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“Greed, gluttony, lust, envy, [and] pride are no more than sad 
efforts to fill the empty place where love belongs, and anger and 
sloth [are] just two things that may happen when you find that 
not even all seven of them at their deadliest ever can” (Frederick 
Buechner, Whistling in the Dark).

Most Christians today have forgotten about the seven deadly sins. 
Either that or they misunderstand them. Perhaps that is because 
the list is old—dating back to the earliest centuries of the Christian 
church. It was originally designed to examine the impact of sin on 
our discipleship, to give us a roadmap for self-examination and a 
plan for spiritual development.

Our aim in this book is to walk contemporary disciples though 
this ancient pattern of growth in godliness. We are convinced that 
what Christian saints and sages of the past have to say about the 
different ways sin can entangle us is as relevant today as the day 
they wrote it. Together we’ll look at each of those sins in order to 
become better disciples of Jesus Christ.

Be Transformed!
We don’t often use the language of virtues and vices anymore. 
But many early Christians used it to describe the process the 
apostle Paul talks about in his letter to the Colossians:
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Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly 
nature. . . . You used to walk in these ways, in the life you 
once lived. But now you must also rid yourselves of all 
such things . . . since you have taken off your old self with 
its practices and have put on the new self, which is being 
renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator (Col. 3:5, 
7-10).

Faith is supposed to change us, Paul tells the Christian believ-
ers. To believe is to follow the way of Christ. And to follow means 
taking off our old, sinful nature, with its habits of thought and 
behavior, and becoming someone new. Put on your new identity 
in Christ, Paul says, with its renewed and godly habits of thought 
and behavior. Let the Spirit transform you.

Christian thinkers in the early church and throughout the Middle 
Ages thought of “taking off the sinful nature” and “putting on 
Christ” as a transformation of character (Rom. 12:2). They de-
scribed the sinful nature in terms of vices, and the sanctified 
nature in terms of virtues like those listed in Colossians 3:12, 14: 
“Clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness 
and patience. . . . And over all these virtues put on love, which 
binds them all together in perfect unity.” The transformation from 
a sinful to a Christlike character is the heart of spiritual formation.

The Task of a Lifetime
This study will take us on a spiritual journey into a deeper relation-
ship with Jesus Christ. Our walk with him is an attempt to imitate 
his actions—but even more, to become the kind of person he is. 
The journey depends on the relationship. The vices are not merely 
another set of “thou shalt nots” to avoid with self-satisfied, legalis-
tic hearts. Nor can we purge our lives of evil practices by our own 
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effort—for that we need the grace given by the Holy Spirit to work 
in our hearts. But receiving grace is not a passive thing! It gives us 
a call to action, a gift to use, and a relationship to cultivate. We 
show our confidence in God’s grace when we seek to grow and 
keep growing spiritually.

A Curriculum on Spiritual Formation
Our purpose is not to wallow in the inevitability of sin or feel guilty 
about it. Rather, “[Christ’s] divine power has given us everything 
we need for a godly life” (2 Pet. 1:3). In Christ, by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, we are overcomers. Our lives and character are being 
transformed to become more like Jesus.

So our objective is to help disciples of Jesus today embark on 
the same lifelong journey of spiritual progress and practice as 
Christians before them. In this study, we will translate centuries 
of spiritual wisdom and advice into language and life lessons 
that contemporary Christ-followers can understand and apply to 
themselves.

Each session offers

•	 five daily readings for each small group discussion, with ques-
tions to ponder and suggestions for action.

•	 a small group discussion guide.

And there’s more. At our website, www.GrowDisciples.org, you’ll 
find links for anyone who wants to dig deeper into each one of 
these sins and the corresponding virtues.
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