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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to Real Change! In this six-session course, you will learn more 
about how God changes us. It is an opportunity for you to grow in faith, 
in love, and in hope. It is an opportunity for you to become more like 
Jesus. He expressed the honest faith of the Psalms. He lived the practical 
wisdom of the Proverbs. He embodied the self-giving love that expresses 
the purposes of God’s heart. 

All of us have hearts that go astray; all of us face troubles that weigh on 
us. But Christ meets us where we are, in the places where we struggle. 
God promises to work patiently with us in the midst of our wayward-
ness and our woes. Faith meets God in the very place of honest struggle 
with sin and affliction. His mercy and grace change us in ways that are 
truly beautiful and joyous. You can trust the words of Philippians 1:6: 
“I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to 
completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (ESV).

Each week the Bible study, reflection, and discussion in Real Change will 
help you understand how God works with us. You will reflect on your 
own heart. You will reflect on life’s hardships. You will reflect on God’s 
mercies. And you will come to better understand how your Savior meets 
you in your particular life situation.

If you are doing this study in a group, your leader(s) will guide your time 
together. Each week you will be encouraged to share some of what you 
are learning with one or two others in the group. If you are doing this 
study on your own, we encourage you to tell someone else what God is 
showing you. Real change is not a self-improvement project that we do 
entirely on our own! We grow nearer to God both by his direct working 
and by the encouragement and prayers of other people.
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Throughout the course you will be asked to undertake a “change project.” 
This involves choosing one aspect of your life where you would like to 
see growth. From week to week, you will begin to address it by bringing 
it under the mercies of Jesus Christ. Please don’t expect to be perfect by 
the end of six weeks! (That won’t happen until Jesus returns or calls us 
home.) But we hope you will begin to move toward God in your area of 
struggle and that you will have the privilege of experiencing God’s help. 

During each session, there are times set aside to discuss and apply what 
you are learning. We recommend these discussion times be done with 
one other person. Since you will be looking at the teaching of the Bible 
and discussing aspects of your change project, continuity will be import-
ant. So we recommend you keep the same discussion partner throughout 
the course. A discussion group of just two people will work much better 
than larger groupings of three or more. Of course, if your discussion 
partner is not able to attend one week, you will have to join with another 
group for that session. 

Between each of the six sessions you will have some homework to do—
some reading, reflecting, and journaling (writing down a few of your 
thoughts). Please set aside time for this. To be self-reflective is an import-
ant part of the process of change. It helps us take to heart what God is 
saying. And please be praying for yourself, your leader(s), and the other 
members of the group as you go through this material. We are all utterly 
reliant on the Lord.
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CHANGE

AIM
To help you reflect on the need for change and the certainty of 
change. To provide a brief overview of the process of change.

READ
LIVES IN NEED OF CHANGE 
You’re driving your car on your way into the city. It’s a friend’s birthday 
and a group is going to meet up for dinner and a show. You have been 
looking forward to the celebration all day. You haven’t seen this particular 
friend for years, and you’ve heard she has recently become a Christian. 
You’re eager to catch up with all that has been going on.

You were a little late starting your journey. Just before leaving the house, 
you got a phone call from your mother, which was going to be “just a 
quick one.” You answered out of a desire to be kind to her. But it wasn’t so 
quick. As a result, you left home behind schedule and already in a rush.

However, the drive starts well, and it seems the delay will be of little 
consequence. Until, that is, you look at your fuel gauge—you’re running 
on fumes. There’s nothing else for it; you will have to stop. It’s going to 
take you further out of your way, but you need the fuel. As you pay, you 
look at your watch a little anxiously. There had been some slack in your 
travel timetable, but that was before your detour. Now things are getting 
tight. You promised your friends you would be there ten minutes before 
the birthday girl arrived so you could all surprise her. If you can’t make 
up the time, you won’t be there before her. You remember with a flutter 
of anxiety that you have the theater tickets, so no one can get in without 
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you. But you aren’t that late, so you are not too worried. You try to call 
your friends to give a heads up about not being there for the surprise, 
but none of them answers the phone.

