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How to Use the THINK Series

The studies within the THINK series are different from many Bible study resources in 
that they aren’t intended to be “taught.” Instead, the role of the youth worker, small group 
leader, or volunteer is that of a facilitator. Believe me, it’s hard to stay in that role—
especially for those who are gifted teachers. I still struggle with doing this myself!

To help with this, there are a number of things I’d recommend that I’ve begun practicing 
in my own ministry:

First, learn how to be a part of the conversation with your youth. Ask a lot of 
questions. Use the materials provided as prompts and allow teenagers to discuss and talk 
as much as possible. When a teen asks a good question, resist the urge to dive in and 
answer it. Instead, use the question to help the whole group think deeper by pulling a 
Jesus and turning the question back to the group. Say something like: “Great question! 
What does everyone else think?”

By facilitating and being a part of the group—not just teaching the group—you will not 
only help teenagers feel important and valuable, but you’ll also be surprised about what 
you learn about God, faith, and the Bible. Honestly, every time I use this format rather 
than just teaching, I have my list of things that I want to make sure get put out there for 
the youth to consider. Yet, I rarely have to share those things myself because my young 
people bring up every point in a more natural way during the group discussion.

Now, that being said, this does not mean there’s never a time to briefly (key word) teach 
or explain something to your group as part of the discussion. There will be times when, 
as the person who’s taken the time to study the topic beforehand, you will need to explain 
the background of a passage you’re discussing. In fact, I’ve provided thoughts like these 
throughout the curriculum (marked NOTE) for certain questions that are more likely to 
need further explanation.

The important thing to understand is that you should always do your best to give the 
youth a chance to answer first. (Always.) Then you can jump in and explain only when 
necessary. Honestly, you may be surprised how much your group knows about the 
historical context of the Bible. Even when they don’t know, take the time to help teens 
figure out how to find the answers. So many great Bible tools are available for free online, 
and it’s important that we teach teenagers how to study the Bible. Don’t worry—I’ve 
helped you with this as well. At points throughout the curriculum, there are places where 
I encourage you to get teens to go online to different Bible resource websites such as 
BlueLetterBible.com, BibleGateway.com, and others.

There will be times when you ask a question and you’re met with silence. When 
that happens, it’s okay to jump in and provide some of your own thoughts. I highly 
recommend sharing a couple answers you’ve heard in response to that question—just to 
get teens thinking—and then turn it back to the youth and ask what they think. Another 
great way to handle a silent room is to prep volunteers beforehand and let one of them 
jump in and respond. Then you can ask the group if they agree or disagree with that 
response and why.

Second, make sure multiple people get the opportunity to share. As you facilitate 

http://BlueLetterBible.com
http://BibleGateway.com


conversations, you’ll most likely encounter certain people who tend to dominate the 
dialogue. (A person or two probably came to mind as you read that last sentence.) To 
avoid this scenario, an easy solution is to pose questions directly to those people in the 
group who haven’t shared yet. However, it’s important to let everyone know up front that 
they don’t have to share and that “I don’t know” is a perfectly valid answer. Many times 
when you get a noncommittal response like that, there’s a good chance the person is 
simply processing the information being shared.

Third, THINK is all about challenging the typical answers. When you’re talking 
about a subject, don’t just present your church’s “correct” theological answer. Instead, 
do your best to stay neutral in how you present the information. When someone shares 
an opinion, your best tool is going to be the question “Why?” Learn to play the devil’s 
advocate and gently challenge them to defend what they’re sharing. Ask them to explain 
their answers and back up their statements. By doing this, you’ll help teenagers really 
think about what they’re saying and what they believe.

Fourth, the contents of THINK are purposefully structured to be used as overall 
lessons, not single sessions. The reason for this is that sometimes you’ll need more than 
a week to fully explore a conversation. Honestly, for some topics you could spend your 
entire youth group meeting talking through just the introduction options! The goal is not 
to complete the materials in any particular amount of time. Allow your youth to set the 
pace and determine whether a topic takes one week or multiple weeks to cover.

You can decide in which order you want to have the six conversations as well. You can 
use a particular lesson as a standalone conversation and then come back to the other ones 
another time, or you can do a series and go through the entire book, picking and choosing 
which order to do them in.

Fifth, avoid forcing a linear discussion based on the materials provided. Instead, 
allow your youth to naturally direct the flow of the conversation. If you’re discussing a 
Scripture passage and a teenager shares some thoughts that jump to a point made later in 
the materials, go with the flow and circle back later. Sometimes I don’t have to be the one 
who circles back, as the youth will often do it on their own.

Sixth, THINK discussions are designed to leave people hanging. This will probably 
be the most difficult thing you have to do while using this curriculum. But when the 
conversation is nearing an end, resist the urge to reveal which answer is the “right” one. 
Instead, challenge everyone to keep wrestling with the issue. Utilize the Going Deeper 
handouts that include suggested Bible readings, books, articles, or websites that will help 
them continue processing the topic at home. Teach parents to carry on the dialogue after 
youth group and follow up with their teens to continue the conversation.

