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Discussion Guide
How do we fix it?
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

• do you think people can change? 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 our modern approach to 
fixing what is broken in our lives.  

• read ephesians 2.1-7 aloud. this text was written 
to explain the deep work of redemption accomplished 
by god through Jesus. try to hear with ears to 
understand the extent to which god’s saving work 
must go to be effective in us. read the text once more 
aloud.  

• according to paul, why are we in need of god’s 

saving work? seek to find as many answers as 
possible. what can god do that people cannot do?  

• paul states that apart from the powerful intervention 
of god in our lives (grace) we are incapable of living 
fully human lives. we are “dead.” in what ways, if 
any, do people innately recognize this and seek to 
address it?  

• in what ways, if any, are the approaches people take 
to addressing the desire to live a fully human life 
similar or dissimilar to the approach paul describes?  

• do you feel it is easy or difficult to imagine needing 
something outside yourself in order to move toward 
a fully human life? could you explain?  

• needing something outside ourselves to move to a 
fully human life means we cannot change ourselves, 
but it also implies that we must open ourselves to 
that which is outside us. what might this look like 
in real life? do you find this easy or difficult? could 
you elaborate?  

• what are areas in your life in which you need to 
experience change? what might it look like to open 
your life to god so that you might experience this 
change? how might this group be part of the process 
of opening your life in this manner?

Context and BaCkground
Finding liFe (real liFe) in america 
a natural desire in life is to improve one’s quality or state 
of life. there seems to exist an innate desire to reach for an 
experience of life which is not now part of one’s common 
experience; that is, people are not naturally satisfied with 
life as they live it but have in their minds an image of life as 
they would like to live it. sometimes this desire comes from 



a feeling that life is out of balance or overwhelming in some 
way. however, not all people feel their lives are somehow 
bad or broken, but rather that life can be “more” than it 
now is. one might say, innate to the human condition is a 
desire for this “more” in life, a desire to move to a greater/
better experience of life.  
how one moves to this greater/better experience of life 
differs across cultures and periods of time. in america, the 
most common approach to reaching for this desired “more” 
in life is the therapeutic approach. a therapeutic approach 
might be broadly defined as a process of investigating or 
identifying areas of life which might be improved so a new 
and better path forward might be developed. these areas 
might involve anything from trouble sleeping, a feeling of 
stuckness in a career, the desire to improve leadership skills, 
or addressing a troubled relationship. the idea is that if 
this area of life is improved, the person might experience a 
greater well-being and quality of life.  
once a life area in need of improvement has been identified, 
a person has a number of choices of how to investigate and 
chart a new path forward. one might choose to speak with 
a therapist or hire a life-coach. he might purchase a self-
help book, Join a self-help group, or turn to an existing peer 
or social network. while each of these approaches utilizes 
different tools and theories, they each are similar in that 
they provide the person who desires to improve her life, a 
support system for identifying what is “wrong,” strategies 
for addressing these wrongs, and a support system for 
implementing life changes.  
perhaps the two most popular approaches are the use of 
self-help books and groups. self-help groups provide a 
supportive community who share a common problem and 
goal, working toward this goal together. often this work 
is done using a system such as the twelve steps. members 
of the group work the system together with older members 
mentoring and encouraging younger members to the group.  
self-help books are extremely popular with over one half 
of all americans having purchased at least one such book. 
these books can trace their origin to conduct or etiquette 
books of the 19th century with dale carnegie’s 1936 
bestseller, how to win friends and influence people, 
serving as the precursor of what is now a $10 billion a 
year industry. while existing as a modern phenomena, the 
concept of a self-help book can be found in the ancient 
world with cicero’s on friendship and ovid’s art of 
love. these books are highly popular because they claim 
to disseminate information from higher sources such 
as psychologists, doctors, or other field experts in an 
understandable and applicable manner. further, these 

books offer a less expensive approach to change, bringing the 
common person into contact with a field expert without any of 
the fees which otherwise might accompany such a relationship. 
while tools and theories vary widely across the various 
therapeutic approaches to change, the modern therapeutic 
approach follows a basic understanding that a motivated 
individual who is exposed to information concerning what is 
wrong and thereafter provided with a sufficiently supported 
strategy for change can experience change. one might call 
this the american equation for change. motivation (m) + 
information (i) + strategy/support (ss) = change (c). this 
equation for change assumes a positive approach to change, 
positing people are sufficiently capable of engaging in the 
change process drawing upon their own inner reserves when 
given enough insight and external support.  
while this approach works in theory, many people struggle to 
experience true and lasting change following this approach. 
while a highly-motivated person armed with information 
and a strong support network and strategy might experience 
a change in their behavior, in time, they can also (and often 
do) experience a reversal of this change, sometimes suddenly. 
this can be seen in groups like aa when people “fall off 
the wagon” or with people who “yo-yo diet.” because true 
change is difficult to maintain, many change approaches 
urge participants to “keep working the system” or encourage 
clients to “come back for a tune up” when necessary. while 
any true change process is process-oriented including steps 
forward and backward, the need to keep working a system 
seems to point to an understanding of change as behavioristic 
or mechanistic; that is, what is being changed through the 
therapeutic approach is external behavior and support is 
needed to maintain this behavior.  
criticism of this approach can be rightly made that a 
behavioristic approach to change can provide the appearance 
of change but it cannot be equated with change. true change 
involves a change in patterns of thought and ways of being 
which give rise to behaviors so that a person can maintain a 
new way of being without external supports. some change 
theorists refer to this kind of change as taming the elephant. 
in their view, change is not unlike a rider trying to redirect 
an elephant. information and a system are like a stick, but 
they are less than effective in redirecting something so large. 
instead, a different approach is needed to “change the mind” 
of the elephant; that is, real change requires addressing 
deeper systems that are at play, systems which information 
or structures cannot address. sometimes this is referred 
to as inner-change or change from the inside-out. various 
counseling approaches attempt to make such change as do 
various religious approaches. these inner-change approaches 