You restart your journey, hopeful you might just make it in time. But 
there’s been an accident ahead. The traffic is stopped, then barely crawls. 
You could walk more quickly! When you finally get moving, a glance at 
the time confirms that this evening’s performance will begin in approx-
imately twenty-five minutes. There’s no hope of joining your friends 
ahead of time. But you might just make it for the beginning of the show. 

After another ten minutes, you reach your destination and begin looking 
for a parking space. You spot one on the corner, but another car beats you 
to it. After going around a couple more blocks, you finally find a spot. 
You have seven minutes to make the show. The theater is eight minutes 
away if you walk very briskly.

REFLECT
How are you feeling right now? What is going through your mind? 
You may be experiencing a range of emotions! Take a moment to think 
through why you are experiencing those particular emotions. If you are 
anxious, what exactly are you anxious about? If you are frustrated, who 
are you angry at? If you are despairing, what hopes have been dashed? 
Since you are letting others down by being late, how do you imagine they 
feel, and how does that affect you right now? 

Share your thoughts with the group.

THE STORY IS NOT OVER, SO READ ON. 
As you are running along, you bump into a good friend from church. 
She is standing outside a coffee shop in tears. You can immediately guess 
why. The two of you had talked last Sunday about the new man in her 
life who had just invited her on a first date. This must be it! She had been 
excited about the possibility of a relationship ahead, but she was delayed 
at work and then got stuck in a traffic jam even worse than yours. She is 
now more than an hour late for their coffee date. She had forgotten to 
charge her phone, so she can’t even access his phone number. He has long 
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since given up waiting for her. Her mascara, of which there is plenty, is 
clearly not waterproof. She looks a mess, but might not be aware of it. 
She latches on to you with a look of panic and anger, saying, “Why did 
this have to happen now? Why would God do that?” 

REFLECT 
You are going in the same direction, so you can kind of talk as you hurry 
along. Given how your day is going, what are you thinking in your head? 
What would you say out loud? 

Once you have honestly reflected on how you think you would respond, 
reflect on whether there are other ways you could respond that could 
be more helpful. What truth about God would you want your friend 
to remember at a time like this? What truth about God have you both 
forgotten? How might that truth also touch you?

This is ordinary life: a life with many stresses, choices, and opportunities. 
We all have our natural way of doing things—the ways we instinctively 
respond to annoyance and trouble. There are things we instinctively want 
(like getting our own way!). There are things that make us feel stressed 
and anxious. We all react in ways that are not constructive. The Bible 
calls these desires, fears, and reactions your “old self.” But as Christians, 
something else is also going on with us. We have Christ. He is the gift 
that is beyond words (2 Corinthians 9:15). To belong to him, to be one 
with him, to know him, and to grow in relationship with him—this is 
your “new self ” (Ephesians 4:22–24). 

This course aims to help you turn away from your old self with all its 
self-centered desires and to put on your new self with all its Christ- 
centered purposes. We are going to think together about how we change 
to become more like Christ. It’s a process, so don’t expect change to 
happen overnight. But do expect to grow in understanding. And do 
expect to begin changing. All of us who belong to Jesus are being changed 
to become like him. 
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LIVES IN A CONTEXT OF CHANGE 
If you could change anything you wanted about yourself, what would 
it be?

GOD IS CHANGING EACH OF US 
READ: 2 CORINTHIANS 3:18 
Discuss the following questions.

1. Who is working to transform us? How certain is our transformation? 

2. What are we being changed into? What excites you about this? 

God is not reluctant to change his children. We might be like run-down 
houses that need lots of renovation, but God never thinks, “What a 
wreck! I can’t be bothered with them.” He knows what we will one day 
become. He knows we will be beautiful when he completes his work in 
us, and he loves to change us little by little to become more like Jesus. 

GOD IS CHANGING US THROUGH 
OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS 
The way we view Jesus will affect our view of how he is going to change us. 

»» How do you think of your relationship with Jesus? (Check all 
that apply.)

☐☐ He’s the boss. I’m the employee. 
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☐☐ He has befriended me. I am his friend.