Please don’t hear what I’m not saying. I’m not saying you should never take a theological 
stand from your perspective or never share your opinion. Again, this curriculum is 
designed to help adolescents think through their own beliefs, and sometimes one of the 
best ways to do that is by allowing them to hear different opinions—including yours.

However, I’ve found it’s better not to share my perspective until someone specifically asks 
for it. Or I may wait to do it until I’m talking with a teenager one-on-one. The reason I do 
that is because too often when a pastor or ministry leader shares his or her opinion, the 



conversation and thinking in the group tends to stop. Sometimes it’s because of how we 
share it, but sometimes it’s just because the teenagers assume the answer has been found 
and there’s no more work to do.

When sharing our opinion isn’t our primary mode of teaching, what we think about a 
given topic still tends to flow naturally into the conversation. This gives space for young 
people to process—as well as question—the perspective we’re offering.

As far as a format for THINK, these materials could be used in almost any setting. You 
can use many of these prompts during one-on-one meetings with teens, but the materials 
will also work great in small groups. You can even use this curriculum in larger group 
settings, such as a church service, by simply allowing for interaction from the audience. 
(Check out this example of how it can be done: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=7UTXdlGxlko.) Or you can have the youth break off into 
smaller groups or just turn to the person sitting next to them and discuss something for a 
few minutes.

You’ll find that the materials in each lesson are chock-full of ideas, prompts, and 
possibilities. Some of them will work well with your group, and some won’t. That’s okay. 
Again, the goal is simply to foster great conversation. So use what works for your group 
dynamics or setting, and ignore what doesn’t.

Because it’s ultimately the job of the Holy Spirit to bring about change, clarity, and 
conviction, I highly recommend putting together a prayer team of three to five people 
to lift up your group each week. This is a great way to get more people in your church, 
who may not have the time or desire to attend meetings and work hands-on with teens, 
involved with your ministry.

Once you have a team in place, simply send out an email each week with a brief recap of 
what happened the previous week, a description of the topic you’ll be discussing in the 
coming week, and some specific prayer requests concerning your group’s dynamics or 
specific teenagers.

Lastly, before you dive into discussions with your group, it will be very important 
that you establish some ground rules prior to your conversation—especially for the 
more controversial topics. The best way to do this is to allow your group to collectively 
come up with the rules before you begin the series. (Honestly, it would be a little weird if 
you started working your way through a curriculum that’s all about fostering interaction 
and discussion by dictating the rules to the group.)

However, here are some rules that I suggest your group consider when making up their list:

1. Listen first, speak second. (See James 1:19.) Part of thinking critically is learning how 
to really listen to other people and process what they’re saying, rather than just waiting to 
jump in with your own opinion.

2. Be tolerant and respectful of each other’s views. This in no way means that members 
of the group have to act or talk like everyone’s opinions are right. The word tolerance has 
been badly misused in our culture today, coming to mean that every opinion needs to be 
affirmed as being “right for you,” even though viewpoints may contradict one another.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7UTXdlGxlko


When I was in college, I had the opportunity to spend a couple days with John Perkins. 
He’s known for his amazing work with racial reconciliation in the South, and he worked 
with Martin Luther King Jr. During one of our conversations, he bluntly shared that true 
tolerance is when, “You believe what you believe; I’ll believe what I believe; and we 
won’t kill one another.” That has stuck with me. Teenagers should challenge and push one 
another’s viewpoints, expressing when they disagree and think someone else is wrong. 
However, there’s a respectful and loving way to do this. We don’t need to model the poor 
response of some Christians who resort to name-calling, Bible-bashing, and writing 
someone off solely because they have different opinions.

3. Emotions are okay but keep them in check. With a few of the topics being covered, 
discussions could get heated. Keep in mind that emotions are good and God created them 
for a reason. On the one hand, you should challenge your group to be sensitive when 
someone gets emotional. There’s a reason why our emotions come out of us. Oftentimes, 
yet probably unknown by the others in the room, a teen may be wrestling with a personal 
situation that’s connected to a particular topic. So tread lightly and with love.

On the other hand, sometimes a person’s emotions can hit a point where they aren’t 
helpful to a conversation. If a teenager gets too emotional, give him or her permission 
to step out of the room for a bit or leave the gathering altogether. Sometimes thinking 
critically involves some necessary alone time in order to process what’s going on beneath 
the surface. When a young person does need to leave, make sure a trusted peer (I highly 
encouraging letting the youth minister to one another whenever possible) or a trusted 
adult, like you, reaches out to that teenager later on in the week to follow up. Perhaps it 
would be helpful to meet one-on-one to talk things through.

4. Don’t gossip about what’s shared during youth group. Sometimes in the midst 
of these discussions, teens will share why they believe certain things, and personal 
experiences or situations will also be shared. It’s important to create an environment 
where the youth know they can safely share without fear of a certain story or information 
winding its way around school the next day. This means everyone must agree to show 
respect when others are being vulnerable.

I’m sure your group can come up with many more ground rules besides these four!

