SESSION ONE

THE POWER OF
YOUR THOUGHTS

See to it that no one takes you captive through
hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depend's
on human tradition and the elemental spiritual
forces of this world rather than on Christ.

COLOSSIANS 2:8




WEEK 1

BEFORE GROUP MEETING

Read chapter 1in Tame Your Thoughts
Read the Welcome section (page 3)

GROUP MEETING

Discuss the Connect questions

Watch the video teaching for session 1
Discuss the questions that follow as a group
Do the closing exercise and pray (pages 3-8)

STUDY 1

Complete the personal study (pages 10-13)

STUDY 2

Complete the personal study (pages 14-17)

STUDY 3

Complete the personal study (pages 18-20)

CATCH UP AND READ AHEAD
(BEFORE WEEK 2 GROUP MEETING)

Read chapters 2-4 in Tame Your Thoughts
Complete any unfinished personal studies (page 21)




Session One: The Power of Your Thoughts

WELCOME I[READ ON YOUR OWN]

Have you ever considered the power of your thoughts? it’s kind of a difficult thing
to do—to think about your thoughts. But it’s important. Why? Because everything
you have ever done was rooted in your thoughts. Every single thing. This includes
every word you’ve spoken, every step you’ve téken, and every time you stopped
yourself from speaking a word or taking a step.

All of your triumphs were preceded by thoughts. So were each of your failures. Your
entire life has been processed and prioritized by impulses racing through the network
of neurons that makes up your brain. It’s all been based on your thoughts.

Of course, you're not the only one. Every single thing that has ever been attempted
or accomplished through human effort was preceded by human thoughts. Inventing
the wheel required thoughts. Creating works of art requires thoughts. Interpreting
the complex interactions between young women and young men requires lots and
lots of thoughts. The point is that you should never underestimate the power of
your mind, both for good and for ill. And you should never forget your mind is a
Ptent ift from your Créator.

In this session, you will explore what it looks like to be a good steward of that gift.
This includes identifying and rejecting the huge amounts of negative thoughts swirl-
ing around the currents of our culture. It means choosing to be transformed by godly
thinking rather than conformed to worldly thinking. And it means equipping yourself
with the helmet of salvation—a necessary protection both now and for eternity.

CON N ECT 115 miNuTES]

If you or any of your group members don’t know each other, take a few minutes to
introduce yourselves. Then discuss one or both of the following questions:

® Why did you decide to join this study? What do you hope to learn?

® On ascale of 1 (low) to 10 (high), how would you rate your ability to control
your thoughts? Why did you rate yourself at that number?




Tame Your Thoughts Bible Study

WATCH 120 MINUTES]

Watch the video for this session, which you can access by playing the DVD or through
streaming (see the instructions that have been provided with this study guide).
Below is an outline of the key points covered during the teaching. Write down any
key concepts or takeaways that stand out to you.

OUTLINE

1. Our thoughts have great power in how we perceive reality and define our existence.
A. The philosopher René Descartes is best known for his statement regarding the
power of our thoughts: cogito, ergo sum (Latin for “I think, therefore | am™).
B. Modern science supports this idea with discoveries such as neuroplasticity, which
describes the brain’s ability to reshape its physical structure over time.
C. ltis literally possibie to change your mind .. . which is good news!
il. The negativity in our world leads to “stinking thinking” in our minds.
A. Toxic thoughts are damaging our mental health and are harming our relationships.
B. Forty-two percent of high schocl students experience persistent feelings of sadness
and hopelessness. Twenty-two percent have seriously considered attempting suicide.
C. Two in five adults report symptoms of anxiety and depression. We need some help!
HI. God has a solution for toxic thoughts: “Do not conform to the pattern of this worid, but
be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).
A. We are not to be conformed—to allow the world to squeeze us into its way of thinking.
B. The devil is constantly seeking to enmesh us in a web of unhealthy thoughts.
C. Satan infected the thoughts of Peter and Judas, who were among Jesus’ disciples.
IV. The alternative is to be transformed by the renewing of our minds.
A. God does the work of transformation. A new mind is less the result of human effort
and more the result of divine intervention.
B. Whenever we are threatened by stinking thinking, heaven marshals its finest forces
to protect our heads.
V. God has provided us with spiritual protection to protect our minds.
A. ltis dangerous for us to expose our minds to the pressures and priorities of this world
without donning spiritual protection. This comes through the “helmet of salvation.”
B. We acquire this helmet by asking for it. The gift of salvation is ours to receive.
C. No matter who you are, no matter what you have done, progress is possible when
you invite God to transform your mind and equip you with the helmet of salvation.
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Tame Your Thoughts Bible Study

