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Notes to HG leaders 

Welcome to this homegroup series entitled Believer or Follower? Below you will find 12 weeks of 

study material, looking at principles from the letters of the apostles (mostly Paul) about how we 

should live. 

The aim of the series is to challenge us about whether we are living in a God-pleasing way. After our 

series on grace last autumn, it is good follow up with a series that considers our response to grace. 

How should we live, in view of the abundant grace of God that has been given to us? 

This order is important: the grace of God comes first - our salvation is unearned. Nothing that we are 

going to look at in the following few weeks will make a difference to whether we are Christians or 

not. Becoming a Christian is simply an act of placing our trust in Jesus Christ. But it also involves 

repentance; turning away from habits that displease God.  

So when we become Christians we enter into the free gift of God, but in doing so we make a choice 

to live under His lordship. There is, in the end, no such thing as a believer who isn’t a follower. 

If we over-emphasise grace, we may be misunderstood as saying it doesn’t matter how you behave. 

However, sometimes that’s a helpful emphasis, and that’s the one we chose last autumn.  

If we over-emphasise sanctification – the process of becoming more Godly – then we may be 

misunderstood as trying to earn our way into God’s favour. 

Finding the correct balance is hard, and we can often only manage it over a period of time – hence 

this series. 

The series is constructed as follows: 

 Introductory week which starts to consider some of the believer/ follower questions we 

have been discussing above. 

 7 weeks looking at particular topics: honouring God with my money, honouring God with my 

body etc. 

 3 weeks looking at some of the ‘tools’ that God has given us to help us live lives that please 

him. 

 A final wrap-up session that recaps on some of the ideas that have been considered during 

the course. 

In most weeks the material has three sections:  

1. Opening Thoughts - an introductory thought or warm-up exercise 

2. To the Bible - A portion or portions of the Bible to read and questions about it to consider. 

This aims to help the group uncover what principles the Bible is teaching. Because not 

everyone brings a Bible, and because sometimes one translation is more helpful than 

another, the main verses for study are printed in the study material. However, it will be 

useful to have some Bibles around as there may be other verses to look up. 

3. A section called So What? which aims to help the group take what they are reading and 

apply it to their own lives. 

You can use the material in one of two ways: either have one copy of it for use by the leader, or give 

every member of the group a copy. For most groups, this is probably the better option, as it will 



allow individuals to look at the text for themselves and fill in (if they want to) their own answers to 

the questions. Also, there are some images which might help to provoke thought. 

I make no apology that sometimes there will be some real thinking needed. Paul’s letters are not 

quick and easy to get to grips with, and there isn’t really any short-cut other than reading or listening 

very carefully and thinking quite hard. Doing this in a group does help the process. 

Some of the issues that are being considered may bring up painful memories or other issues that 

people need to talk or pray through. Do be sensitive to this, and finish the discussion in a way that 

doesn’t leave people with a sense of condemnation. Remember, the grace of God is always big 

enough to forgive. I’ve printed below a prayer of confession that you might like to finish the evening 

with each time. And, of course, if big issues are stirred up that we can help with, either Brendan or 

Helen are very willing to talk and pray with individuals. 

I trust and pray that this season will be a real blessing for everyone in your group. As always, if you 

have any questions or feedback, please direct them to me. And, of course, if you’d like me to lead a 

session or two, I’m available.  

This autumn, may God lead us all to be more like His wonderful Son. 

- Helen 

August 2013 

 

Prayer of confession 

Gracious God, our sins are too heavy to carry, too real to hide, and too deep to undo. Forgive 

what our lips tremble to name, what our hearts can no longer bear, and what has become for 

us a consuming fire of judgment. Set us free from a past that we cannot change; open to us a 

future in which we can be changed; and grant us grace to grow more and more in your likeness 

and image, through Jesus Christ, the light of the world. Amen. 

It’s then good to conclude with these words from Paul: 

“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins, and heal us of all 

unrighteousness.” 

  



1. Introduction: believer or follower? 

 

 

Take a look at this image. What do you think of it? 

