
American Idols group study guide           by Dawn Owens 

 

Session 8: The Cult of Personal Experience  
 
RULES FOR THE ROAD:   
These studies are designed to be as user-friendly as possible so that you as a group 
leader will need only to download, browse through, possibly do some light 
preparations, and head to the study. In order to facilitate ease of use, cues are 
provided throughout the study to indicate:  

1. when you read aloud to the group (Bold text),  
2. when you ask questions to the group (bulleted italics), or  
3. when you have the group or individual group members read (Underline text).  

 
There is no “student guide” for the use of group members. Their primary tools will 
be the book, American Idols, their Bibles, and an occasional handout provided by 
you (provided in each group study). 
 
Please note also that the studies are set up with the assumption that some 
participants will not have read the American Idols chapter prior to doing the study. 
Therefore, there may be times that pieces of the text will need to be copied for 
them to follow along. 
 
PACKING YOUR BAGS: 

1. Bring 3 x 5 cards for everyone in your group.   
2. Have Bibles available in case someone comes to the study without a Bible. 
3. Bring a few extra pens and paper for them to take notes as necessary. 

 
MEETING THE CAST:   
Begin by asking everyone to state his or her first and last name, and respond 
briefly to the question,  
 

• If you could take someone to a place you’ve visited (and they haven’t), who 
would you take and where would you take them? 

 
 
Explain that you’ll go first so others have time to think (which also gives you the 
opportunity to show by example how briefly you expect others to respond), then 
proceed around the circle. 
 
After everyone has had a chance to respond, take a few moments to open this 
study in prayer. 



 

 

2 
 

 
REVIEW OF LAST WEEK’S EPISODE: 
Last week we discussed an American idol called humanism, a way of thinking 
and living that focuses on human abilities and accomplishments. We also learned 
what it means to focus our worship God rather than worship our own efforts. 
 

• Does anyone recall the three characteristics of that idol the author pointed 
out? 

 
• Was there anything not mentioned last week that you have since realized or 

discovered about yourself or the idol of humanism? 
 
ROUND 1: 
Last week’s chapter is a great precursor to chapter 8, “The Cult of 
Personal Experience,” a chapter that once again challenges us to choose 
whether we will worship the one true God. . .or something else.  
 
Chapter 8 begins with a testimony from the author of an experience that 
he had with a person in his life, Stan. Stan enjoyed experiencing God—so 
much so, in fact, that it’s all he ever talked about. Turn to page 102, 
the beginning of chapter 8 in your books, so we can read what the 
author says about Stan.  
 
Have someone read pg. 102 in American Idols to the top of 103.  
 

• In this story, who could you relate to more, Stan or the author? Why? 
 

• Can you be specific about what you found yourself relating to?  (For 
example, perhaps you’ve just experienced something similar to Stan or 
something similar to the author.) 

 
• What do you suppose was the author’s reason for closing out this 

section by mentioning that “meanwhile, the several different churches 
he attends are desperate for nursery workers, Sunday school 
teachers, and other volunteers?” 

 
Maybe you have been there with Stan; you’ve gone to a conference, a 
revival, a workshop, or some amazing worship experience, and you can’t 
wait to get the CD to share it with everyone else, to share with others  
what you experienced. Or maybe you’ve experienced something like what 
the author relates when he admits how he found himself reacting to 
Stan. Or maybe you have trouble grasping what the author is getting at 
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in this chapter. In any case, let’s take it a step further and find out 
more about this idol of personal experience.  
 
First let’s discuss what is not idolatrous. On page 103 of the book, in 
the last paragraph, the author states what is not idolatrous.  
 
Have someone read the first two lines of the paragraph.  
 
The author is careful to say that there is nothing wrong with worshiping 
God with your whole heart, mind, and soul. He states that there is 
nothing wrong with desiring to have a vivid personal encounter with God. 
 
So then, when does the enthusiastic pursuit of such experiences become 
idolatrous? 
 

• Can anyone recall some of the qualities of Simon Magus? (Allow time 
for several people to respond to this question.) 

 
• Why did Philip rebuke Simon for wanting to experience more? 

 
• What do you think the example of Simon Magus teach us about the idol of 

personal experience? 
 