DISCUSS [35 MINUTES]

Discuss what you just watched by answering the following questions.

The focus of this study is on our “thoughts,” but the term can be difficult to de-
fine in a practical way. In your own words, how would you describe a thought?

Our thoughts can be both helpful and harmful. What some experts call “toxic
thoughts” include comparing ourselves to others, dwelling on the past, refusing
to trust, being negative, and so on. What are the roots of these kinds of
thoughts? Where do they originate?

Ask someone in the group to read aloud 1 John 2:15-17. The world pushes con-
formity to its values, priorities, and ways of thinking. What is the problem with
allowing ourselves to be conformed in this way and “love” the things of this
world? What are ways you have been pressured to not only behave in a certain
way but also think in a certain way?

Now ask someone to read Romans 12:1-2. Rather than conform to the pattern of
this world, God wants us to be transformed through the renewing of our minds.
Given it is God who actively does the transforming, what role do we play in the
process? In other words, what role do we play in moving from stinking thinking
to engaging in healthier kinds of thinking?

In Ephesians 6:13-17, the apostle Paul describes the armor of God—the equip-
ment the Lord has given us to stand strong against the attacks of the enemy.
included in this armor is the “helmet of salvation” (verse 17). What does this
helmet do for us? How do we acquire it?
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Session One: The Power of Your Thoughts

RESPOND 10 MiNuTES]

In this session, you’ve explored the difference between being conformed to the
thinking of this world and being transformed by God as he renews your mind. in the
following passage, Paul compares minds governed by the flesh—meaning sinful and
selfish natures—and minds governed by God'’s Spirit. It goes without saying the latter
is preferable to the former, for the Spirit-driven thinking produces life while flesh-
driven thinking leads to all manner of death. Take a few minutes on your own to read
this passage and then answer the questions that foliow.

> Those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on what
the flesh desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit
have their minds set on what the Spirit desires.  The mind governed
by the flesh is death, but the mind governed by the Spirit is life and
peace.’ The mind governed by the flesh is hostile to God; it does not
submit to God'’s law, nor can it do so. 8 Those who are in the realm of
the flesh cannot please God.

ROMANS 8:5-8

How would you describe “what the flesh desires” (verse 5)? What do you begin to
pursue or focus on when your mind is controlled by your sinful nature?

How would you describe “what the Spirit desires” (verse 5)? What does Paul say you
pursue or focus on when your mind is under the influence of God’s Spirit?
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PRAY [10 MINUTES]

When it is time to close this session, be bold in expressing your desire to be trans-
formed by the renewing of your mind. Ask God to facilitate that transformation in
your life and in the lives of your group members. Pray for specific opportunities to
identify stinking thinking in your lives and replace it with thoughts that honor God.
Finally, use the space below to write down any requests so you and your group
members can pray about them in the week ahead.

Name Request
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SESSION ONE

PERSONAL STUDY

The goal set before you in this study is to learn how to tame your
thoughts, which means learning how to manage your life by man-
aging the way you think. The Bible is the best resource available
when it comes to understanding a healthy way of thinking—which
is to say, thinking like God thinks. For that reason, the personal
study portion of each session will offer a deeper look at several
passages and principles you touched on during the group time
that support godly thinking connected with ail manner of circum-
stances. As you work through these exercises, be sure to write
down your responses to the questions. (If you are engaging this
study as part of a group, you will be given time to share your
insights at the start of the next session.) If you are reading Tame
Your Thoughts alongside this study, first review chapter 1.