However, on top of coming up with some rules, it’s also helpful to come up with the 
consequences if a particular rule isn’t followed. This isn’t to make the process legalistic, 
but simply to ensure the health of group discussions and protect personal feelings. As 
a good starting point for your broken-rule protocol, I recommend using the format for 
conflict resolution that Jesus lays out in Matthew 18:15-17.

“If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between 
the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. But if they 
will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be 
established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’ If they still refuse 
to listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, 
treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”

All right, so now with all of that preliminary stuff out of the way, let’s dive in…
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Lesson 1

THINK: Heaven
In late elementary school and throughout middle school, our youth begin to grapple with 
the reality of death and many have had personal experiences at this point in their lives 
with loss of a loved one. This is why I have found that heaven and the afterlife is one 
of the most asked about topics by young people today. Their questions range from what 
heaven will be like to how to make it to heaven or even how we know if a loved one is 
there or not. 

For some of our youth, this topic can actually be one of great anxiety. Yes, as Christ 
followers we are supposed to find peace and comfort in the everlasting life offered by 
our God. However the 100% lack of control over what the afterlife will feel and be like, 
coupled with some young people’s uncertainty about a loved one’s faith in Jesus, can 
make this a sensitive topic. This will especially be the case for those who have recently 
lost someone in their lives.

It’s also very important when we talk to youth about heaven to help them understand that 
heaven is not just a future-tense thing that comes later. Yes, that is definitely the case for 
those who accept Christ, but it is at the same time a present reality. When Jesus came to 
establish his kingdom, he started right away. We need to make sure our youth know their 
actions matter today, not just to set our eternal destination but also to effectively bring 
glimpses of heaven to earth.
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Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Genesis 3:14-24
Isaiah 65:17-25
Matthew 4:17
Luke 16:19-31
Luke 17:20-21
Luke 23:32-43
2 Corinthians 5:1-3
Philippians 1:21-26
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
Revelation 21:1-27

Helpful Websites
www.answersingenesis.org/reviews/books/are-visits-to-heaven-for-real 
www.biblegateway.com/topical/Heaven/Nave
www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_mortalism 
www.godandscience.org/doctrine/heaven.html 
www.gotquestions.org/know-sure-Heaven.html  
www.macleans.ca/society/life/the-heaven-boom 
www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-near-death-experience-isnt-proof-heaven

Books
If you’re going to read one book, I highly recommend you read this one:
Heaven by Randy Alcorn (Tyndale, 2004)

There is also a shorter, 60-page version if you don’t have time for the full book:
Heaven: Biblical Answers to Common Questions by Randy Alcorn (Tyndale, 2004)

Other Great Options
The Heaven Answer Book by Billy Graham (Thomas Nelson, 2012)
Heaven Is for Real by Todd Burpo and Lynn Vincent (Thomas Nelson, 2010)
Love Wins by Rob Bell (HarperCollins, 2011)
Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife by Eben Alexander 
 (Simon & Schuster, 2012)

https://answersingenesis.org/reviews/books/are-visits-to-heaven-for-real
https://www.biblegateway.com/topical/Heaven/Nave
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_mortalism
http://www.godandscience.org/doctrine/heaven.html
http://www.gotquestions.org/know-sure-Heaven.html
http://www.macleans.ca/society/life/the-heaven-boom
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-near-death-experience-isnt-proof-heaven
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Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation with your youth group.

• What happens after death? Looking forward to hearing your thoughts on the topic 
of heaven tonight!

• Does heaven mean white robes, singing all the time, and hanging out in the 
clouds? Hope you can make it for a great conversation!

• Is heaven just a future location or is it a present reality too? Can’t wait to hear 
what you think about this tonight at youth group!

• What is heaven going to be like? Do some research before you come to group and 
be ready to share what you found.

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation:

Dear Parents,

At our upcoming meeting, we’ll be looking at the topic of heaven. 
Life after death is a fairly popular topic that young people ask about, 
especially those who have lost a loved one. What is heaven going to be 
like? Do we go to heaven immediately when we die? How can we know if 
we’re going to heaven?

Though it’s obviously impossible to answer all of these questions 
precisely—heaven isn’t like a museum we can drop in and tour—the Bible 
does offer thoughts we can explore together. Throughout our conversation, 
we’ll do our best to help our group paint a picture of what heaven could 
be like and we’ll explore how this compares to other religions’ views of 
heaven. 

As if the topic of heaven is not sensitive in and of itself, we understand that 
it may be an extra difficult topic for anyone who has recently lost a loved 
one. As much as a conversation on heaven could bring peace and comfort 
to someone struggling with loss, it could easily go the opposite direction 
for a few. If your family has dealt with a recent loss, please think through 
whether or not your child is in a place where this conversation will be 
beneficial. We totally understand and respect if you feel like your child 
needs to skip this meeting.

