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I N T R O D U C T I O N
We wrote this study because we are passionate about high 
school and college students. Throughout our time in ministry, 
we’ve seen a lot of things go wrong in people’s lives because 
of an incorrect view of the college experience. We want you to 
succeed in your college years and we believe that it can be the 
best experience of your life so far, but that will require you to 
make some difficult choices. You won’t be able to approach your 
college experience like many of the people around you. 

This study will help you understand more about your faith and 
help you to know how to make decisions that are built on the 
Word of God. When you are done with the next four (or more) 
years of your life, you should be more equipped than ever to 
embrace the life God has for you. We want to challenge you to 
take on that life with great wisdom and discernment.

During your college years, you will turn twenty-one, potentially 
find a spouse, be confronted with the greatest temptation you 
have ever faced, and have more freedom than you’ve ever 
known. Are you ready? The freshman-year mistakes happen 
because most are not. Don’t let the college experience get the 
best of you; get the best of it. This study will help you do so. 

—Ben and Brian
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H OW TO U S E T H I S  S T U DY

A Different College Experience is a four-session Bible 
study designed to prepare and equip students for the college 
experience. It can be used as a companion resource to the 2019 
book with the same name published by B&H Books, but it’s not 
required to participate in this study. 

The sessions are divided into three main sections—Getting 
Started, Study, and Next Steps. Each session includes a 
personal study and journaling pages for further reflection. A 
leader guide is also provided to prepare those who are walking 
students through this book in a group setting.

Getting Started provides questions that introduce the topic and 
helps generate discussion.

Study explores the session topic, shedding light on God’s design 
for the college experience for students through exploration of 
His Word and thought-provoking questions.  

Next Steps challenge students to apply what they’ve learned 
and continue the journey in their everyday lives. 

Personal Study is intended to futher illustrate the session topic 
and help students as they navigate the college experience. 

Journaling Pages are provided to answer questions from the 
personal study and for further reflection. 
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Leader Guide, found on pages 56-61 at the back of this 
book, helps you prepare each week. Use this guide to gain an 
understanding of the content for each session and learn ways to 
engage students in life-changing discussion.

Other Resources are found at the back of this book to facilitate 
this material in different environments and for unique audiences. 

•	 Retreat Guide (pages 62-63) offers suggestions for how this 
material may be used in a retreat setting. 

•	 Resources for Leaders (pages 64-65) gives leaders other 
resources they can use as they prepare students for and walk 
alongside them in their college experience. 

•	 Resources for College Students (pages 66-67) guides 
current college students who want to walk through this study 
with friends.

•	 Resources for High School Seniors (pages 68-75) provides 
resources that will be helpful as students prepare for the 
college experience. 
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GET STARTED
What is the most memorable trip you’ve ever taken?

What was it about that trip that stood out to you? 

We’ve all been there: standing at the beginning of a journey. Our bags are packed. The car is 
gassed up. The plane tickets are bought. The stage is set, and what lies ahead is a voyage into 
the unknown. Just the open road or open sky, and a journey and a destination before us. 

The Christian life is not much different, but on a much bigger scale. It’s the journey of an entire 
life, the destination—eternity. Right now, you are already somewhere on this journey: some of 
you have only just begun; others have been on the way for years. Regardless of where you find 
yourself, let’s start at the beginning so that we can run—and finish—our journeys well.

STUDY
At the beginning of every Christian’s journey, and at the center of our very lives, is the gospel: 
the good news about Jesus. 

In your own words, what do you think the gospel is? 
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How have you seen the gospel affect your life? 

R E A D G E N E S I S  1:1  A N D R E V E L AT I O N 4:11.

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 

Our Lord and God, 
you are worthy to receive 
glory and honor and power, 
because you have created all things, 
and by your will 
they exist and were created.

Why do you think we should start talking about the gospel by talking about God?

Any gospel presentation or discussion that doesn’t start with God doesn’t start at the 
beginning. The gospel is not about us, it’s about our Creator, His faithfulness, and His provision 
for us even though we are unworthy. He is perfect and holy. The gospel is His work in our lives, 
not something that we do to earn His favor. 

We were created in God’s image, but, as we move through what the gospel is, we learn that we 
veered away from Him. 

R E A D J E R E M I A H 17:9  A N D R O M A N S 3:2 3.

The heart is more deceitful than anything else, and incurable—who can understand it? 

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.

What do you think the difference is between being a “good person” and being a sinner?
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How can we say that “all have sinned”? What does it mean to be a sinner?

You’ve probably heard something like this before: “I’m not perfect, but I’m not all bad.” Scripture 
tells us the opposite. There is nobody who is righteous on their own (see Rom. 3:10-12).

What’s more, Jesus consistently raised the bar for holiness: “not all bad” isn’t good enough. 
For example, in His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that it isn’t good enough not to commit 
murder; you must also not be angry with your brother or sister (see Matt. 5:21-22). The problem 
at the root of this isn’t that we’re just not good enough, it’s that our hearts are sick. The best 
that we can do on our own looks like dirty rags in God’s eyes (see Isa. 64:6). 

R E A D 2  C O R I N T H I A N S 5:2 0 -21.

Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his 
appeal through us. We plead on Christ’s behalf, “Be reconciled to God.” 
He made the one who did not know sin to be sin for us, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.

Why is the resurrection of Jesus so crucial to the gospel? 

How would you explain Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross to someone who 
has never heard of it before? 

If Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, He wasn’t who He said He was, the penalty we owe for our sin 
hasn’t been paid, and, quite frankly, we live in hopelessness. 

Fortunately for us, Jesus is who He said He is. He did rise from the dead. He did conquer 
sin and death on the cross. He rose from the grave, doing exactly what He said He would do, 
proving Himself to be the only Savior we can put our faith in. 