STUDY 1

CONFORMED LIKE CLAY

Do you remember the last time you played with modeling clay (such as Play-Doh or
some other similar squishable substance)? If you’re a parent or a grandparent, you
might have done so recently. Or it might have been decades now since you’ve indulged
yourself in that particular luxury—maybe all the way back to your own childhood.

Either way, chances are you can recall the sensation of making “snakes.” You start
by working a chunk of clay between your fingers to get everything smooth and
even. Then, once you’ve worked the clay into an approximation of a ball, you lay it
on the counter and begin to roll it flat with your palms. You don’t crush the clay by
pressing down so hard that it squishes into a flat plane. Instead, you apply gentle
and steady pressure as you roll up and down with your palms, gradually shaping
the clay into a longer and longer tube.

Voila!l You've created a snake. Or the beginnings of a rainbow. Or whatever else your
imagination can make out of a colorful clay cylinder.

In many ways, this experience demonstrates the ways the world tries to conform
you to itself. Very rarely does Satan (or society) attempt an all-at-once attack against
God'’s children. You won’t typically be faced with a singular moment of choice be-
tween living a life that honors God and a life that kowtows to the values and priorities
of your culture. Instead, the process happens gradually. You feel a gentle-but-con-
sistent pressure to value what everyone else seems to value and do what everyone
else seems to be doing. Over time, that pressure works into your mind, encouraging
you to think the way everyone else thinks and believe what everyone else believes.
The process is subtle, and slow, and deliberate.

This is what Paul is talking about when he writes, “Do not conform to the pattern
of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Romans 12:2).
When the pressure to conform is all around you, it takes an active choice to resist—to
determine to both live differently and think differently.

This is the choice that God calls you to make each day.
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How much pressure do you feel to conform to a worldly way of thinking (moving
away from a godly way of thinking) in the following spheres of life?
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Tame Your Thoughts Bible Study

| We were not made to be pressed, smooshed, squished, rolled, squeezed,
and shaped into the image of society. Culture promptsusto...

value money over people,

grade people by looks, awards, and bank balances,
judge a person by the color of their skin,

manipulate truth to fit our desires, and

place our value in what we wear, drive, own, or achieve.

~ @

The mastermind behind these attacks? The devil. Satan has one pri- i
mary aim: to entangle us in a web of unhealthy thoughts. He wants to
corrupt, contaminate, and confuse our minds with a false system.!

7 Paul describes Satan as “the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is

' now at work in those who are disobedient” (Ephesians 2:2). How do you under-
stand the connection between Satan and the world? in other words, to what
degree does Satan—"“the ruler of the kingdom of the air"—influence or control
people outside of God’s kingdom?

4 Rejoice in the Lord always. | will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your
gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. ¢ Do not be anxious
about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with
thanksgiving, present your reguests to God. 7 And the peace of God,
which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus.® Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true,
whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is
lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praisewor-
thy—think about such things.

PHILIPPIANS 4:4-8
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Session One: The Power of Your Thoughts

Paul wanted Christians to actively choose the focus of their thoughts—“don’t

' What obstacles tend

to pull you away from positive thoughts and push you toward negative ones?

Look again at Philippians 4:8. Where do
think about elements in your life that are
ble, excellent, and praiseworthy? Write do

YOu see opportunities to intentionally
true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admira-
Wn as many examples as come to mind.




STUDY 2

MIGHTY METAMORPHOSIS

When Paul urges followers of Jesus to “be transformed by the renewing of your
mind” (Romans 12:2), the Greek word he uses for transformed is metamorphod,
from which we get our English word metamorphosis.

As you might remember from science class, metamorphosis is the process many
animals undergo in their development from juvenile to adult. Caterpillars enter a
chrysalis and emerge as butterflies. Ladybugs follow a similar path. Frogs begin as
tadpoles swimming through ponds and puddles. But then their tails disappear, their
gills are replaced by lungs, and they grow limbs designed for hopping on land.

This is metamorphosis. It is not a subtle shift but a radical change. And that is what
you are intended to experience in your journey as followers of Christ. You were once
dead but are now alive. You were buried in the kingdom of darkness but now reside
in the kingdom of light. You were a slave to sin but now are free. What a change!