As always, we want our discussion to be complementary to any 
conversation you’ve had or will have with your children. I’ve found 
these youth group discussions can really open up a door for more family 
dialogue. That’s why, if your teenager attends, we challenge you to ask 
questions about what we discussed. Here are some suggestions:

• What do you think heaven is going to be like? What makes you think 
that?
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• If something happened and you died in the near future, do you think you 
would go to heaven? Why or why not?

• Did your opinion on heaven change after your conversation at youth 
group? How so?

We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.

We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But please resist the urge to “correct” 
or “teach” what you feel is the right view. This is a great time to play 
devil’s advocate, ask why, and challenge what your teens are saying to 
help them really think through their views. (But, by all means, if your child 
asks what you think, dive in and share your thoughts openly.)

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

Movie Night Option
Depending on your group’s flexibility and availability, it could be a great introduction to 
this topic to have a completely separate movie night prior to the group’s full discussion. 
I suggest watching Heaven Is for Real, but you could also watch any other movie that 
depicts or portrays heaven—don’t worry about whether or not it’s theologically accurate, 
as differing perspectives are part of what spurs good conversations. We may not be able to 
glean overt and orthodox theological teaching from a movie that depicts heaven, but we 
can definitely use such a film to get teenagers thinking about it. Due to time constraints, 
it may not be wise to have a long conversation right after the movie, but here are a couple 
discussion questions you could throw out. 

Discussion Questions
1. What jumped out at you during the movie? Do you think the movie portrayed an 

accurate view of heaven? Why or why not?

2. Heaven Is for Real [or the film you viewed] is not the only story of a near death 
experience that gave someone a glimpse of the afterlife. Do you think stories like 
this are true? Why or why not?

3. Was the movie’s portrayal of heaven a place that was appealing to you? Why or 
why not?

Tech Heads-Up
Part of the material below will teach teenagers how to use a couple of online Bible 
resources that will help them understand Scripture more deeply. I’d suggest letting 
them know beforehand to bring their smartphones or tablets to the meeting (like they 
don’t bring them every week already...). If your church has awful cell reception or you 
don’t want to give out the Wi-Fi password, then I suggest you have a laptop set up on a 
projector that your youth can use for the same activities.
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

When it comes to the afterlife, a lot of people have questions: What’s 
it going to be like? Feel like? What are we going to be doing with our 
time? You know, FOREVER?! For a lot of people, there is this idea 
that Christians are supposed to be positive and happy about heaven. 
Sometimes funerals are talked about as celebrations. But even though 
heaven is talked about as nothing but positive in the Bible, it can still be 
overwhelming for many people and create some anxiety due to so many 
unknowns.  

My hope is that by the end of our conversation today, we’ll all have a 
better idea about what heaven could be like and, although we won’t have 
all the answers, that our discussion will give everyone a little bit more 
peace about life after death.

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take the time to be extra sensitive and allow conversation to develop. 
If you need to carry the discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starters
Use one of the following suggestions to help start the conversation. If any of the links 
don’t work, follow the Google Search prompts, where available, to try to find the 
suggested materials. Instructions for discussion follow each option.

As you ask discussion questions, you can either have teens respond to the whole group, 
break your group into smaller groups to discuss, or have them pair up. (A great option 
that helps promote listening skills is to pair up your youth, let them share their thoughts 
one-on-one, and then have them report back to the group what their partner said—not 
what they personally said.)

NOTE: If you go with the pairs option, it can really help build listening skills. It’s 
important not to warn the group ahead of time that that’s how they’ll be asked to report 
what was shared. Part of the impact is the “Oh shoot, I didn’t really listen” realization. 
Obviously, you’ll also want to make sure that partners give permission for their responses 
to be shared with the whole group.
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Art Option
Make sure you have a piece of paper and something to draw with (crayons, colored 
pencils, markers, etc.) for each individual. Instruct your young people to take 5-10 
minutes drawing a picture of what they think heaven is going to be like. For your non-
artists who even find stick figures challenging, have them spend some time on their smart 
phones or tablets doing a Google image search for a picture of heaven that resonates with 
them.

After everyone is done, ask a handful of individuals to share their drawings with the 
group and explain some of the elements they included. If you have a larger group, you 
could also have everyone break into small groups and have young people share their 
drawings in that context.

Discussion Questions
1. How do all the drawings compare and contrast? Are there similarities between the 

majority of the drawings that jump out to you? 

2. What has shaped your view of what heaven will be like? Does it come from 
church? Movies? Art? Other sources? Is one source more valid than another?

3. Your artistic skills (or lack thereof) aside, does your picture of heaven look 
appealing? As in, is the idea of spending eternity there appealing or not? Why or 
why not?

Media Option
Read the headline and quotes from the Maclean’s story below. 