Amazingly, when we see ourselves through the light of the gospel, it not only changes the way 
we see ourselves, it changes the way we see God.
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What comes into your mind when you think about God? 

To some, God is a piece of a puzzle that you drop into place when you can’t find 
anything else to put there. He’s a unknowable sky-genie, or just a comforting thought 
in troubling times. 

When God is just another puzzle piece in your life, you’re putting Him somewhere He 
doesn’t belong. You are trying to cram Him into a box you’ve made for Him. God is 
not a piece of the puzzle; He is the entire frame. He is the lens through which you see 
everything and everyone. He is the one who makes the other pieces fit; He isn’t what 
you plug in to an otherwise incomplete picture. 

Seeing God for who He truly is will take your breath away. Below, there are some 
Scripture references. Read each and then write a sentence describing what you learn 
about God through them: 

Isaiah 6:1-8

Ephesians 2:1-10

Genesis 1

Job 38

Seeing God for who He is doesn’t only change the way we see God, it changes the 
way we view ourselves. 

We’re surrounded by people telling us who we’re supposed to be. They may tell us we 
have to have a social media following or develop a personal brand. They may tell us 
we have to acquire new tech or dress in a certain way. Because of these voices,  you 
may feel like your identity is tied to what you can produce. 

All of that is a lie. And when we view ourselves in light of the gospel, we take steps 
toward believing the truth about ourselves: that we are sinners saved by the grace of 
our Creator. 

What is the difference between the way the world sees us and the way God does?
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How does that affect the way you go about your everyday life? 

R E A D C O LO S S I A N S 2:13-14.

And when you were dead in trespasses and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, he made 
you alive with him and forgave us all our trespasses. He erased the certificate of debt, with 
its obligations, that was against us and opposed to us, and has taken it away by nailing it 
to the cross.

How does the gospel change the way you see yourself? 

How does this new view of yourself motivate you to live? 

If you are a child of God, you are forgiven. You have been made clean. Whenever God looks at 
you, He doesn’t see the one who was dead (see Eph. 2), He sees someone who has been made 
clean by Jesus’s sacrifice. Your sin has been nailed to the cross and He has removed the guilt 
and shame that goes along with it. 

For those of us who have been made new by Jesus, we can rest in the truth that we are 
valuable because we’re created in His image, we’re loved because God loved us first, and we 
have been made clean by Jesus’s sacrifice—it was nothing that we did. We have been given 
everything we need through Jesus to live out this new life right now.

This reality is not just an interesting fact about us; it’s everything about who we are. This truth 
guides us, and it’s crucial to us getting the college experience right. 
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NEXT STEPS
Living out the holiness we’ve been called to and given by Jesus is not something we’ll know 
how to do overnight. Becoming the person Jesus is making us into is a lifelong process called 
sanctification. Sanctification is growth: growth into the kind of life that Jesus calls us to live. 
And God has given us all the tools we need to continually grow in sanctification. 

What are some steps that you can take to grow into someone like Jesus? 

What are some practical ways you can live out the gospel in your everyday life?
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PERSONAL STUDY
Have you ever seen a big word used to describe something that is fairly simple?

Here’s a fun one to throw around at parties: defenestration. It sounds fancy because it has five 
syllables full of consonants, but it means something far simpler than it may seem: 

Throwing something out of a window. 

Words are funny like that. It’s tricky to capture the essence of an idea in a single word, but that 
doesn’t stop us from trying. The same thing happens with a word that is going to carry us 
through this study: sanctification.

Simply put, sanctification is just growing in obedience to God. But even this definition doesn’t 
perfectly capture it. 

Read the following explanation of what sanctification is. Note the graph to help you picture 
what sanctification looks like in your life.

Sanctification: Growing in Obedience

The process of learning to obey God and growing in our obedience is something the 
Bible refers to as “sanctification.” There are two sides to this word. The first side is 
something that happens the moment a person first believes in Jesus. Because of 
Jesus’s perfect life, sacrifice, and resurrection, God declares us not guilty of our sin (also 
know as justification) and at the same time He also declares us perfect and holy. God 
sees you as holy because He sees you through His Son. Right now, in terms of standing 
before God, you as a believer in Jesus are as holy as you will ever be. It’s so important 
to let that truth sink in because it changes everything about the way you approach 
growing in obedience to God. You don’t obey God to acquire more holiness. You don’t 
obey God to make Him happy or to keep Him from being angry with you. He already 
sees you as holy because of Jesus. Obedience to God has nothing to do with us earning 
anything; it’s all been earned for us by Jesus. This means that the Christian life is not 
about waking up every day and trying harder or willing yourself to obey God, but instead 
learning to live out who God has already said you are through Jesus. While the first side 
of sanctification isn’t something you participate in, you do participate in the second side. 
The sanctification that you experience in this life is the actual process of growing in your 
obedience to God. It is the process you are on to become more like Jesus, to become 
more holy throughout your lifetime. Here’s what that process looks like visually:1
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Nathan Bingham from Ligonier Ministries says it this way: “Sanctification is growth. In 
regeneration [when you first believe in Jesus], God implants desires that were not there 
before: desire for God, for holiness, and for glorifying God’s name in the world; desire to 
pray and worship; desire to love and bring benefit to others.”2 These are desires that we 
don’t create or conjure up; they are given to us, “ implanted” within us as a gift from God 
at salvation. As these desires grow, so will your obedience to God, and God has provided 
the way for these desires to continue growing in you.

On your own, journal through the questions below. You can use the Journaling Pages on 17-19 
of this book. Then, this week, meet up with someone who is currently going through this study 
with you to talk about your answers: 

What stuck out to you while you were reading? 

Where do you think you are on the graph? Why? 

What are some practical ways to grow in sanctification?
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