Is it possible to be a believer in Jesus but not a follower? 

What does it mean to be a follower of Jesus? 

 

How the apostles became followers 

Since we’re going to be looking at what the apostles teach about following Jesus, it would be good to 

start with how they became followers. Read the following: 

Call of Matthew (Mark 2v13-17) 
13

 Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to him, and he began 

to teach them. 
14

 As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax 

collector’s booth. “Follow me,” Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him. 

15
 While Jesus was having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” 

were eating with him and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. 
16

 When 

the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the “sinners” and tax 

collectors, they asked his disciples: “Why does he eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 

Opening thoughts 

 To the Bible! 

http://www.ethannonsequitur.com/jesus-twitter-really-want-you-to-follow-me.html/jesus-really-follow-me-twitter


17
 On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the 

sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” 

 

Call of Peter, Andrew, James and John (Mark 1v14-20) 
16

 As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew 

casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 
17

 “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, 

“and I will make you fishers of men.” 
18

 At once they left their nets and followed him. 

19
 When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John 

in a boat, preparing their nets. 
20

 Without delay he called them, and they left their 

father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him. 

 

Call of Saul (who later changed his name to Paul) (Acts 9v1-6,17-20) 

Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s disciples. 

He went to the high priest 
2
 and asked him for letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so 

that if he found any there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might 

take them as prisoners to Jerusalem. 
3
 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly 

a light from heaven flashed around him. 
4
 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to 

him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

5
 “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. 

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. 
6
 “Now get up and go into the city, 

and you will be told what you must do.” 

7
 The men travelling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard the sound but did not 

see anyone. 
8
 Saul got up from the ground, but when he opened his eyes he could see 

nothing. So they led him by the hand into Damascus. 
9
 For three days he was blind, and 

did not eat or drink anything... 

17
 Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his hands on Saul, he said, 

“Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming 

here—has sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy 

Spirit.” 
18

 Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s eyes, and he could see 

again. He got up and was baptised, 
19

 and after taking some food, he regained his 

strength. Saul spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. 
20

 At once he began to 

preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. 

 
In each case, who takes the initiative (who acts first)? 

Which do you think the apostle does first, believe, or follow? Or do they happen at the same time? 

Do you think believing and following can be separated? Can you truly do one without the other? 

In each case, what does the apostle do? 

Leaving things behind 

Each time, the person who has been called leaves something behind. What do they leave? Was it a 

good thing or a bad thing? 



When it comes to leaving behind something good, do you think everyone has to give up the same 

things? Does everyone have to leave behind the same bad things? 

Do we sometimes have to give up something good to be a follower of Jesus? Can you think of 

examples in your own life? 

In each case, the person who was called starts something new. What did they start? 

As sure as night follows day 

Now, in pairs or threes, imagine how someone might finish off each of these sentences: 

- Because I married you, therefore I … 

- Because I am your child, therefore I …  

- Because I am a citizen of this country, therefore I… 

In what way is becoming a Christian like getting married, being adopted, and becoming a citizen? 

In Paul’s letters, we discover again and again that becoming a Christian has certain consequences for 

us. Because I am a believer, being a follower is a no-brainer; following should come after believing as 

sure as night follows day.  

How might each of the apostles in our readings have finished this sentence? 

- Because I have become a Christian, therefore I... 

 

How might we finish this sentence? 

- Because I have become a Christian, therefore I... 

Don’t worry if you aren’t sure yet about how to finish this sentence off. Are you willing to ask God to 

show you? Over the next few weeks we are going to look at certain things that the Bible teaches 

about how to move from being just a believer to being a follower. 

Question to take home: Am I willing to make some changes in order to follow Jesus better? 

 

  

Personal Challenge  

So what? 
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2. Honouring God with my money 

 
 

Money. Dosh. Cash. Filthy lucre. What are the first thoughts that come into your mind when you 

think about money? 

Whether we have it or lack it, money is the very stuff that makes the world go round. But money has 

a powerful effect on us. Too much, and it can suffocate us. Too little, and the very lack of it can eat 

us up. As the apostle Paul says, the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.  