Why So Many People—Including Scientists—
Suddenly Believe in an Afterlife

Death, it seems, is no longer Shakespeare’s undiscovered country, the one 
“from whose bourn no traveller returns.” Not according to contemporary 
bestseller lists. Dreams and visions of the afterlife have been constants 
across human history, and the near-death experiences (now known 
as NDEs) of those whose lives were saved by medical advances have 
established, for millions, a credible means by which someone could peek 
into the next world. Lately a fair-sized pack of witnesses claim to have 
actually entered into the afterlife before coming back again to write mega-
selling accounts of what they saw and felt there. Afterlife speculation has 
become a vibrant part of the zeitgeist, the result of trends that include 
developments in neuroscience that have inspired new ideas about human 
consciousness, the ongoing evolution of theology, both popular and expert, 
and the hopes and fears of an aging population. Heaven is hot again.

Explain that the article goes on to discuss the trend of best-selling books about near-death 
experiences that result in visits to heaven. Most notably mentioned are Heaven Is for Real 
and a neurosurgeon’s account called Proof of Heaven.

(You can read the full article here: www.macleans.ca/society/life/the-heaven-boom.)

http://www.macleans.ca/society/life/the-heaven-boom
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Discussion Questions
1. Why do you think the topic of heaven is so popular today?

2. Do you think these accounts of dying, going to heaven, and coming back have any 
validity? Why or why not?

3. Why do you think there is less emphasis on the idea of hell compared to the 
increase in trends related to heaven?

Get Personal Option
Have your youth pair up one-on-one and ask them to discuss the following questions. 
After they have had a chance to discuss, you can choose to have volunteers report back to 
the large group or just move into the Diving In materials. 

Discussion Questions
1. What do you think heaven is going to be like and why?

2. When you think about heaven, how does it make you feel? Why do you think that 
is?

3. How do you think someone gets into heaven? If you believe anyone is excluded, 
what is it that would exclude them? Why do you think what you do about getting 
in or being excluded?
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Diving In

Now that your conversation is going, you’re ready to dive into some specific issues about 
heaven. You may not need a transition into this part of the materials. The transition may 
have happened naturally during the Conversation Starters, when someone referenced one 
of the verses or ideas below and you ran with it.

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like this:

Now that we’ve got things going, I want to explore what the Bible has to 
say about heaven and attempt to find some answers to some of the big 
questions about the afterlife. Depending on the translation, a quick search 
for the word “heaven” in the Bible can yield 900+ hits. Obviously, we 
won’t have time to look at every verse that references heaven, but let’s dive 
into some of the big ones and see what we can find. 

Two Big Passages: Isaiah 65:17-25 and Revelation 21:1-27
Say something like:

To start, I want to look at one of the more descriptive texts in the Old Testament 
that describes heaven, which is Isaiah 65:17-25. As we read it together, I want to 
take note of all the ways that the passage describes heaven.

You can choose the best way to gather this information:
1. Have one individual read it aloud while everyone else jots down the descriptive 

verses about heaven.
2. Have your youth pair up or get into small groups to all read it and make a list of 

what they find.
3. Ask for a volunteer to jot notes on poster paper up front as someone else reads the 

passage. 

Once you have finished your list from Isaiah 65:17-25, say something like:

Now that we have that list together, I want to look at one of the more descriptive 
texts in the New Testament, Revelation 21:1-27. As we read it together, I want to 
do the same thing we just did with the passage from Isaiah. 

Use the same method you used for the Isaiah passage with new volunteers to read or take 
notes. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. How does the description of heaven in these two passages compare with your 

original thoughts? Is it similar or vastly different? 

2. Is there anything that jumps out at you in these passages? 
 
NOTE: One of the most common things that jumps out specifically in the Isaiah 
passage for many people is verse 20 and the mention of death. Secondly, the idea 
of “sinners” in verse 20 (see the King James Version) and childbirth in verse 
23 also may raise some big questions concerning what many of us are taught 
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about heaven in Sunday school. This is a great opportunity to have a bunny trail 
conversation on these issues and the importance of understanding literary genre. 
Here are some follow-up questions on these issues. 
 

a. (If no one brought up these points, ask...) How do we deal with the fact 
that the passage in Isaiah mentions death, the idea of “sinners” being 
present (if you are reading from the NKJV or KJV), and childbirth? 

b. Because the Bible is a collection of books written by different people, 
it also has multiple literary styles or genres. Can anyone tell me what 
some of the genres used in the Bible are, and more specifically what 
genre the passage we read from in Isaiah is? (For example, Psalms is 
poetry; books like 1 and 2 Kings are historical narrative; however, the 
Gospels—which are historical narrative as a whole—also include parables, 
aka metaphorical stories, told by Jesus; Isaiah and Revelation include 
prophetic literature, aka predictions of the future, often poetic in nature.) 
For a good, quick overview of the different genres in the Bible, check out: 
www.carm.org/bible-writing-styles  

c. What does the specific genre of the Isaiah passage mean about how we 
interpret what is mentioned? Also, how do we compare what Isaiah says 
about death to the fact that in Revelation 21:4, it specifically says there 
will be no death? 

3. The words in each passage that have both been translated heaven actually are 
distinct in their original languages. In Isaiah, Bible translators have used the 
English word heaven to replace the original Hebrew word that literally means 
“the realm of God” and “the place of the stars, sky, and air.” While in Revelation, 
Bible translators have used the English word heaven to replace the original Greek 
word that can mean both heaven and sky. Specifically, if you look quickly back at 
Revelation 20:11, the word there translated as sky in an ESV (English Standard 
Version) Bible is the exact same word that is translated as heaven in 21:1. How 
does this translation issue affect our conversation about heaven and the afterlife? 

