
Discussion Questions for the Week of Sunday, September 19, 2021  
(There was no sermon in the series this week, so these questions are provided to continue the discussion of grace until Week 2 of the 

series continues on 9/26).  

Conversation Starter (intended to help the group get to know each other) 

Has everyone read the article? If not, set aside 5 minutes for everyone to read it.  
• First, take some time as a group to discuss the article in general, relaying first impressions, likes and 

dislikes. 
• Take turns sharing about how you first learned about sin. Who taught you about sin? Who explained it in 

reference to Jesus? When did you begin to understand the problems of your own life and the world in terms 
of sin? Are you someone that might say: Why are we talking about sin so much? Do you dislike talking 
about sin?  

• The grace of God can only be fully seen in light of the depth of our sin. Discuss this for a few minutes to see 
if everyone agrees with this statement. Why or why not? 

Article Text for Discussion: Tim Keller, When Sin Is Grievous and Grace Is Stunning, June 23, 2013, 
Redeemer Presbyterian Church’s monthly Redeemer Report.  1

ARTICLE TEXT: 
“I have noticed over the years that some ministries, in their effort to stress holiness of life, do not put a great 
deal of emphasis on God’s gracious acceptance of us despite our sins. And other ministries, in their effort to 
avoid legalism and rejoice in grace, are reluctant to call people to close, exacting self-examination and deep 
repentance. But the 18th-century pastor John Newton is remarkable in giving equal weight to self-examination 
and grace. 

In a previous article, we saw how Newton gives us some deeply convicting ways to examine our hearts. 
Christians, he says, put too little time and effort into examining themselves and seeking to grow in holiness, in 
the fruit of the Spirit. But does such close examination mean that we are doomed to always feel inadequate, 
ashamed, and guilty? No, because Newton sees deeper knowledge of sin leading to richer rejoicing in grace. No 
one was better than Newton at urging people to “use the gospel of grace” on the heart in order to change it. Here 
are two things I’ve learned from Newton over the years on how to do this. 

People often try to fill their hearts with the danger of what they are doing. You can tell yourself, If I keep doing 
this it will cause problems for me. That may be true and could be good “smelling salts” to get you to recognize 
your problem. But if that’s all you say to your heart, it effectively bends the metal of your heart but doesn’t 
really soften and permanently reshape it. The motivation is ultimately selfish and only brings short-term change. 
We need to go deeper to the only lasting way to change our hearts—take them to the radical, costly grace of 
God in Christ on the cross. You show your heart the infinite depths to which he went so that you would be free 
from sin and its condemnation. This fills you with a sense not just of the danger or sin, but also of 
its grievousness. Think about how ungrateful it is, think of how your sin is not just against God’s law but also 
against his heart. Melt your heart with the knowledge of what he’s done for you. Tremble before the knowledge 
of what he is worth—worthy of all glory. 
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A second powerful thought from Newton is this: we sin not simply out of a rebellious desire to be our own 
masters, but also because we are looking to things besides God to satisfy and fulfill us. While Newton was good 
at pointing out the danger of having too low or light a view of one’s sin, he was also good at pointing out the 
opposite problem—too light a grasp of what Jesus has done for us. Newton wrote to a man who was 
discouraged: 

“You say, you find it hard to believe it [is] compatible with the divine purity to embrace or employ such a 
monster as yourself. [In thinking this, you] express not only a low opinion of yourself, which is right, but too 
low an opinion of the person, work, and promises of the Redeemer; which is certainly wrong. . . . Satan 
transforms himself into an angel of light. He sometimes offers to teach us humility; but though I wish to be 
humble, I desire not to learn in this school. His premises perhaps are true, that we are vile, wretched creatures—
but he then draws abominable conclusions from them; and would teach us, that, therefore, we ought to question 
either the power, or the willingness, or the faithfulness of Christ. Indeed, though our complaints are good, so far 
as they spring from a dislike of sin; yet, when we come to examine them closely, there is often so much self-
will, self-righteousness, unbelief, pride, and impatience mingled with them, that they are little better than the 
worst evils we can complain of. . . . You have not, you cannot have, anything in the sight of God, but what you 
derive from the righteousness and atonement of Jesus. If you could keep him more constantly in view, you 
would be more comfortable. He would be more honored. . . . Let us pray that we may be enabled to follow the 
apostle’s, or rather the Lord’s command by him, Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say, Rejoice. We have 
little to rejoice in ourselves, but we have right and reason to rejoice in him. (“Letter XI, to the Rev. Mr. 
S.,” Works of John Newton, Vol. 6, 185-187) 

If we are going to grow in grace, we must stay aware of being both sinners and also loved children in Christ. We 
need a high and due sense of our sin before God and a deep and profound sense of our union with and 
acceptance in Christ. In the end, it’s the joy and wonder of the gospel that will change you permanently.” 