The writer of the Proverbs says, ‘Give me neither poverty nor riches, otherwise I may have too much 

and disown you, or I may become poor and steal.’ What do you think of this proverb? 

We don’t have any choice about our need for money in the world we live in. So is it possible to own 

money and not be owned by it? 

 

Poverty and wealth  
In his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul thanks them for a gift they have sent him.  

Philippians 4v10-14 
10

 I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me. 

Indeed, you have been concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 
11

 I am not 

saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the 

circumstances. 
12

 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I 

have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or 

hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 
13

 I can do everything through him who 

gives me strength. 
14

 Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 

 
What principle is Paul teaching about poverty and wealth? 

 

Opening thoughts 

 To the Bible! 
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From what you know of Paul’s life, do you think his actions matched his words? (You could look up 

Acts 27 to think a bit more about this – for a short version just read verses 1-2,14-15,18-26,33-36) 

How hard is it to be contented in our society? What makes it difficult? 

Which of the ten commandments relates to contentment? Why do you think this is included among 

all the ‘big sins’ like murder and adultery? 

What are the results of being discontented? Who is affected? 

Giving 
Now read one of the passages where Paul talks about giving:  

2 Corinthians 9:5-15 
5
 So I thought it necessary to urge the brothers to visit you in advance and finish the 

arrangements for the generous gift you had promised. Then it will be ready as a 

generous gift, not as one grudgingly given. 
6
 Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows 

generously will also reap generously. 
7
 Each man should give what he has decided in his 

heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 
8
 And 

God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all 

that you need, you will abound in every good work. 
9
 As it is written: 

 

“He has scattered abroad his gifts to the poor; 

his righteousness endures for ever.” 

10
 Now he who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will also supply and 

increase your store of seed and will enlarge the harvest of your righteousness. 
11

 You 

will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and 

through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God. 

12
 This service that you perform is not only supplying the needs of God’s people but is 

also overflowing in many expressions of thanks to God. 
13

 Because of the service by 

which you have proved yourselves, men will praise God for the obedience that 

accompanies your confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your generosity in sharing 

with them and with everyone else. 
14

 And in their prayers for you their hearts will go out 

to you, because of the surpassing grace God has given you. 
15

 Thanks be to God for his 

indescribable gift! 

 
What advice does Paul give as to the amount or percentage that Christians should give?  

Does this surprise you?  

What principle can we learn from this (see verses 5 and 7 especially). 

Principle 1 



 

How does this tally with Jesus’ teaching on giving? Read Mark 12:41-44. 

Back in the 2 Corinthians passage: What are the results of generosity? (v10,11) 

Extension 
If there is time and inclination, you can use the following to dig a little deeper. If not, go straight to 

‘So What?’ 

Now read these words from the website of a well-known American evangelist. 

 

Do you think Paul’s words in verses 10-12 support this teaching? Why, or why not? What sort of 

‘wealth’ do you think Paul has in mind (re-read verses 10,13, 15 especially). 

Now re-read Paul’s words to the church in Philippi (Philippians 4:10-13). What do you think of the 

American evangelist’s words now? 

 

 In what way do Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 9 and Philippians 4 challenge you? 

 

 Question to take home: Is God asking me to make any changes in the way I handle my 

money? 

  

Principle 2 

Godliness not only ensures protection and promotion, it also ensures prosperity… You 

determine whether or not you prosper mentally or emotionally. It’s up to you whether you 

prosper in school, on your job, or in relationships. It’s up to you whether you prosper 

financially and physically. It’s up to you! 

  

If you want to see a difference in every area of your life, and if you want to make a 

difference in other people’s lives, godliness is the key. Living a godly life will make your 

way prosperous, and you will have good success—spirit, soul, and body! With godly living 

you will receive divine protection, promotion, and prosperity! 

