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Week 3:  Engaging our Emotions   
NCAC Adult Sunday School 

September 15, 2019 

Course Goal:  To better understand why we feel what we feel and to learn how to engage with our 

emotions in ways that promote personal health and lead to deeper relationships with God and others. 

 

Key Resource:  Untangling Emotions by J. Alasdair Groves and Winston T. Smith (Crossway, 2019) 

 

REVIEW: 
 

 Our emotions are fundamentally a reflection of what we love and value. When we get what we 

love, we’re happy. When it’s taken from us, we get mad. When others get it, we’re envious.  

 Emotions are thus meant to serve as “gauges, not guides.” By telling us what we love and value, 

our emotions help us to know the condition of our heart and where correction might be needed.  

 The more we grow in love for God, the more our emotions will come to naturally reflect God’s 

heart as we learn to delight in the things that God loves and detest the things that God hates.  

 God designed our bodies and emotions to influence each other. However, we must be careful 

about allowing what happens in our bodies to become an excuse for not engaging our emotions.  

 God also designed our relationships and our emotions to impact each other. In fact, an important 

way we love others is by learning to emotionally connect with them in healthy and caring ways.  

 At times our emotions can be difficult to control. That’s because our emotions are meant to be 

instinctive. God designed our emotions so they don’t change unless what we love changes or 

what is happening to the thing we love changes.  

 

Emotions can’t be turned on or off at will. Changing our emotions generally requires a change of 

heart. Why is this good news for believers?  

 

 

 

TWO PITFALLS WHEN IT COMES TO ADDRESSING OUR EMOTIONS 
 

We’ve seen that our emotions are fundamentally a reflection of what we love, value and treasure. So, 

what do we do when we realize that what we love isn’t good, when our values need adjustment, or 

when we just can’t seem to figure out what we really treasure? Before we get to how we’re supposed 

to engage our emotions, let’s consider two pitfalls—two unhelpful ways of dealing with our emotions 

that are common in our culture. 
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PITFALL ONE: Embracing the idea that our emotions are everything. “The loudest voice in the 

room, at least in the Western world, tells us that our emotions are everything, the most important 

thing, the thing that defines us…It means that the greatest harm you can do to someone is not to 

listen to, give space for, and affirm what that individual feels is needed to feel the way he or she 

wants to feel.” (Untangling Emotions, p. 86) 

 

How have you seen this view embraced in the world—perhaps even in the church? 

 

 

 

What would be some biblical truths that speak against this view? 

 

 

 

PITFALL TWO: Embracing the idea that emotions are nothing.  “Call it keeping a stiff upper lip, 

stoicism, or being a tough guy, the second voice from our culture argues…that emotions are not to 

be trusted. And given the way our culture’s worship of emotions often encourages people to pit 

their feelings against truth or obedience, it’s not hard to understand why this stoic minority 

reaction has been especially popular in many Christian circles.”  (Untangling Emotions, p. 89) 

 

How have you seen this view embraced in the world—perhaps even in the church? 

 

 

 

What would be some biblical truths that speak against this view? 

 

 

 

For personal reflection:  
 

Do you tend toward the “feelings-at-center-stage” side or toward the “just-get-over it” side of 

dealing with emotions?  
 

Have you ever been the person who used God’s sovereignty as a club to tell hurting individuals that 

they should just stop hurting? 
 

Have you ever encouraged someone to put emotions at the center of his or her life, maybe implying 

that God basically exists to meet everyone’s emotional needs?  

 

“While we can sympathize with elements of both the hyper-emotionalism and the stoicism around 

us, we must reject the oversimplification both of these options represent. We need a third way, a 

way that takes our emotions seriously without handing them the keys to our lives…” (Untangling 

Emotions, pg. 91) 
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FOUR STEPS OF ENGAGING OUR EMOTIONS 
 

“Engaging our emotions walks a deliberate, middle road between the twin pitfalls of the hyper-

emotionalism that fawns over our feelings and sets them up as dictators and the stoicism that 

squashes negative emotions from the outset. The Bible’s model of engaging emotions means 

something very simple: when an emotion comes on your radar, you look at it, see what you find, and 

then (not before!) decide how to respond.” (Untangling Emotions, p. 93) 

 

1. IDENTIFY. The This first step may seem obvious, but it is sometimes the most difficult. 

Although finding a specific label for an emotion can be helpful, it’s perfectly acceptable if all 

you can say is something like “I’m feeling off” or “I’m really struggling right now.” 
 