do not negate the need for external supports, motivation, 
or information, but argue that deeper ways of thinking 
and being must also be addressed if true change is to be 
experienced.

The Text
epHeSianS 2.1-7: How to live (really live) 
paul’s letter to the ephesians is in fact a circular letter 
intended for a network of churches in asia minor and not 
Just the church in ephesus. this is seen in the manuscript 
tradition for ephesians which includes manuscripts with 
“in ephesus” missing, allowing for readers to supply 
their own location (ephesians 1.1). the letter is paul’s 
most general letter, the closest we have to what might 
be identified as a systematic approach to theology. paul 
was not a systematic theologian; that is, paul did not 
identify a theological topic he wished to explore so that 
he might educate a congregation. this is a more modern 
understanding and approach to thinking about god. paul 
is more of a task-theologian; that is, paul recognized and 
addressed real congregational issues by applying thoughts 
about god to these situations in his letters. while we 
might be tempted to envision paul stretching his systematic 
theologian muscles in ephesians, the letter is most likely 
issue-driven, as are all of paul’s letters. rather than 
being rooted in a single congregation, this issue seems to be 
a regional issue. one might point to colossians, penned at 
the same time, to argue that paul is addressing what came 
to be identified as gnosticism. reading ephesians through 
the lens of colossians can lead to some insight and may in 
fact be paul’s true intent. however, reading ephesians on 
its own leads one to identify an issue which might better 
be described as a discipleship issue. the congregations to 
which paul addresses this letter are struggling to rightly 
understand the connection between god’s redemption and 
their daily lives (ephesians 4.1). this may be rooted in the 
lack of a firm grasp of what god’s redemption involves on 
both the cognitive and experiential level (ephesians 1.15-
23; 3.14-21), or it may simply be a natural growth step 
for congregations who were thoroughly pagan in their 
background thereby ignorant of the moral/ethical demands 
of a god-oriented life.  
paul begins his letter with a thanksgiving and prayer which 
highlights god’s work of redemption through the person of 
Jesus. he begins to delve into the nature of this redemptive 
work of god in chapter 2. here paul notes that prior to the 
work of god in christ, the ephesian believers were dead in 
their transgressions and sins. paul uses the term “death” 
in a metaphorical sense, probably in reference to life itself. 

simply put, the ephesians were living dead people. they were 
physically alive but they were dead to real life. this was 
their state in life because they were leading a life marked by 
transgression and sin; that is, they were living contrary to 
the way god had designed them to live. they were living by the 
standards of the world around them which paul states come 
from satan himself. when one steps back, he can see that paul 
describes a system which is booby-trapped to create failure 
when attempting to live a real life. the framework people are 
given for life comes from one who is against them (satan) and 
their own personal bent is away from the things of god. it is 
therefore impossible for the ephesians to experience anything 
other than life other than it is meant to be.  
paul does not separate himself, as a Jew, from the experience 
of the ephesians. he and his mission team were in the same 
situation. they too sought to live on their own terms, and so 
like the rest of humanity, paul and his mission team—does 
he here allude to the Jewish people as a whole?—deserved 
wrath. the concept of wrath was well understood in pagan 
circles. the pagan gods were wrathful gods, punishing people 
if they were not appeased. however, paul approached wrath 
from a Jewish perspective. therefore, he probably had in 
mind wrath as described in romans 1.18-30. in the Jewish 
perspective, wrath involved god taking a hands-off approach 
to disobedient people, allowing them to go their own way 
which ultimately led to their destruction.  
paul’s summary of humanity, to this point, is bleak. on their 
own, people pursue their own way in life, ways which in fact 
are grounded in lustful passions and satanic influence. by 
living this way, people not only live a less-than-alive life, but 
they hurtle to their demise in both the present and future. 
paul portrays humanity as hopelessly caught in the grips of a 
way of life which is destructive and less than what life could 
be. however, paul expresses that hope for real life is found in 
god’s choice to deliver people from this way of life.  
paul’s discussion hinges on the conJunction “but.” while 
people experience a living-death and hurtle to their ultimate 
demise, god has great love and compassion for people. he 
therefore made people alive through the person of christ even 
though people were living in a way that led to their demise. 
paul envisions people experiencing life but only through the 
external intervention of god, something paul refers to as 
grace, the exercising of god’s effective power. this exercising 
of god’s power (grace) gave people the life they could not 
discover on their own. in the letter of ephesians, this ability 
to give life to that which is dead is evidenced in Jesus’ own 
resurrection (ephesians 1.19-21).  
paul argues that the reality that god really can and does 
bring life to dead people—real life to people who are 