Personal Challenge  

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=R9OS2MEoTu5bzM&tbnid=J7kZdfXexSoPOM:&ved=0CAgQjRwwAA&url=http://www.shutterstock.com/s/shrug+silhouette/search.html&ei=3jAWUoHbMaml0QWTsICoCw&psig=AFQjCNGiBSmp2U5JHtmXBNV7O6LeehAVFQ&ust=1377272414853053


3. Honouring God with my body 

 

 

The city of Corinth was in many ways a bit like London or New York. It was a wealthy city full of ‘self-

made men’. It was also, like London’s Soho, for example, a place of rampant promiscuity, both 

heterosexual and homosexual. When Paul made the first Christian converts in the city of Corinth, 

one of the big challenges that they faced was how to live their new Christian lives. Was it still OK to 

sleep around? Many assumed that it was. 

Today we’re going to look at some of Paul’s teaching about sex, both to the Corinthian church, and 

also to another church in the Greek city of Thessalonica.  

First, discuss together your own starting point. What do you think are the proper expressions of 

sexual love? 

 

Paul is going to give us all sorts of reasons why sexual immorality is a bad idea. These fit into three 

sorts:  

 because it hurts or disappoints God 

 because it hurts other people 

 because it hurts me 

At the end of today’s study is a diagram of this. Fill it in as you read and talk. 

First read Paul’s instructions to the Corinthians: 

1 Corinthians 6 v12-20 
12

 Some of you say, “We can do anything we want to.” But I tell you that not 

everything is good for us. So I refuse to let anything have power over me. 
13

 You 

also say, “Food is meant for our bodies, and our bodies are meant for food.” 

But I tell you that God will destroy them both. We are not supposed to do 

indecent things with our bodies. We are to use them for the Lord who is in 

Opening thoughts 

 To the Bible! 
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charge of our bodies. 
14

 God will raise us from death by the same power that he 

used when he raised our Lord to life.  
15

 Don’t you know that your bodies are part of the body of Christ? Is it right for 

me to join part of the body of Christ to a prostitute? No, it isn’t! 
16

 Don’t you 

know that a man who does that becomes part of her body? The Scriptures say, 

“The two of them will become one.” 
17

 But anyone who is joined to the Lord is 

one in spirit with him.  
18

 Don’t be immoral in matters of sex. That is a sin against your own body in a 

way that no other sin is. 
19

 You surely know that your body is a temple where 

the Holy Spirit lives. The Spirit is in you and is a gift from God. You are no 

longer your own. 
20

 God paid a great price for you. So use your body to honor 

God.  

 
Some of the Corinthians thought that because Paul preached a lot about the grace of God, they 

could do anything they wanted. In verse 12 he gives two reasons why they are wrong. Can you see 

what they are? 

Through the rest of the passage, Paul gives several reasons why we should not be sexually immoral: 

 In verse 16, Paul quotes Genesis 2v24. What point is he making? What does sexual intercourse 

do to a couple? 

 In verses 15 and 17, Paul is talking about believers being part of the body of Jesus. What do you 

think this means, and why does that mean that sexual immorality matters? 

 In verse 18, Paul points out that sexual sin is ‘against our own bodies’. What do you think that 

means? 

 In verses 20, Paul talks about who owns our bodies. In the previous verse, he says what special 

role our bodies have. What does he say, and what do you think it means? 

 Finally, in verse 20, Paul tells us that sexual immorality dishonours God. From what we have 

already read, why do you think this is? 

Now read 1 Thessalonians 4 v3-8. Can you find some more reasons that Paul gives here for avoiding 

sexual immorality? 

1 Thessalonians 4 v3-8 
3
 It is God’s will that you should be holy: that you should avoid sexual 

immorality; 
4
 that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way 

that is holy and honourable, 
5
 not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not 

know God; 
6
 and that in this matter no-one should wrong his brother or sister 

or take advantage of them. The Lord will punish people for all such sins, as we 

have already told you and warned you. 
7
 For God did not call us to be impure, 

but to live a holy life. 
8
 Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject 

man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit. 

 

 Reason in verse 3: 

 Reason in verse 7,8: 

 Reason in verse 6: 

What principles can we learn from all of this? 



