset; do not be afraid.” ~ 
John 14:27

• “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a 
sound mind.” ~ 2 Timothy 1:7

• “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; 
do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you 
go.” ~ Joshua 1:9

• “Tell everyone who is discouraged, Be strong and don’t be afraid! God is 
coming to your rescue…” ~ Isaiah 35:4

• “The Lord is my light and my salvation—whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the 
stronghold of my life—of whom shall I be afraid?” ~ Psalm 27:1

• “Cast your cares on the Lord and he will sustain you; he will never let the 
righteous fall.” ~ Psalm 55:22

• “Immediately he spoke to them and said, 'Take courage! It is I. Don’t be 
afraid.'” ~ Mark 6:50

• “Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or terrified because of them, for 
the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.” ~ 
Deuteronomy 31:6

• “Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is kept 
safe.” ~ Proverbs 29:25

• “He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then 
the wind died down and it was completely calm.  He said to his disciples, 
“Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” ~ Mark 4:39-40
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• “Then he placed his right hand on me and said: 'Do not be afraid. I am the 
First and the Last.'” ~ Revelation 1:17

• Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you. 1 Peter 5:7
• “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. 

Each day has enough trouble of its own.” ~ Matthew 6:34

We have to analyse our fears, in order to determine how we can best live unafraid 
lives for God. 

7) Do you think that our fears are normally irrational or rational?

Consider Abraham’s thinking in Gen 12.

Gen 12:10 Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to 
live there for a while because the famine was severe. 11 As he was about to enter 
Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know what a beautiful woman you are. 12 When 
the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me but will 
let you live. 13 Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and 
my life will be spared because of you.”

His thinking is: Egypt + Beautiful wife = Trouble

There is a logic to this fear and we see that what he fears comes to pass in the 
following verses. However, God is nowhere to be found in his thinking around this 
decision. Neither the decision to go to Egypt, nor the decision to have Sarai pose 
as his sister. 

8) What might have been a better equation for Abraham to have?

9) Jared Wilson points out, fear is often self-centred. What motivates Abraham? 
(v13)

13 Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will 
be spared because of you.”
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The gospel of Jesus completely disrupts this approach though. Here is Jared 
Wilson,

“If you are seeking your security in something other than God himself, he will come 
disrupt you. And make no mistake: the worst thing that can happen to you is to sail 
through life, comfortable and safe and easy, never realizing your need for God’s 
salvation, just gliding through the happy days of life right into the pits of hell.”

This is brutal but true.

10)Given Wilson’s words here, how can facing scary things actually be a really 
good thing for us? 

11)Can you think of a time when your faith in God has grown through facing 
fearful situations or circumstances? 

Jesus gives us the ultimate example of facing a fearful situation with faith and trust 
in God. Read Luke 22:39-44.

12)What is the equation that Jesus has when he thinks about the cross?

.

13)It is one thing to think clearly and include God in our equations, but that 
doesn’t immediately change how we feel. What can we do when we feel 
afraid to comfort our heart, and strengthen ourselves to do God’s will?
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Technology Study 

How we use our technology is a theological question, because Jesus Christ claims 
lordship over all areas of life and commands both supreme loyalty to himself and 
also a life spent in love for others. It is a very important theological question 
because of the speed at which technology is changing and the way it affects us and 
the world around us. 

1) What is the earliest piece of communication or digital technology you 
remember using? A candlestick phone? A rotary phone? A Macintosh 
computer? A flip phone? An iPod shuffle? What could that tech do compared 
to your most recent tech device?

Technology changes today at an incredible rate and it shapes the world around us 
in all sorts of ways. But it also shapes us. 

Whether we know it or not, the technology that we use is shaping how we think, 
feel, and relate and it affects how see ourselves, the people around us, and the 
world at large. This is not an incidental by-product of using technology, this is 
designed into the tech itself. The tech industry is committed to making us want tech 
and to depend on tech all the time. 

Peter Leithart an author, minister, and theologian, who serves as president of 
Theopolis Institute for Biblical, Liturgical, & Cultural Studies writes,

“Tools want to be used this way and not that. My phone “wants” my wants to head 
in a certain direction. My phone trains me to expect instant satisfaction of my infinite 
desires.... Our world is jigged by phones, computers, and tablets toward self-
absorption and roving, inattentive consumption. My phone turns my self into a 
cellph.”

2) How long do you go in the morning before you check your phone or device?

The average Australian spends 9.4 hours per day on a screen of some sort.
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3) What are some of the ways that technology encourages us to be self-
absorbed?

4) Is technology inherently a bad thing? When does it become a bad thing?

The following questions are designed to help us identity challenges or problems 
with how we use technology and to think about good and healthy ways to use 
technology. 

5) Where does technology encourage us to get our identity from? Where should 
we get our identity from? How can tech help us do this? Cf Gen 1:26-28, Gal 
3:27-28, Col 3:1-3

6) What affect does technology have on our relationships? How does 
technology encourage us to relate to people positively and negatively? How 
can we use technology to relate well to people?

“
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7) How does technology help us to tell the story of our lives and the lives of our 
families? When can this be destructive? How can we use technology to do 
this well?

8) How does technology affect our relationship with God? How can technology 
be used to encourage people to relate to God well? How can it mess up the 
way that we relate to God?

9) How can technology make it easier for us to conceal sin and who we really 
are? Why is this so dangerous? How can we guard against this? 

T

 

10)What is one area of your life where you think you need to change the way 
that you use technology?
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