understand that god typically doesn’t zap people. he is in the 
business of running healing marathons not sprints. however, 
he does work, when i make room for him. Just over the past 5 
years i have made incredible strides to healing, but it has all 
been because i have been seeking to open myself more and more 
to god. i am learning that to fix me, i have to let him fix me.  

real life witH You:
is christianity relevant? if it can offer a framework for life 
that works, then most certainly is it relevant. can christianity 
do that? can it answer the most fundamental questions of life 
in a way that leads to a workable life? can it answer questions 
like how we are to deal with brokenness, not Just in the world 
but in our lives? the reality is we are broken people. we long 
to be more fully human. maybe i should say, we long to be 
more. we know more is out there. we Just don’t know what it 
is or how to get there. we try many different ways, the most 
popular modern approach being the therapeutic approach. we 
have the idea that if we are Just motivated enough and armed 
with the right tools and information we can change. we keep 
trying it, and it keeps not working. shall we say, nothing 
changes? so how do we change? is it even possible? change is 
possible if we recognize that we can’t do it. our lives are booby 
trapped for failure on the change front. however, god has 
the power and understanding to disarm the booby traps and 
lead us to the experience of real, healing change, if we will 
let him. herein lies the issue. will we let him? experiencing 
the changing work of god involves a work on our part, a work 
which is about making room for him to do his work. it involves 
doing hard work of identifying areas where we need god’s 
healing touch and then laying down on the spiritual operation 
table for him to do what only he can do. this looks different 
in every person and with every situation, but the principle is 
the same. this week, i encourage you to consider an area of 
your life where you need to experience healing change. what 
is it about that area that god needs to address? don’t stop 
on the surface. try to dig deeper. what lies beneath what 
you see on the surface? ask god to give you eyes to see what 
he sees: motivations, reasons, fears, attitudes, and the like. 
when you have seen what you can now see, offer this to him. 
acknowledge what lies beneath and ask him how you might 
open this area of your life to him. you might consider talking 
to a spiritual friend or one of the leaders at union center 
about what opening your life might look like. pursue this 
opening and allow god to do the rest.  
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otherwise unable to experience it—can be seen in the lives 
of believers. god has even now raised up (given life) to those 
who follow Jesus and has now given them access to himself 
through what Jesus has done. he has left believers on earth, 
rather than simply taking them into his heavenly presence so 
that they might serve as examples of what god can do through 
his incomparable grace (effective power) made available 
through Jesus.  

real life witH Blake:
is christianity still relevant? a way of life is relevant if it 
has something of value to offer, a framework which leads 
to the fulfillment of the desires which make us human. can 
christianity offer that? can it provide a workable framework 
for life? what about a framework for one of the most pressing 
issues in life, the issue of brokenness? it is hard to miss that 
our world is broken. there is not a system, a person, a place 
that is not in need of improvement. everything and everyone 
can be better, and we know it should all be better. as out of 
sorts as everything around me is, what i want most is a better 
me. that sounds very “pop-psychology,” but there is truth to 
it. i am broken. i have ways of being and thinking that are not 
good for me or others. how do i fix those? how do i fix me?  
this has been one of the primary questions which i have 
sought to answer, particularly over the last 10 years. it all 
started when i experienced a period of clinical burnout and 
my counselor said, “you have to change or in 6 months i will 
be attending your funeral.” nothing like stating it as it is, but 
how was i to go about changing? i have tried trying harder. 
i have tried working out a better strategy and plan. i have 
tried community. i have tried therapy. i have tried self-help 
books. i have tried many things, and i have found in each of 
them a measure of help, but i have not found healing. i have 
not found a way to fix me. so, i keep trying, looking for that 
magic bullet way that will once and for all right all that is 
wrong in me.  
i am coming to the point where i recognize that things like 
therapy and community are good and necessary in their own 
right. it is helpful to have a friend or system that helps me 
by sorting through life to identify the issue. it is helpful to 
have people who cheer me on to work through these issues. 
however, the rectifying of these issues is beyond me. if it were 
not, i would have found a way by now. i haven’t. i am coming 
to realize that i need help, god’s help if i am to fix me. maybe 
that is too weak of a way to word it. i need god to fix me. 
mind you, this doesn’t mean i Just lay around for god to zap 
me with his mighty zapper. i have work to do but the work i 
have to do is more in line with making myself available to god 
than it is to help god out or do his work. i am also coming to 