☐☐ He is the teacher. I am learning from him. 

☐☐ He is the husband. I am his bride.

☐☐ He is my shepherd. I am a sheep. 

☐☐ Something different? 

God, in his Word, gives us all of these ways of understanding our rela-
tionship with Christ—and more—so we can understand his love, care, 
concern, and tenderness toward us. They are all brought together under 
one central concept: we are united to Christ. Paul, in Ephesians 1, calls 
this being “in Christ.” 

READ: EPHESIANS 1:1–14 
Discuss the following questions. 

3. How is our relationship with Christ repeatedly described? 

4. What difference does it make if we are united to Christ? Why does it 
matter how we think about our relationship with Jesus?

5. What is the outcome of this unity for us (vv. 4, 14)? And for God  
(vv. 3, 6, 12, 14)?

Being united with Christ changes everything. In Christ we have all the 
blessings he has! When we are “in Christ,” we are on a new path toward 
a wonderful destination—holy, blameless, and fully redeemed. God 
will be praised forever for his glorious grace in choosing us and trans-
forming us to live under Christ’s rule. All this is Real Change—total 
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transformation—and it all happens only through being “in Christ.” For 
the next six weeks, we will be unpacking the details of what it means 
to be in Christ and how being united with Christ brings change to our 
desires, thoughts, words, and actions. It won’t be complete until we see 
him face to face, but we are now in the process of changing to be like 
him (1 John 3:1–3). 

GOD IS CHANGING US THROUGH 
OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER 
CHRISTIANS 
READ: EPHESIANS 4:11–16
Discuss the following question. 

6. How do our relationships with one another promote change? 

We read the apostles and prophets. We listen to pastors and teachers and 
perhaps evangelists. These people are Jesus’s gifts to us to help us grow. 
Once we have listened to these gifted people, we need to serve and speak 
to one another, passing on what we have heard and connecting it lovingly 
with the circumstances of one another’s lives. When we speak and listen 
to one another, we help one another mature under Christ’s rule. Just as a 
body is made up of many different parts that all depend on one another 
to keep the body functioning, Jesus has made it so that we desperately 
need one another to stay and grow in Christ’s body, the church.

Churches are very exciting places! Here God’s people are being used by 
him to help one another grow up into Christ.
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A MODEL FOR UNDERSTANDING 
CHANGE FROM JEREMIAH 17:5–8
READ: JEREMIAH 17:5–8 

This is what the Lord says:
“Cursed is the one who trusts in man,

who draws strength from mere flesh
and whose heart turns away from the Lord.

6 That person will be like a bush in the wastelands;
they will not see prosperity when it comes.

They will dwell in the parched places of the desert,
in a salt land where no one lives.

7 “But blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord,
whose confidence is in him.

8 They will be like a tree planted by the water
that sends out its roots by the stream.

It does not fear when heat comes;
its leaves are always green.

It has no worries in a year of drought
and never fails to bear fruit.”

Jeremiah uses a vivid metaphor to help us understand the process of 
change.1 He gives us a picture of two trees. One is a stunted bush in the 
desert and the other is flourishing by the water. When drought comes (as 
it always does in that part of the world), one tree withers while the other 
tree stays green. Its roots are connected to the stream of water. Jeremiah’s 
point is that the person who trusts in God is like a tree that stays green 
in drought. Even when hard times come (as they always do), the person 
who is rooted in the life-giving stream of God’s love will continue to bear 
the fruit of love for God and others. This metaphor is the starting point 
for a model of change that takes into account “the heat” in our lives (our 
hard times, temptations, etc.), but also unpacks why we respond the way 
we do and how being in Christ brings transformation. 

1. This model of change was developed by David Powlison for the CCEF course, Dynamics of 
Biblical Change.
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»» The Heat. These are the situations we all face (like being late for a 
birthday celebration) that put us under pressure. They can literally 

make us hot! Of course, this also refers to much more serious 
difficulties, such as illness, death, financial struggles, broken 
relationships, parenting problems, emotional struggles, etc. 
But good things can also put us under pressure. Getting a 

raise at work, moving to a nice house, or getting married can also 
bring challenges in our relationship with God.