 

 

All this suggests that to be a faithful follower of Jesus will mean that we behave in a way that is 

totally different from the way many people behave nowadays. How does this make you feel? 

For some of us, sexual sin is not something we do, but something we watch or read or think. Read 

Jesus’ words in Matthew 5 v27-28. Also, re-read 1 Thessalonians 4v6 above. 

Some of us may be reading these verses and feeling guilty about things that we have done in the 

past. Read 1 John 1 v 9. Through Jesus, we are totally forgiven for our past. It might be helpful for 

the homegroup leader to lead a prayer like this one below. 

Gracious God, our sins are too heavy to carry, too real to hide, and too deep to undo. Forgive 

what our lips tremble to name, what our hearts can no longer bear, and what has become for 

us a consuming fire of judgment. Set us free from a past that we cannot change; open to us a 

future in which we can be changed; and grant us grace to grow more and more in your likeness 

and image, through Jesus Christ, the light of the world. Amen. 

Question to take home: Is God asking me to make any changes in the way that I act or 

think? 

 

 If today’s study (or any other!) has stirred up thoughts or memories that you want to talk and 

pray over, do speak to Helen or Brendan. 

  

Principles 

Personal Challenge  

So what? 
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Why sexual immorality is a bad idea: 
 

 

  

Reasons to do with God 

Reasons to do with other people 

Reasons to do with me 
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4. Honouring God in my work 

 

 

Do you get Monday morning syndrome? You know, that sinking feeling in your stomach when the 

alarm goes off, that tells you it’s time to drag yourself into work again; to face all your 

responsibilities and earn your living. Even if you don’t do paid work, you probably recognise the 

feeling: when a holiday or weekend is over, when the chores and responsibilities press in on you, 

when life is a drag. 

Briefly describe your last working day to the person next to you. How do you feel about your work? 

As Christians we are called to honour God in our work, not just to muddle through it until next 

weekend. In fact, doing our work well can be an act of worship. Do you find it easy or hard to think 

of your work as worship? 

Today we’re going to look at some words of Paul to slaves and slave owners; the shop-floor workers 

and management of his day! Does work sometimes feel a bit like slavery to you? 

 

Opening thoughts 

 To the Bible! 
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1 Corinthians 7:21-23 
21

 Are you a slave? Don’t let that bother you. But if you can win your freedom, 

you should. 
22

 When the Lord chooses slaves, they become his free people. And 

when he chooses free people, they become slaves of Christ. 
23

 God paid a great 

price for you. So don’t become slaves of anyone else. 
24

 Stay what you were when 

God chose you.  

 
While being a slave makes a huge difference to someone’s life, when Paul is thinking about their 

spiritual welfare, he isn’t too worried whether they remain slaves or not. Take a look at these verses 

again. Why is slavery, in some senses, irrelevant? To whom does the Christian slave belong? To 

whom does the Christian master belong?  

 Ephesians  6:5-9 
5
 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with sincerity of 

heart, just as you would obey Christ. 
6
 Obey them not only to win their favour 

when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from 

your heart. 
7
 Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, not 

men, 
8
 because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good 

he does, whether he is slave or free. 
9
 And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, since 

you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is 

no favouritism with him. 

 

Colossians 3:22-4:1 
22 

Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their 

eye is on you and to win their favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence 

for the Lord. 
23 

Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for 

the Lord, not for men, 
24 

since you know that you will receive an inheritance 

from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving. 
25 

Anyone who 

does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favouritism. 

4 Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know 

that you also have a Master in heaven. 

 

 

Paul gives two instructions. What are they? 

1. To masters Eph 6:9, Col 4:1  

2. To slaves Eph 6:7, Col 3:22,  

Why doesn’t Paul say that slavery is wrong? 

 For people of his day, a world without slavery was as unthinkable as a world without carbon 

fuels is to us. That doesn’t make slavery a good thing, any more than our dependence on 

fossil fuels is a good thing. But the question Paul is asking is this: how do we live well within 

the world we have, rather than the world we want? In fact, although he never says that 

slavery is wrong, Paul offers some guidelines which completely turn the whole thing upside 

down.  

