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session 1: dealing with differences

Differences in how we do life. 

Differences in how we process experiences and information.

Differences in how we feel loved and supported. 

Differences in our sin patterns. 

What is causing the quarrels and fights 
among you? Don’t they come from the 
evil desires at war within you? You want 
what you don’t have, so you scheme 
and kill to get it. You are jealous of what 
others have, but you can’t get it, so 
you fight and wage war to take it away 
from them. Yet you don’t have what you 
want because you don’t ask God for it. 
And even when you ask, you don’t get it 
because your motives are all wrong—you 
want only what will give you pleasure.

James 4:1-3
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Conflict Creates an Opportunity

It exposes us. 

The Converse of the Big Idea: Helping your spouse overcome their idols will often create conflict.

It gives us an opportunity to connect and change.

big idea: Conflict comes when we keep each other from feeding our idols.

Dear children, keep away from 
anything that might take God’s place in 
your hearts.

1 John 5:21



session 1 homework

Understanding Your Idolatry—A Shared Experience

*This guide is intended to help you identify your idols and how they may be affecting your marriage. Each of you should 
work through this on your own, until it’s time to talk about it together. Several of the questions are marked with an icon   
(       ) that indicates you should be sure to talk through your answers with your spouse.

When we worship something other than God, the Bible calls this “idolatry.” What we worship ultimately influences how we 
spend our time, deploy our energy, and prioritize our lives. Whether we know it or not, our idols have huge impacts on our 
relationships and particularly our marriage. 

If you look back over the years you have been together, you will probably find that within your relationship, there has been 
a theme to your conflict with one another.

What is a recurring theme in the conflict you have with your spouse?

Since conflict in relationships is often caused by someone keeping you from feeding/worshiping your idol, this theme will 
give you a good indication of what your idols are and how they are at war with each other. So if we want to understand 
conflict in marriage, we need to take a look at our idolatry.  

Although we try to rely heavily on them, by definition, idols cannot bear the weight of our souls. When we put that much 
pressure on something or someone, it will eventually collapse.

An idol can be something that is inherently good that we are meant to enjoy. However, we can take this good thing that God 
has given us and elevate it so that it becomes the ultimate thing that matters to us. We over-identify with it, and it eventually 
becomes a functional god.

Tim Keller says that an idol is the thing you get your identity from and the thing you’re turning to for your righteousness. “It 
is anything more important to you than God, anything that absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you 
seek to give you what only God can give.” ¹

What are some things that you enjoy? These could be experiences, relationships, or things that you enjoy doing.

Circle the ones that are dominating your life. Are you over-attached to them to the point that your life is oriented around and 
consumed by them? Are you missing out on relationships or events because of the time you are investing in these things?
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Here are some additional diagnostic questions to help you identify your idol:

• What is my greatest nightmare? What do I worry about the most?

• When I go to bed, what is my consuming thought? When I wake up, what is my consuming thought?

• What do I rely on or comfort myself with when things go badly or get difficult?

• What makes me feel the most self-worth? What am I the proudest of?

• What do I crave? What makes me miserable when I go without it?

• What do I consistently complete this sentence with? “If only I had ________________, I’d be happy.”

• When was the last time I was really angry or anxious? What was the source? Often, our emotions can reveal what we 
really crave.

Can you name one or two idols that you may have? If you are not sure, ask someone who knows you well for input.

Now, think about the conflict you have with your spouse. On a scale of 1-10, how often is the conflict you have with your 
spouse related to your idol demanding to be fed?

Describe this conflict that occurs when your spouse or family keeps you from feeding your idol?

Our idols don’t come out of nowhere. Our idolatry often rises out of wounds from our past or the gaps in our understanding 
of the gospel. We learned early on to grasp at something to make the pain go away, give us stability, or to make us feel like 
we were loved, worthy, or in control.

As you think about your past, what were some defining experiences, relationships, or situations? How did they impact you?

How might these have played a part in the formation of your idol?
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What did they lead you to believe about God? (He can’t be trusted or he isn’t good, etc.)

The reason we turn to an idol in the first place is because we believe at some level that God is not enough. An idol isn’t 
neutral. It wants territory. Its aim is to take over and control every area of your life. And it will produce fruit.

Name at least three examples of sinful fruit that you see in your life right now. (critical spirit, fear, controlling, anger, 
isolating, relationship with food or exercise, how you spend your money, addiction, etc)  Then see if you can connect them 
to an idol and a lie you believe about God.

How is this sinful fruit creating conflict in your marriage and family?     Be open to additional things your spouse might 
want to share.

We typically aim our repentance at the unwelcome sin that we see in our lives. In other words, we try to stop the behavior 
or attitude that is causing us pain or difficulty.

But if we want to experience real life change, we have to aim our repentance at the idolatry and unbelief that is causing the 
fruit to grow in the first place. This is why Luther said, “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent,’ he willed the 
entire life of believers to be one of repentance.” It is not enough to just try to change the outward expressions of our sin—we 
have to allow the Holy Spirit to transform our hearts and minds so that we “bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance.”

What are some basic truths about God and the gospel that you are forgetting?

 

How might believing these truths help you rely on God to meet your needs, rather than your idol?
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How might believing them help change your behavior and impact your marriage?

Ultimately, being willing to repent and change by the power of the gospel is what gives a marriage power. Self-effort and 
secrecy rob a marriage of authenticity and the power of the Holy Spirit. If each partner is willing to humble themselves and 
abandon their allegiance to their idols, God can demonstrate his transforming work. As you both begin to rely on Christ 
instead of your idols, you will be able to love each other well and help each other flourish.

Confess to your spouse and to God the specific ways your idolatry has damaged your relationships.

Repentance means to turn. What is a step you can take this week to turn from relying on your idol? How might this have a positive impact 
on your spouse and your marriage?

¹ Keller, Timothy. Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only Hope that Matters. Penguin, 2011.