Sadly, many of us think of spiritual transformation in terms of external behaviors.
Before we meet God, we think, we do lots of sinful things—lie, cheat, hoard, indulge,
and so on. But when we are saved, we stop doing those bad things and start doing
good things. We go to church, read the Bible, pray, and tell others about Jesus.

Now, to be clear, you are to “pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance
and gentleness” (1 Timothy 6:11) and other godly traits. But simply changing your
behavior from “bad” to “good” isn’t metamorphosis. It doesn’t make you a new cre-
ation any more than sticking wings on a caterpillar transforms it into a butterfly.

Instead, you have to recognize that encountering Jesus changes you from the inside
out. It changes who you are, which should impact not only what you do but also how
you think. Spiritual transformation involves your mind as much as your manners.

Again, as Paul put it, spiritual transformation occurs “by the renewing of your mind”
(Romans 12:2). This why managing your thoughts is such a critical battleground. Your
thoughts directly influence your character, and your character determines your ac-
tions. The end result is a life that glorifies God and makes an impact for eternity.

14



Session One: The Power of Your Thoughts

Think about the process of how a caterpillar metamorphoses into a butterfly. It
begins life as one thing but then completely changes into something else! Com-
pare this process to your own spiritual transformation. In the space below, write

down at least three things you have seen God completely transform in your life
as you have walked with him.
your
hog,

Old ways New ways
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er a
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¢ We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If ‘ ‘ |
your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; ‘;

7if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to en- |,‘|
courage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; ‘
if itis to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfuily.

ROMANS 12:6-8
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Spiritual transformation involves not only your thoughts but also your actions.
In the above passage, underline the ways Paul instructs you to use your gifts.
Which of these do you feel you have? How are you using them as a part of the
new life that God has given you?

Stuck in your head? Ticked off at the world? On edge like DEFCON 1? 1
There is hope! The thoughts that have characterized your past need
not characterize the rest of your life. God will move you from worm
to butterfly, from clay-like to Christlike.

The second half of the scripture, “be transformed by the renewal
of your mind,” is in the passive voice, meaning God does the work! A *
new mind is less the result of human effort and more the resuit of divine
intervention. He renews our mind. He reroutes our thought patterns.
He rewires our synaptic circuitry. He tweaks our attitude. He creates
a new way of thinking. Heaven marshals its finest forces to help us.?

How do you react to the idea that your past thoughts do not need to character-
ize the rest of your life? What are some thoughts that you definitely do not want

to characterize the rest of your life? How do you need heaven to marshal its
finest forces to help in this?
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tions.
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God does the work of renewing our minds, re-routin
ing our attitudes. He changes us . .
feel an internal resistance to that ch
to old ways of thinking?

g our thoughts, and re-wir-
. we don’t change ourselves. Where do you
ange? Where are you attempting to hold on

7 So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer
E live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 1 They are dark-
ened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because
of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. |
¥ Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensu-
ality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, and they are full of greed.
2° That, however, is not the way of life you learned 2 when you heard
| about Christ and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that .
I is in Jesus. 22 You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, | i
to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; ‘ '
* to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 2 and to put on the ,
new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. _ ‘ ‘

EPHESIANS 4:17-24 ‘
cter-

|
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il its Paul states in this passage that our former sinful way of thinking is futile, dark- ‘ '

ened, and impure, which is why we must “put off” what was old and “put on the |
new self.” God is the One who makes us “new in the attitude of four] minds,” '

L
but what steps can we take to accept or reinforce a better way of thinking after _
we are transformed?




STUDY 3

GOD’S THINKING CAP

When Jesus began his ministry, he went to the synagogue in his hometown of Naz-
areth. There, on the Sabbath, he read from the scroll of isaiah. In this way, he announced
what his ministry would involve: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me. .. He has sent me
to proclaim freedom for the prisoners. .. to set the oppressed free” (Luke 4:18).

