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Discussion Guide
Emotional WrEck
connEcting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

gEtting StartEd: 
10 minutes

• of all the emotions you experience, which one, 
if any, seems like it might not be helpful on the 
faith journey? could you elaborate?

diving into thE tExt:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the nature of desire and 
how our desire undergirds all of our feelings. 

• read exodus 20.17, isaiah 26.8-9, 1 timothy 
6.10, 2 timothy 3.1-5, and 1 john 2.15. you 
might choose to do this as a group or by breaking 

up into smaller groups which then come back 
together to discuss what they have discovered. 

• in what ways do these texts reflect desire rightly 
or wrongly attached? what is the result?  

• if you could summarize the impact of the 
emotional experience of desire on the faith 
journey, how might you do so?  

• in what ways, if any, do you see desire functioning 
in these ways in the lives of others?  

• in what ways, if any, do you see desire functioning 
in your life? could you elaborate?  

• how might our desires reveal to us who we are 
and who god is? what might it look like to use 
our desires in this manner?  

• consider concluding as a group by discussing 
some of the key insights you have gleaned in 
this series about the role of feelings on the 
faith journey. you might consider praying for 
one another as you each seek to integrate your 
emotions into your followship of christ.  



contExt, Background, and commEntary

Desire
desire is the emotional experience of longing to possess 
or experience something or, in some cases, someone. 
desire is one of the most fundamental human emotions, 
often undergirding and giving rise to other emotional 
responses. some have claimed desire is the emotion 
from which all other emotions manifest themselves, 
including love. in support of this idea, it is worth noting 
that in the new testament, love is often used in ways 
which its range of meaning overlaps with that of desire 
(1 john 2.15-16; 1 timothy 6.10; 2 timothy 3.2-5). 
others have noted desiring is so essential to the human 
experience the entire human experience is essentially an 
aggregate of desires. that desire is important to the 
human experience is even seen in human physiology. 
the human brain has specialized neural systems and 
pleasure/pain receptors which govern both the mental 
and physical experience of desire.  
there are a number of words throughout the old 
testament and new testament which are best 
translated with the english gloss “desire.” in many 
cases, these words are used synonymously throughout 
scripture. however, even the most cursory study 
of these words in their contexts reveals that desire, 
while central to the human experience, is not always 
good. there exists in scripture both good desire and 
bad desire. good desire is a longing to possess and 
experience god and the things of god bad desire is a 
longing to possess and experience things which are not 
of god. it is common practice to translate these words 
using varying english glosses according to the nature 
and object of the desire found in scripture. good desire 
is often translated as “desire” or “longing” while bad 
desire is often translated as “covetousness.”  
covetousness (bad desire) is condemned in the 10 
commandments (exodus 20.17; deuteronomy 5.21), 
and is identified in this context as inordinate desire for 
things which belong to others. however, the meaning 
of covetousness is expanded throughout scripture to 
include all forms of desire which attach themselves to 
things which are not of god (psalm 10.3; proverbs 
6.20-25; romans 1.18-32). desire which is 

covetousness is condemned because, at its core, it is the 
spirit of idolatry (colossians 3.5). this form of desire 
often gives rise to other sins such as envy, jealousy, and 
lust (matthew 5.28; luke 12.15; proverbs 6.20-
25). ultimately, this form of desire opens one to an 
unrighteous life deprived of god’s presence and power 
(1 timothy 6.10; 2 timothy 3.2-5). 
however, one need not seek to avoid the experience of 
desire simply because it can become wrongly focused. 
throughout scripture, desire which is rightly focused is 
praised.  that desire can be good is seen in god’s own 
experience of desire. this proper desire of god is focused 
upon being with and having his people (psalm 132.13; 
luke 22.15). in the same manner, proper desire on the 
part of humans is desire which is focused upon having and 
experiencing god and the things of god (isaiah 26.8-9; 
proverbs 10.24).  
because desire lies beneath our many emotions, it can 
be difficult to determine what we desire and whether 
this desire is properly or improperly focused. one way 
to determine what desires are present in any emotional 
response is to ask the question, “in this situation, what 
could i not live without?” while phrased negatively, this 
question points one to what is most significant, what one 
surely must have; that is, this question points to what 
one desires. 