The 21st century world we live in is very different from Paul’s day. Thankfully, slavery has 

pretty much ended in most parts of the world. However, although the situation is different, 

the principles are the same. As you go through, try to find the guiding principles that Paul 

offers. 

 



Do these surprise you? Do you think they would have surprised the Christian slaves and slave 

masters of his day? 

What reasons does Paul give? Hint: look for words like ‘since’, ‘because’ or ‘for’.  

What principles can we find here about how to behave in the workplace? 

 

How might these principles have made a difference to slaves in Paul’s day? For example: imagine 

two slaves within the same household. One is a Christian, the other isn’t. Both get up every morning 

and go to the well for water. Both prepare food and trim the shrubbery. Both go to the market for 

supplies. To the watcher, it may seem that they are doing the same thing. But one of them is 

motivated by the fear of his master, and the whipping he will receive if he is lazy. The other is 

motivated by love for the Lord, and the joy that he gives to his Heavenly Master. In fact, in certain 

situations, the way that they work might be different. What situations might they be? 

 

Imagine the owner of a garage with five employees. How might these principles affect the way he 

treats them? How might these principles affect the way that the employee behaves? Give specific 

examples (e.g. wages, coffee breaks, sick leave, training). 

How will ‘working for the Lord’ (Colossians 3v24) change the way you feel about your work? 

How does all this apply if you are not employed? How might it change the way you feel about, for 

example, doing the hoovering? 

 

Question to take home: Is God asking me to make any changes to the way that I work? 
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5. Honouring God with my mind 

 

 

How do you feel about this picture? What do you think the artist is trying to represent? 

Considering that we consider ourselves as rational creatures, quite different from all the other 

animals, it’s scary how much damage our own minds can do to us. Or is it just me?  

Have you ever lain awake worrying about something, your thoughts whizzing around in useless 

circles? Have you ever been appalled at the horrible thoughts that come into your head, and grateful 

that no one can read your mind? Have you been troubled by impure thoughts? 

Sometimes these thought patterns can become habits; well-worn tracks that our thoughts run along 

like ruts in a muddy lane. But these habits are (or should be) under our control. Today we’ll be 

looking at some verses which give practical help with some of these habits.  

 

Paul wrote the letter to the church in Philippi from his prison cell, probably during his imprisonment 

in Rome. He is facing the very real possibility of execution at any time:  ‘I eagerly expect and hope 

that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will 

be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death’(1v20). 

 

Opening thoughts 

 To the Bible! 
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It’s not just Paul who is going through a hard time, though. The Christians in Philippi are facing 

persecution too, from the mighty Roman Empire. 

What habits of thought do you think Paul might be tempted to have in this situation? 

So this letter from Paul to a church that he was very fond of (see chapter 4v1), has the feel of a ‘final 

word’ from a man who might be dying and whose dear friends, too, are facing a very tough time. 

What matters enough to Paul to say at this time? In particular, what does Paul have to say about 

habits of thought? 

Philippians 4v4-10
 

4
 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 

5
 Let your gentleness be evident 

to all. The Lord is near. 
6
 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by 

prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 
7
 And the peace of 

God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 

Christ Jesus. 
8
 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is 

pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or 

praiseworthy—think about such things. 
9
 Whatever you have learned or received or 

heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with 

you. 
 

‘Rejoice’  

First look at verse 4. These words might be well-known to you - in fact, they’ve been turned into a 

chorus we sometimes sing in church. But stop to think for a minute. How easy was it for Paul to give 

this instruction to the folk at Philippi? 

Does this mean we have to hide how we feel, and pin a smile onto our face? If not, what might it 

mean? 

Maybe it’s something about choosing to fix our eyes on the blessings we have, and the promises we 

expect in Christ, rather than on our current difficulties, hard as they might be. What do you think?  

If this is right, is joy something that happens to us or something that we choose?  