4. Keeping the previous question in mind, according to these passages where is 
our final resting place going to be once we die if we have a relationship with 
Jesus? (For example, you might say: Both passages indicate that a new earth 
will be created at the same time and the passages make it sound like our eternal 
destination will be on this new earth, which will in a sense be merged with heaven 
and the spiritual realm. What does this suggest about eternity?) 

What Happens When Someone Dies 
Say something like:

For some, the conclusion of the two texts we just read paints a picture of heaven 
and the afterlife that is to take place at the end of the world. In other words, living 
on a new earth fully redeemed by Christ is our final destination and it still leaves 
the question of what happens when someone dies today. Let’s take a look at a few 
passages from the Bible and figure out what we can learn about that question. 

http://www.carm.org/bible-writing-styles
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Have your group as a whole look up the following passages and then use the discussion 
questions to take the verses deeper. Or you can split your group into small groups and 
give each group one of the verses to look up, discuss, and then report back to the group. 

Discussion Questions for Luke 16:19-31
1. What can we learn about life after death and heaven from this passage? 

2. Repeating the question we asked about the passage in Isaiah, what genre is this 
portion of Luke (it is a parable, aka story) and what does that mean about whether 
we look at this passage literally or figuratively? 

3. Depending on the translation you read from, the beggar is brought to Abraham 
(NLT), Abraham’s side (NIV, ESV) or Abraham’s bosom (KJV, which represents 
the closest literal translation of this verse). What does Jesus’ use of the phrase 
tell us about heaven and life after death? Could this be a reference to the idea of 
purgatory? 
 
NOTE: If you get blank stares here, walk your group through getting to the 
Easton Bible Dictionary on BibleGateway.com. https://www.biblegateway.com/
resources/eastons-bible-dictionary/Abraham-s-bosom 
 
Rather than just giving them the link, I would challenge you to have your group 
use their smartphones, tablets, or a computer you have set up and go step by step 
to find the listing on Abraham’s bosom. That way they can learn how to do it on 
their own the next time they have a question. 

Discussion Questions for Luke 23:32-43
1. What can we learn about life after death and heaven from this passage? 

2. Does this passage tell us anything about how someone gets into heaven? Why or 
why not? 

What can we learn from Jesus’ use of the word paradise and the fact that the same word 
is used in the Greek version of the Old Testament to refer to the Garden of Eden? (See 
Genesis 3:14-24.) 
 
NOTE: Challenge your group to take this deeper by looking up the word on 
BibleGateway.com. Have the teens head to the site on their smartphones or tablets, or 
have an individual do it on a computer you provide. Walk them through the following 
steps.

Step 1. Look up the verse you’re looking at on BlueLetterBible.org. For us, that’s 
Luke 23:43. Hit Search.

Step 2. If it’s not already on, turn on Strong’s, which can be done by clicking next 
to Strong’s in the header. (Unfortunately, it will only work with the King 
James Version of the Bible.) You’ll know it’s on because little numbers will 
appear next to each word in the verses.

Step 3. Find the word you want to look at and click on the number right after it. 
For us, that’s “paradise” (KJV) found in verse 43 and the number G3857. 
(G stands for Greek, since that’s the language of the New Testament.)

http://BibleGateway.com
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/eastons-bible-dictionary/Abraham-s-bosom 
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/eastons-bible-dictionary/Abraham-s-bosom 
http://BibleGateway.com
http://BlueLetterBible.org
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Discussion Questions for Philippians 1:21-26
1. What can we learn about life after death from this passage? 

2. What does this passage tell us about the importance of our lives now? 

Discussion Questions for 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
1. What can we learn about life after death from this passage? 

2. Why does Paul talk about the idea of “those who are asleep” numerous times? 
(FYI, this will be clear in numerous translations however the NLT uses the word 
died instead of the more literal translation, which is asleep.) 
 
NOTE: Some people interpret Paul’s word choice here to indicate that when we 
die we enter into a soul sleep until the world comes to an end and all the dead are 
resurrected. You can check out this Wikipedia entry for more info: 

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_mortalism 

3. What do you think about the idea that after death our souls simply sleep until the 
resurrection? 

How Do You Get to Heaven?
Say something like:

Anther big question that comes up in regard to this topic of heaven and the 
afterlife is how do we actually get to heaven instead of going to “the other 
place”? [If you plan to use the lesson on hell next week you can promo the 
upcoming conversation here.] And can you be sure that your eternal destination is 
heaven? Let’s explore a handful of sub-questions to answer this bigger question.

NOTE: This will walk your group through the basics of the Christian faith. As you ask 
each question, give your young people a chance to respond and reference some of the 
scriptures listed. Make every attempt to ask follow-up questions. Especially with any 
terms that are more churchy or may sound like Christianese. In other words, don’t assume 
that everyone in your group knows all the basic church terms that come up. 