»» Root/Heart. This is the decision-making center of who we are (the 
Bible sometimes calls it the soul, mind, heart, or will). It is the place 

where we decide how we are going to respond to what is going 
on around us and to God. When we are rooted in our old self 
and old way of doing things, our desires, thoughts, and actions 

will be self-focused and without love for God and others—what the 
Bible calls “sin.”

»» Thorns. These are the God-dishonoring, self-focused ways we 
respond to the heat of life (like being angry with people who take 

“our” parking spot). These things stem from the self- 
centered desires of our hearts. The Bible, and our diagram, 
also call this “bad fruit.”

»» Reap (negative consequences). This is how we respond to the heat in 
our lives, which also affects those around us. Our decision to respond 

in a self-focused way negatively affects our relationships and 
the situation we are in. 

»» Lifegiving Spirit. This is the stream of living water, the Holy Spirit, 
who flows from Christ to us. The Spirit meets us in our sin-
fulness, helps us to repent at the foot of the cross, emboldens 
our faith, and then brings about change in our hearts and lives. 

»» Cross. This represents all the promises of God’s mercy, culminating 
in Jesus’s death and resurrection. Through the cross of Christ, our 

“bad root” is transformed. We are forgiven. We are given a new 
life. We are connected to streams of living water—the Spirit of 
Christ. It’s in going to Jesus and asking for forgiveness for our 
self-centered desires, thoughts, and actions that transformation 



11 

C h a n g e

begins and continues. Change happens as the Spirit brings us to the 
God of mercies.

»» Good root. The “Repentance and Faith” arrow shows how the pro-
cess of change is a living dynamic that relates us to Christ through 

his Spirit through repentance and in faith. This is not a “one 
and done” process at the beginning of the Christian life or in 
response to a major crisis. We need to go to Jesus every day for 

forgiveness, hope, and help. As we learn to go to Jesus every day, our 
roots go down deep into him, the life-giving stream. He gives us his 
life (the good root). In Christ, our desires, thoughts, and actions 
gradually change to be like him. 

»» Good fruit. These are the God-honoring ways we can respond to the 
heat of life: behaviors, thoughts, and actions that stem from the godly 

desires of our hearts (like loving distressed friends enough to 
listen to them and share Jesus with them even when we are 
running late). Good fruit is expressed in love for God and 
others. The “Love” arrow from the fruit tree toward the heat 

stands for the living dynamic of how being in Christ moves us into 
our world constructively with a growing love for God and people.

»» Reap (positive consequences). When we respond to our heat in 
Christ, this results in positive consequences that bless us, those 

around us, and the situation we are in. God’s promise is we 
will be blessed and also be a blessing. That doesn’t mean 
the heat will go away, but it does mean God will help us live 

fruitful lives of love toward him and others despite the hard circum-
stances we encounter. 

Below is the Three Trees diagram that puts all of these different elements 
together. Through the next six weeks, we will be learning how this dia-
gram applies to our choices and behavior. Hopefully this diagram will 
give you useful categories for understanding your heart and your actions 
and also help you to understand the work of Christ through his Spirit 
in you and for you. 
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HOMEWORK 
During this course you have an opportunity to undertake a change proj-
ect. This week, ask God to help you live with a greater awareness of 
what is going on around you. (See if you can tune in to your “heat.”) As 
you go through the week, try to notice times when you are struggling. 
Where are the hard spots in your life? What are you finding difficult? Your 
struggles can come in many forms: a challenging relationship, physical 
health, work problems, disappointments, injustice, your circumstances, 
unwelcome news, or being treated badly. Remember too that having 
things easy is also a challenge. Are there parts of your life that are so 
easy or successful that God seems unnecessary or irrelevant? What in 
your situation makes it easy to leave God to one side? Considering these 
things will help you decide what particular area of your life your change 
project should address. 

It will help you to write down your thoughts. Even if they feel jumbled 
and uncertain, writing down specific areas of “heat” in your life will give 
you clarity on what your change project should be.