Do you think this habit of thought would have helped the Philippian Christians as they faced possible 

persecution?  

Anxiety and peace 

In verses 6 and 7, Paul gives something rather like a ‘recipe’ for living in the peace of God. First, note 

that there is a negative instruction, ‘Do not be anxious.’ A tall order, we might think! I’m not sure 

that the instruction ‘don’t worry’ has ever really stopped anyone from worrying. But then Paul goes 

on to give a positive instruction that is the key to not worrying. What is it? 

Why is prayer the antidote to worry? Discuss this in the group before reading on. 

The group may have many answers to this question. Here are some of mine. (1) It turns the pointless 

spinning of our thoughts into a positive process of asking God for a solution. (2) It helps us to 

remember who God is and how big he is compared to our problems. (3) It invites God to change the 

situation. 

Verse 7 shows us some of the benefits of turning anxiety into prayer. What is it like, this peace that 

God gives? Look up John 14v27, where Jesus says something very similar. In what ways is the peace 

of God unlike the sort of peace that the world gives? 



Notice the different types of prayer that Paul lists in verse 6. Do you use all of these when you pray? 

Thinking noble thoughts 

 

Now Paul takes a different tack. Read verse 8 again.  He gets quite carried away describing the sorts 

of things that he wants his friends to fix their thoughts on. Why do you think he is so passionate 

about this? 

Read these statistics 

 

‘You are what you eat’ goes the saying. If this is true of our bodies, do you think it might be true of 

our minds and hearts?  

How can we set our minds on what is true, noble, pure, excellent and admirable? What is helpful, 

and what is unhelpful to us in this?  

What principles have we found in these verses? 

 

 

Some of what we have read today suggests that our habits of thought are under our control, or can 

become under our control. How do you feel about this? 

Studies of the levels of violence on television showed 7.5 violent acts per hour on US 

prime time television, 8.6 for German entertainment programmes, 5.8 for Dutch 

dramatic fiction and 2.5 for UK prime time TV.  

A US child watching 2-4 hours per day (the norm) will have witnessed 8,000 homicides 

and 100,000 other acts of violence by age 18... 

That there is a correlation between screen violence and violent behaviour in real life is 

now demonstrated beyond doubt.  
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An important word. For most of us, most of the thoughts we have and the thought habits that we 

have are largely under our own control. But for some individuals with some health conditions, this is 

not true. For examples, some people with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder are unable to control very 

destructive and scary patterns of thought in their minds. For people like this, it is not a question of 

trying harder but of getting medical help. If you think this might be you, do not assume that your 

thoughts are ‘sinful’, but take some steps to get the help you may need. 

In these few verses Paul has spoken of peace and joy that are unexpected, given the circumstances 

of the Philippians and Paul himself. What is your own experience of unexpected peace and joy? 

Can you think of practical ways to turn anxious thoughts into prayers? How will this change the way 

you think and pray? What situations that you are facing need you to think or pray in this way? 

How many of the TV programmes or internet sites that we look at are true, noble, pure, excellent or 

admirable? Might we need to change our viewing (or reading) habits if we intend to take Paul’s 

words seriously? What might be the benefits to us of doing so? 

 

Question to take home: Only God sees the thoughts and prayers of our hearts. What changes is he 

asking you to make to your habits of thought? 

  

Personal Challenge  



6. Honouring God with my power 

 

 

 

Do you think of yourself as a powerful person? Try this exercise. On a piece of paper, write down the 

names (or initials) of everyone who listens to your opinions. Now write down the name or initials of 

anyone (or any organisation) who receives financial support from you, or who you share a bank 

account with. Next write the people that you help or do things for (whether family, friends or 

through work). Now write down any groups, rotas, clubs that you help to run. Now think about 

anyone else who would be affected if you were leaving the country for six months. Are you 

persuaded yet that you have power? 

We all exercise power, one way or another. But power can be very damaging. How can we honour 

God with the way that we exercise our power? 