1. What keeps us from heaven to begin with? (See Romans 3:23.) If anyone 
mentions sin, ask follow-up questions to have your group define sin: What is 
it? What does it look like? etc. (This will be especially important the more non-
churched youth you have at your meeting. The idea of people sinning doesn’t 
make much sense to non-churched people, and sometimes it can be offensive. 
However, if you simply describe sin as going against something that God has 
asked of us, I usually find everyone can jump on board with that understanding 
pretty quickly.) 

2. What is the consequence of our disobedience to God’s will for us? (See Romans 
6:23a.) What does the term wages mean? 

3. How many times of disobeying does it take to face that consequence? For 
example, if I am an overall good person, will I escape the “wages of sin”? Or 
would I have to be completely perfect? (See James 2:10.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_mortalism
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4. So are we just hopeless in our disobedience? (See John 14:6; Romans 4:25, 5:8, 
6:23b; Ephesians 2:8-9; and 1 Peter 3:18.) 

5. In light of God’s gift to us, what do we have to do to receive it? (See John 1:12; 
John 3:16; Acts 16:31; and Romans 10:9, 13.) 

6. How do we know for sure that we have received God’s gift? (See Matthew 7:15-
20; John 13:35; Romans 5:1, 8:1 and 8:38-39.) 
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Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally important 
to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal here should 
not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage teens to continue 
wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

Beyond the handout, here are a couple of closing activities you can use to bring the 
current conversation to an end. To transition into the closing time, you could say 
something like this:

I hope you have all been challenged by one another and our discussion 
about heaven and the afterlife. [It would be great to summarize a few key 
points from the night here.] I want to challenge you all to keep asking 
questions and stretching yourselves in how you think about this issue when 
it comes to your faith. As you leave, I have a handout I’d like to give you 
that lists the scriptures we discussed, along with some websites, videos, 
and a book suggestion, to help you continue to think through the issue. If 
any of you would like to talk with me, or any of the other adult leaders, 
about this, please just ask! We’d love to take you out for coffee or a slice 
of pizza and talk more with you and help you process. Before we close in 
prayer, though, I’d like to...

The Big Picture (15-20 minutes)

...explore one more passage. As much as studying what the Bible says about heaven 
is helpful, the fact is we will never know exactly what the afterlife will be like until 
we experience it ourselves. And there are numerous theories about what it will be 
like. [Take a moment and just recap some of the differing ideas that have come up 
in your conversation.] However, there is a big picture idea that we can pull from 
Scripture. To do this, I want to read Genesis 3:14-24 together which describes the 
curses God issues because of Adam and Eve’s disobedience, and then compare 
those to the passages in Isaiah and Revelation that we have already read.

As your group turns in their Bibles to the passage, ask for a volunteer to give the 
background of the text. For example, who were Adam and Eve and what happened that 
God cursed them? If you don’t have a young person who knows the story well enough, 
then you can recap the story yourself. After you have set up the text, ask a teenager to 
read the passage out loud and then dive into the follow-up discussion questions below:

1. Due to Adam and Eve’s disobedience to God, the curses God speaks impact 
humanity’s relationship to three different things. What are those three things 
according to this passage?
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2. NOTE: 1. Our relationship with nature. (See verse 14: the snake is cursed “above 
all” other animals; verse 16: pain in childbirth; verses 17-19: toiling for food and 
working the ground; and verse 19: death.) 2. Our relationship with one another. 
(See verse 16: the woman’s offspring is cursed, as well as her husband; verse 19: 
death with the pain of loss and suffering that come with it; and see Genesis 4:1-16 
as well.) 3. Our relationship with God. (See verses 22-24: humans are kicked out 
of the Garden of Eden—i.e., paradise.) 

3. Why is understanding the brokenness of these relationships important to our 
conversation about heaven? How do they compare to what we read in Isaiah and 
Revelation? In other words, do you see reference to these three relationships in 
Isaiah and Revelation?  

4. If God’s goal in the end is to make “all things new,” is heaven only something we 
should worry about in the future after we die? Why or why not? 
 
NOTE: The idea of heaven being a current reality, on top of being an eternal 
destination, is something that Jesus talked about numerous times. Matthew 4:17, 
records the words that Jesus began to teach as he started his public ministry. 
“Repent! For the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (KJV). This kingdom of 
heaven that Jesus spoke of was not something off in the distance, and it was not 
describing some place or realm. Instead, Jesus was referring to a present reality, 
something that was here and “at hand.” One writer says of this phrase that “the 
kingdom is something that happens rather than something that exists.”1 The first 
words of the public ministry of Jesus talk about a present reality of heaven.