thE tExt 
Emotional taBooS?
as emotional beings, our emotions play an important 
role on the journey of faith, intended by god to be used 
in conjunction with our rational mind to bring us to an 
experience of god’s person so we might become more 
like him (jonah 4). however, once the importance of 
our emotions is realized, it is not uncommon to begin 
seeking to categorize emotions as right/wrong or good/
bad. the intention is to discover and then categorize 
which emotions best serve us on the journey of faith. 
however, this move, though rightly intended, is wrongly 
focused. throughout scripture, no single emotion is ever 
condemned. rather, what is condemned is the wrong use 
of emotions.  



that emotions are in themselves not condemned can be 
seen in passages like 2 corinthians 11.2 and ephesians 
4.26. in the corinthian letter, paul notes that he 
is filled with jealousy, an extremely strong emotion 
which is often understood to be negative. however, 
paul describes his jealousy as godly jealousy thereby 
making this seemingly negative emotional experience a 
positive one on the faith journey. in the letter to the 
ephesians, paul actually commands the ephesians to 
experience the emotion of anger and to do so without 
sinning. in both passages, what might be classified as 
negative emotions are recorded as being of great benefit 
on the journey of faith. however, in these passages is 
the implication that these very same emotions can turn 
dark. godly jealousy has a twin in ungodly jealousy, 
and anger without sin is perhaps more rare than 
anger which leads to sin (ephesians 4.31). in these 
passages, there seems to be an implicit understanding 
that emotions themselves are neutral. however, there 
is some component which is part of our emotional 
response which can turn emotions in a positive or 
negative direction.  
scripture defines this “x-factor” with regard to 
whether our emotions benefit or hinder our faith 
journey as attachment. this is most clearly seen 
throughout scripture with the emotional response of 
desire. the emotion of desire is one of longing. desire 
is one of the most fundamental emotions if not the 
single emotion from which all other emotions spring. 
the human body is hard-wired to experience desire, and 
much of what we call “life” is nothing more than an 
aggregate of our desires. what is important to notice 
about desire in scripture is that it can be negative or 
positive. what makes the difference is that to which 
it is attached or directed. when it is attached to 
something other than god or things of god it is defined 
as covetousness (actually “desire” in the language of 
the old testament) and is strongly condemned (exodus 
20.17; deuteronomy 5.21; psalm 10.3; luke 
22.15). this form of desire is condemned because to 
attach desire to something other than god is to engage 
in idolatry (colossians 3.5). jesus is clear that desire 
runs in one direction; that is, as humans, we are only 
capable of attaching ourselves emotionally to one thing 

at a time (matthew 6.24; 1 john 2.15-16). to attach 
one’s desire to something other than god opens one to 
a life that is deprived of god’s presence and power (1 
timothy 6.10; 2 timothy 3.1-5).  
however, not all desire is bad. in fact, scripture 
strongly and regularly exhorts proper desire which is 
desire that is attached to god and the things of god. 
(isaiah 26.8-9). this form of desire is based on god’s 
experience of desire which is directed toward his people 
(psalm 132.13; luke 22.15). desire which is focused 
upon god and the things of god leads one to the life god 
desires (matthew 22.34-40). 