 

The Christians in Corinth had a very particular problem. Many of them of had worshipped the Roman 

and Greek gods like Zeus and Apollo before their conversion.  Now, of course, they worshipped only 

the One God. But in Corinth it was hard to buy any meat that hadn’t already been offered as a 

sacrifice to these idols. Was it OK to eat the meat? After all, they knew now that the idols weren’t 

really gods at all... 

We don’t have this problem much nowadays! But the way that Paul helps them to work out the 

answer is useful to us as we ask the question – how do we use our power in a Godly way? 

Opening Thoughts 

 To the Bible! 



1 Corinthians 8v1,4,7,9-13 
1
 In your letter you asked me about food offered to idols. All of us know something 

about this subject. But knowledge makes us proud of ourselves, while love makes us 

helpful to others… 

4
 Even though food is offered to idols, we know that none of the idols in this world are 

alive. After all, there is only one God…  

7
 Not everyone knows these things. In fact, many people have grown up with the belief 

that idols have life in them. So when they eat meat offered to idols, they are bothered by 

a weak conscience… 

9
 Don’t cause problems for someone with a weak conscience, just because you have the 

right to eat anything. 
10

 You know all this, and so it doesn’t bother you to eat in the 

temple of an idol. But suppose a person with a weak conscience sees you and decides to 

eat food that has been offered to idols. 
11

 Then what you know has destroyed someone 

Christ died for. 
12

 When you sin by hurting a follower with a weak conscience, you sin 

against Christ. 
13

 So if I hurt one of the Lord’s followers by what I eat, I will never eat 

meat as long as I live.  

Some of the Christians had studied a bit more theology, and thought they knew more than the 

others. What did they know (v4)?  

But what does Paul warn them about (v2)? 

If these Christians acted out of their knowledge, what might happen (v.10-12)?  

How, instead, could they act out of love? 

For Paul, it is more important to act out of love, than out of entitlement.  Here is another example. 

This time, it’s Paul speaking about his own situation. 

1 Corinthians 9v11-12 
11

 When we told the message to you, it was like planting spiritual seed. So we have the 

right to accept material things as our harvest from you. 
12

... But we haven’t used this 

right of ours. We are willing to put up with anything to keep from causing trouble for 

the message about Christ. 

What does Paul consider that he is entitled to? 

What does he do instead? Why do you think he does this? 

Now read these words: 

Philippians 2v6-7 

 
6
 Christ was truly God. But he did not try to remain equal with God. 

7
 He gave up 

everything and became a slave, when he became like one of us.  

What was Jesus entitled to? Did he stand on his rights? 

What principle can we learn from all of this? 



 

 

What rights do you consider you are entitled to? Don’t just name obvious things like food, 

education, healthcare. How about the right to sit down in the evening and have a rest?! Or the right 

to worship in a particular way? What others can you think of? 

Are there times when it might be necessary to set those rights aside because of love? How hard is it 

to do that? 

Who are the ‘weaker’ people in our society? What about in our church? (Don’t name individuals, but 

what kinds of people are ‘weaker’?) 

How might we need to set our rights aside so that these people can grow? 

The Corinthians Christians were asked not to eat idol meat if it would lead others into sin. What 

should we, perhaps, choose not to do sometimes, in order to protect young people? For example, 

are there things that we can control quite easily that they might struggle to control – like alcohol, 

internet use, gambling...? 

How important is it to set a good example to the young people in our church? 

In his letter to the pastor Titus, Paul makes this instruction about older ladies in the church: 

Titus 2v3-4 
3 
Teach the older women to be reverent in the way they live, not to be slanderers or 

addicted to much wine, but to teach what is good. 
4 
Then they can train the younger 

women... 

 
This good advice doesn’t just hold for older and younger women, of course. How important is it to 

encourage one another in our journey of faith? 

People sometimes shy away from doing this because they are afraid of seeming ‘holier than thou’. 

How can we encourage one another to be more like Jesus, without sounding superior? 

Question to take home: However much power I have, it can be used to harm others or to bless 

them. How am I using my knowledge, my influence and my experience? 
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