Jesus said, “My heart is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.” (Matthew 26:38) 

David said, “My heart is struck down like grass and has withered.” (Psalm 102:4) 

From Kaitlin Robb’s 

Vocabulary Wheel 
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2. EXAMINE. After we’ve identified what we’re feeling, we need to turn it around and see what 

we can learn about it. Our emotions reveal what we love and value. Our emotions speak to us 

about our relationships with God and others. Before we evaluate what’s good and bad 

regarding our emotions, we need to first just ask what our emotions reveal about our hearts. 
 

“Prove me, O LORD, and try me; test my heart and my mind.” (Psalm 26:2) 
 

Some examples of questions we might ask are: 

 Why am I feeling this right now? (Be sure to consider things like your physical condition, 

as well as possible supernatural causes.) 

 What is this emotion telling me about what I love, value or treasure? 

 What is this emotion telling me about my relationship with God? With other people? 

 How is this emotion affecting my relationship with God? With other people?  

 If this reaction is unusual, why is this situation hitting me so hard this time? 

 If this reaction is common, why do I tend to have this reaction in this situation?  

 How is this emotion making me want to behave? 

 

What helps you correctly and thoroughly examine your emotions and feelings? 

 

 

 

3. EVALUATE: The next step requires figuring out which aspects of our emotions are good and 

godly and which are destructive and selfish. This can be hard to do. Not only is the heart 

deceptive (Jer. 17:19), but our emotions are often the result of a mix of both godly and sinful 

loves and values—which means any evaluation will often reveal both good and bad elements.  
 

  “Search me, O God, and know my heart!  

Try me and know my thoughts!  

And see if there be any grievous way in me,  

and lead me in the way everlasting!” (Psalm 139:23-24) 
 

Some examples of questions we might ask are: 

 What does God think of what I’m feeling and how I’m responding to my emotions? 

 How do the loves and values being revealed in my heart align with what God loves? 

 What in my heart is pleasing to God right now? 

 What in my heart is displeasing to God right now? 

 

What helps you know whether or not an emotion you’re experiencing is godly or sinful?  
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4. ACT: Once we know what we’re feeling, why we’re feeling it, and which aspects of our feelings 

are good and which are bad, we’re ready to act. However, we need to remember that our main 

goal should not be to change our emotions themselves, but to change our heart. We want to 

do all we can to feed and nourish our good loves and to starve and quench all our bad loves.  
 

“I will run in the way of your commandments 

    when you enlarge my heart!” (Psalm 119:32) 
 

Some examples of questions we might ask are: 

 How can I engage God in this? How can I engage with others in this?  

 How can I nourish my godly emotions and starve my unhealthy emotions?  

 How can I cultivate my good loves and values and weaken my bad loves and values?  

 What would God have me do in response to what I am feeling?  

 

ONE CRUCIAL TRUTH TO REMEMBER  
 

“Every single nuance of every aspect of each step must involve engaging God as well…Engaging our 

emotions without engaging God is a recipe for disaster. Our emotions are designed to force us to 

engage him, and the great lie…is that we can and should deal with our emotions apart from bringing 

them to the Lord. If we don’t engage God but simply use a ‘Bible-based system’ or ‘method’ of 

handling our emotions, we lose the core hope we have as Christians.” (UE, pg. 101-102) 
 

“Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out your heart before him; 

God is a refuge for us.” (Psalm 62:8) 
 

What does it mean to pour out our hearts before God? What reasons are given to encourage this? 

 

 

 

What are other Scriptural truths or references that encourage us to pour out our hearts before God?  

 

 

 

What keeps us from pouring out our hearts before God? What is the danger in not doing this? 

 

 

 

“Do not be deceived. There are a thousand false answers to our anxiety. A myriad of other places we 

take our feelings for comfort. Everything from drug or sexual addictions, workaholism, abusive 

behaviors, and anorexia to Facebook, snacking, SportsCenter, and thick theological volumes can divert 

us from the path our emotions are trying to pave to bring us to the Father. And, by the same token, 

every tear, sigh, explosive exhalation, grimace, grumble, or guffaw taken directly to the Friend who 

makes his home in our hearts is a taste of the fellowship we were made for.” (UE, p. 109) 