rEal lifE With BlakE:
as i am learning to give my emotions the central role 
god intended they fill, sometimes, i get scared of my 
emotions. with permission to feel, i am beginning to 
realize how strong and persistent my emotions are, 
and many of them just feel wrong. i don’t know if i can 
describe exactly what it is that gives me the sense that 
these emotions are wrong. i think some of it comes from 
being told it is wrong to feel. however, some of what i 
sense comes from the yucky feeling i get when i experience 
these emotions. i don’t know if yucky is a very spiritual 
term but it is the best one i have. for some reason, some 
of my emotions leave me feeling gross (another good 
spiritual term) and i wonder if i have just experienced 
a “bad” emotion, one which is of little benefit on my 
faith journey. typically, i run into these wonderings 
when i experience my more powerful emotions like anger, 
jealousy, frustration, and the like.  
my first response with these emotions was to 
condemn myself. “i am a terrible person for feeling 
_______!” this was quickly followed by assertions 
that i should seek to avoid this emotion altogether for it 
was not “godly.” however, three problems soon arose. 
first, i beat myself spiritually black and blue because i 
experience these emotions on a regular basis. second, 
i found my efforts to avoid these emotions only led me 
to more self-condemnation because i was not able to 
succeed, mostly because my efforts to stop only led to 
things like more frustration! third, i began to notice 



rEal lifE With you:
our emotions are important, but sometimes they scare 
us. our emotions are powerful and raw. many times 
they leave us with residual emotions, not all of which 
“feel” good. when this happens, we sometimes wonder 
if the emotional response we just had was right or 
good; that is, was that emotional response something we 
should lean into or back away from on the faith journey? 
actually, all emotions are useful on the faith journey 
taking us face to face with god or ourselves. 
every single one of our emotional responses is rooted 
in the single emotional response of desire. desire can be 
good or bad depending on that to which it is attached. 
desire is good when it is attached to god. desire goes 
south when it is attached to anything other than god. 
in any situation, that to which our desire is attached 
will guide our emotions as being proper or improper 
emotional responses. perhaps the best way to determine 
that to which our desire is attached is to ask in every 
situation what we cannot live without. if it is not god, 
then there is a good chance our emotion is not in keeping 
with who god is or what he desires to do. however, this 
does not mean this desire is something we should run 
away from. if we look deeply at it we can discover who we 
are, who we really are. we can then take who we really 
are before god so we might experience transformation 
in his presence. this requires us not to judge or condemn 
ourselves but to admit and confess who we are and our 
need for god. this week, we encourage you to engage in 
this practice and to consider journaling and sharing your 
experience with a soul friend. 
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that my list of “allowable” emotions was getting shorter 
and mostly was made up of the “happier” ones. last time i 
checked, we were permitted to feel more than happiness.
i am slowly learning my emotions are not the problem. 
god gave me my emotions. many of my emotions god 
himself experiences. the issue isn’t that i feel but in how 
i direct my feelings. under all of my feelings lies one 
single feeling, the mother of all feelings, desire. every 
emotional response i have is undergirded in one way or 
another by my desire; that is, my emotional responses are 
really about what i desire and whether i obtain what i 
desire. the thing about desire is it can be good or bad. 
desire itself isn’t wrong. we are literally hard-wired 
to experience desire. where desire goes wrong is when 
we attach it to something other than god or the things 
of god. simply put, my emotions are really about what 
i want and my wanting gets me off track when i want 
something other than god. actually, scripture calls 
this form of wanting idolatry and notes that it denies me 
of god’s presence and power, not something i am really 
aiming for. so, i can feel and lean into my feelings. . 
. all of them. i simply have to discern which way my 
feelings are bending my “wanter.” i know. i am full of 
deep theological terms this week.  
checking my “wanter” is not all that difficult. i just 
have to ask what it is i want. the problem is what i want 
likes to hide. so, i am learning to coax it out of hiding by 
asking what i can’t live without. typically, this question 
gets me a glimpse of what it is i truly desire. when i find 
my desire attached to god, i am very close to coming face 
to face with the heart of god. after all, this is the point 
of using our emotions. however, i am discovering a desire 
wrongly attached is far from worthless, something to be 
avoided. i am coming to discover that a desire wrongly 
attached leads me that much closer to catching a glimpse 
of who i really am. this is important as well, because it 
is this person who needs to be brought face to face with 
god so he can be changed.  