Jesus came to set the oppressed free. Don’t we need that in our culture today?
Statistics keep telling us that growing numbers of people are staggering under the
weight of anxiety, depression, hopelessness, loneliness, and more—with young
people experiencing a larger percentage of these toxic thoughts.3 Then there are
the ever-widening partisan rifts that keep tearing us apart. Some days, it seems like
people will claim the sky is green if they hear someone from a different group claim
it’s blue. We are being crushed under the weight of mental-heaith issues, which
means we are being crushed under the weight of stinking thinking.

The answer for these toxic thoughts is not willpower or finding a positive mental
attitude. Rather, it is found in allowing God to transform our thoughts. As this hap-
pens—as he metamorphoses us into something new through the renewing of our
minds—we are set free from our former way of life. We are no longer conformed to
the world’s way of thinking. Specifically, this comes about as we put on what the
apostle Paul describes as the “helmet of salvation” (Ephesians 6:17).

This helmet is actually God’s Spirit surrounding our thoughts with himself. At the
moment of salvation—the moment we are changed from what we used to be into
something new—God lays claim over our thoughts and declares to the devil, “This
mind is mine. | saved it. | own it. [ will make it new.” You might say the helmet of sal-
vation is God’s spiritual thinking cap. And, just like any other helmet, it is designed
to protect what it covers—in this case, our minds. The Holy Spirit not only shields us
against harm but also renews our minds. He heals us.

At the same time, the helmet of salvation is just like any other helmet in that we
need to be wearing it in order to benefit from it. God has offered salvation to all
people as a free gift—but it is a gift we must still actively receive. We must accept
it by accepting him.
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Session One: The Power of Your Thoughts

What are some of examples of stinking thinking that you have encountered this
week? How much of this came from yourself versus from other people?

Based on your experience, what have you found the culture teaches you to do
when you are bogged down by toxic thoughts? What is the expected response? f

2 From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he
must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the el-
ders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must
be killed and on the third day be raised to life.

22 peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!”
he said. “This shall never happen to you!”

# Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are

a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of
God, but merely human concerns.”

MATTHEW 16:21-23

The devil has one primary aim: to entangle you in a web of unhealthy thoughts.
He wants to corrupt, contaminate, and confuse your mind with a false system,

How had Satan infected Peter’s thoughts in this passage? How did Jesus recog-
nize this fact and call it out?
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When is a time that Jesus called out your stinking thinking? What did he reveal

to you about the lies from Satan that you were believing in that moment?

Once he saves you, God enrolls you in his mental training course.
Stinking thinking is a spiritual problem and requires a spiritual solution.
God provides it! If he can resurrect the dead, can he not resurrect
hope? Defy depression? Clarify confusion? Flush out shame? Destroy
doubt? Overcome insecurity? Download discipline? Eliminate lust?
Banish bitterness? Take God at his word: “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 NKJV, emphasis added). He will perform a butterfly miracle in you.
He will renovate your thought life. No more caterpillar crawling through
the dirt—it’s time to receive your new wings.*

When have you felt God’s protection this week surrounding your mind, thoughts,
or beliefs—from the damage caused by Satan’s lies? Where do you need God to
continue to renovate your thoughts and help you deal with stinking thinking?
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Read chapters 2-4 in 7Tame Your Thoughts before the next group gathering. Use the |
space below to make note of anything that stands out to you or encourages you.

CATCH UP AND READ AHEAD

Connect with a fellow group member and discuss some of the key insights from this
session. Use any of the following prompts to help guide your discussion.

® What did you like best from the content in this session, including both the
group study and personal study? Why? ||

® What are some ways you feel pressured to move away from what God says |
is right and move toward what the world (or culture) says is right?

® God does the work of renewing our minds. Where do YOu sense resistance
to that change? Where are you trying to hold on to old ways of thinking?

® What practical examples of toxic thinking have you seen this week? How
has that kind of stinking thinking had an impact on you?

® What do you feel most excited to explore in the sessions ahead? Why?

Use this time to go back and complete any of the study and reflection questions
from previous days that you weren't able to finish. Make a note below of any reve-
lations you’ve had and reflect on any growth or personal insights you’ve gained.