Group Discussion Questions 

Quote: “some ministries, in their effort to stress holiness of life, do not put a great deal of emphasis on God’s 
gracious acceptance of us despite our sins. And other ministries, in their effort to avoid legalism and rejoice 
in grace, are reluctant to call people to close, exacting self-examination and deep repentance.” 
Q: In your own life with God, have you tended to emphasize God’s grace, or God’s call to repentance? Explain. 
Which one comes more naturally to you? Are you more likely to experience God as the one who forgives or as 
the one who calls you to repent? Which SHOULD be the emphasis of our inner life with God? Are there times 
in our lives when one emphasis is more important than the other? Should they always be considered together?  

Quote: “Christians…put too little time and effort into examining themselves and seeking to grow in holiness, 
in the fruit of the Spirit. “ 
Q: Do you think this is true in general of the christians you know? Do they put ‘too little time’ into self 
examination in a desire to grow in holiness? Is this true of you? Explain. 
Q: What does it mean to ‘grow in holiness’? 
Q: Why do we often tend to shy away from making plans to ‘grow in holiness’?  
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Q: Is a desire and a willingness to ‘grow in holiness’ contradictory to a life lived under the grace of God? Yes or 
no? Explain your answer.  

Quote: “Newton sees deeper knowledge of sin leading to richer rejoicing in grace…”  
Q: How is it that a person comes to a ‘deeper knowledge’ of their own sin? Describe an experience you have 
had that clarified your own sin for you. What helped you to see/understand this more clearly?  
Q: How does a deeper knowledge of sin lead us to a richer experience of God’s grace? Can you think of a 
scripture reference that explicitly says this very thing?  

Quote: “We need to go deeper to the only lasting way to change our hearts—take them to the radical, 
costly grace of God in Christ on the cross. You show your heart the infinite depths to which he went so 
that you would be free from sin and its condemnation. This fills you with a sense not just of the danger or 
sin, but also of its grievousness.” 
Q: In the past, what has helped you to have a ‘change of heart’ about something? Was this an event? A person? 
A verse of scripture? A crisis? A great blessing? What has most easily helped you to change the way you feel 
and think about something (i.e. a ‘change of heart)? 
Q: What does the phrase ‘costly grace’ mean? Who first introduced you to the idea of ‘costly grace’? How and 
by what means did you first fully understand the ‘cost’ of your forgiveness and salvation? 
Q: How do we ‘show our hearts’ the ‘infinite depths to which’ Jesus went to free us from sin and its 
condemnation? What keeps our hearts (us) from truly seeing the sacrifice of Jesus? What gets in the way of 
seeing this sacrifice clearly? 
Q: What is the purpose of understanding the ‘seriousness’ and ‘grievousness’ of our sin? How does this help us 
to understand the GRACE of God better? 

Quote: “… think of how your sin is not just against God’s law but also against his heart. Melt your heart 
with the knowledge of what he’s done for you. Tremble before the knowledge of what he is worth—
worthy of all glory.” 
Q: What does this quote mean to you? Have you ever had your heart ‘melted’ by the thought of your own sin? 
What is Keller referring to when he speaks about a melting heart? 
Q: How could an experience of ‘trembling before the knowledge of what he is worth’ effect our understanding 
of God’s grace? 

Quote: “…we sin not simply out of a rebellious desire to be our own masters, but also because we are 
looking to things besides God to satisfy and fulfill us.” 
Q: What satisfies you MORE than God? Truly? Ex: Approval from people? Financial security? Relational 
intimacy?  
Q: What is the true danger of having too low or light a view of one’s sin? What are the consequences of 
minimizing sin in our life? What are the easiest sins to minimize and overlook for you?  

Quote: “If we are going to grow in grace, we must stay aware of being both sinners and also loved 
children in Christ. We need a high and due sense of our sin before God and a deep and profound sense of 
our union with and acceptance in Christ. In the end, it’s the joy and wonder of the gospel that will change 
you permanently.” 
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Q: Which do you have a better understanding of: your sin or God’s love for you? How can we keep BOTH of 
these in our hearts and on our minds so that we can keep a right perspective on the gospel? 
Q: How does keeping both of these elements of our salvation in our minds HELP US to appreciate the GRACE 
of God all the more? 