On page 107 the author states, “The cult of personal experience is idolatrous- 
even when it seems to be seeking spiritual, even Christian things –because it is 
self-centered.” 
 

• Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why? 
 
Let’s dig a little bit deeper into God’s word to learn more about the cult of 
personal experience. 
 
THE JUDGES REVIEW:  
God desires to have a relationship with us that is pure, sincere, and committed 
to him. And it pleases him when we want the same thing. And if we are 
reflecting such things in our relationship with God, we are often going to have 
experiences that ”rock our world” and make us want to tell others around us 
about what we’ve experienced. Let’s turn in our Bibles to such an encounter, in 
the Gospel of John, chapter 4.  
 
Have someone read John 4. 
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• Who did met Jesus at Jacob’s well? 
 
• How would you describe her experience with Jesus? 

 
• In verse, 28, what did the Samaritan woman do next? 

 
• What happened in verse 39 because of this women’s experience with Jesus? 

 
This is a great example of how God wants us to experience him and then share 
the experience with others for his glory. Now turn in your Bibles to John 8.  
 
Have someone read John 8:1-11. 
 

• According to verse 3, who brought this woman before Jesus? 
 
• What does the Bible say (in verse 6) was the real reason they brought this 

woman to Jesus? 
 

• What do you think was the issue between Jesus and the Pharisees in these 
scripture verses? 

 
• Do you think the Pharisees had a pure heart in wanting to experience Jesus 

or do you think they were being selfish? 
 
You see, when we try to approach Jesus in a manipulative way, trying to get 
what we want out of Jesus, we are doing what those Pharisees did. In such a 
case, we are not truly worshiping God and following Jesus; we’re pursuing our 
own agenda—as “spiritual” as it might look. When that happens, our pursuit of  
the experience becomes an idol to us. Instead of pursuing the one true God, 
we are pursuing something else—an experience, a blessing, a “spiritual high.”  
 
ROUND 2:  
I’m going to hand out a 3 x 5 card to everyone here. I’d like for you to turn 
to Habbakuk 4:12 in your Bibles. The author recommends, toward the end of 
chapter 8, that we use Habbakuk 4:12 in order to receive restoration and 
healing from our idolatrous behavior.  
 
Have someone read Habbakuk 4:12.  
 
Ask the group to write Habbakuk 4:12 on their 3 x 5 card. 
 
Now, consider the “even though” statements in the scripture verse.  



 

 

5 
 

 
• What is the prophet using as a reference in these statements? 

 
• You may not have a fig tree or a vineyard, but can you relate to what the 

author is talking about through the “even though” statements? If no, why 
not? If yes, can you give examples? 

 
I’d like for you to write a paraphrase of Habakkuk 4:12 on the opposite side 
of your index card. Use whatever comes to mind for you as “even though” 
statements (for example, “even though I lose my job,” or “even though my 
cancer returns,” etc.). They can be “big” or not-so-big “even thoughs,” but 
they should be true-to-life for you right now. 
 
Take a minute or two to consider what you are going through in your life that 
you can write down as your “even thoughs.” (Give participants ample time to 
write) 
 

• How does the prophet end the verse? 
 
Now write your praise to God at the end of your paraphrased version of 
Habakkuk 4:12. 
 
THE VOTES ARE IN: 
Taking time to recognize where your focus of worship is, and needs to be, 
should be a daily routine. Ask yourself such questions as “Is my worship 
focused on God. . . or on a particular experience?” and “Am I here to praise 
God for who he is, or am I merely trying to get something out of him?” 
 
Let’s use our prayer time today to learn how can use our daily circumstances in 
prayer and praise to God.  
 
COMMERCIAL BREAK:  
For our time in prayer today, I’d like to do something a bit different. Let’s 
take the 3 x 5 cards and place them in the middle of the room. You’ll then 
pick up a card that is not your own and read it aloud to the group.  After the 
last person is done reading the final 3 x 5 card, I will begin in prayer and give 
you an opportunity to join in with me.  
 
Choose someone to end your time of prayer. 
 
PREVIEWS OF NEXT WEEK: 

 Next meeting’s time, date and location: 
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 Assignment: Read chapter 9 of American Idols. 
 Please print out the worksheets for Chapter 9 prior to your meeting. 
 

 
 
 
 