Right after Jesus begins preaching this message, he begins to recruit followers 
asking them to “Come, follow me.” Crowds begin to gather around him wherever 
he goes as he continues to preach this message: “The kingdom of heaven is here!” 
Eventually, Jesus decides it’s time to go into more details about this kingdom of 
heaven, and so he heads up to a mountainside and begins to teach his disciples and 
anyone else who wants to listen. This teaching is known as the Sermon on the
Mount (Matthew 5-7) and is the longest teaching that we have from Jesus that has 
been recorded. And again, what is the topic of this more direct teaching? Living in 
the kingdom of heaven!

The Sermon on the Mount goes on to cover such a wide variety of issues that are 
all are concerning living in the kingdom of heaven in a present reality. Jesus talks 
about living as salt and light in the world, He talks about following God’s law 
and the issues of anger, sexuality, worry, money, spirituality, and a broad range of 
other things that come up in relationships. All of this was about living in line with 
God’s kingdom and following Jesus’ example as the head of this present kingdom. 
Jesus is not preparing these people for death and the afterlife; he is preparing them 
for life now in the kingdom that they may continue there in the next life.
 

1 Frank E. Gaebelein, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol. 6 (Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Lamentations, Ezekiel), (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986).
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In Luke 17:20-21, Jesus entertains an intriguing question from the Pharisees, 
the religious leaders, that is not unlike a question that many of us have a habit of 
getting caught up in.

The Pharisees approach Jesus and ask, “When will the kingdom of God come?” 
In a lot of ways, the Pharisees were asking a question about the specifics and were 
focused on a future reality that was to come. Jesus instead responds by saying, 
“The kingdom of God can’t be detected by visible signs. You won’t be able to say, 
‘Here it is!’ or ‘It’s over there!’ For the kingdom of God is already among you” 
(Luke 17:20b-21, NLT).

a. Why would Jesus talk about a present reality of heaven? 

b. What does this say about the way we live our lives? 

c. Do your actions on a daily basis show “heaven” to your peers? Your 
family? Other relationships? 

d. What is one thing you can do this week to bring heaven to earth and help 
heal the broken relationships that exist in this life?
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Going Deeper Handout: Heaven

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages that address the issue of heaven. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Isaiah 65:17-25
Matthew 4:17
Luke 16:19-31
Luke 17:20-21
Luke 23:32-43
2 Corinthians 5:1-3
Philippians 1:21-26
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
Revelation 21:1-27

Helpful Websites
www.answersingenesis.org/reviews/books/are-visits-to-heaven-for-real 
www.biblegateway.com/topical/Heaven/Nave
www.godandscience.org/doctrine/heaven.html 
www.gotquestions.org/know-sure-Heaven.html 
www.macleans.ca/society/life/the-heaven-boom 
www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-near-death-experience-isnt-proof-heaven

Videos You Could Watch
Heaven Is for Real: www.youtube.com/watch?v=m--M5itPoqA  
Heaven with Billy Graham: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6twEXynopo 

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read one book, 
read this one:
Heaven: Biblical Answers to Common Questions by Randy Alcorn (Tyndale House, 2004)

http://www.biblegateway.com
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Lesson 2

THINK: Hell
The idea of “going to hell” is unfortunately something that I think a lot of our culture 
takes very lightly. For some of our youth, it’s a commonplace comeback in the midst of 
arguments or fights. For others, hell exists but it’s only for the really, really bad people—
like Hitler, Osama Bid Laden, the Boston Marathon Bomber, etc. Still others have such 
a low view of their self-worth and their ability to be redeemed by God that they talk 
about going to hell when they die like telling someone they are going to the mall over the 
weekend. I’ve even had un-churched youth talk about hell like it’s going to be the biggest 
party of the year and “way better than boring heaven.” 

Sadly, I don’t think the church is immune from this relaxed view of hell. Yes, the Internet 
is full of videos of evangelists out on the streets with signs and megaphones, proudly 
telling people they are going to hell. But that is only one extreme and a small minority (I 
hope!) of how Christians handle hell. If we are honest with ourselves, I think many of our 
Christian youth, and even our entire churches, fall too easily to the other extreme.

There is a popular story that illustrates this point that I have heard told a couple of 
different ways, and I have no idea of the original source, but here is the gist:

A speaker gets up on stage during a youth conference where the focus 
is equipping young people for evangelism. He looks out at the crowd 
and the first thing out of his mouth is, “The truth is, most of you don’t 
give a s--t that your friends are going to hell.” The crowd gasps as the 
speaker lets his words hang for a moment. Some leaders along with 
their youth even begin to get up and leave the room. After a moment, the 
speaker adds: “Case in point, more of you care more about the fact that 
I just swore than you do about the truth of the rest of my statement: your 
friends are going to hell.” 

Understanding what Jesus has done for each of us on the cross should be 
motivation enough for teenagers to want to live out their beliefs and tell their 
peers about Jesus. However, part of our motivation should also be because we 
understand the alternative. If we truly took the idea of hell seriously—even just 
in its basics, as the specifics can be debated, and will be in this lesson—hell is 
something we wouldn’t even wish on our greatest enemies. 
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Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Isaiah 66:22-24 
Daniel 12:1-3
Matthew 5:21-22
Matthew 5:29-30 
Matthew 10:28
Matthew 18:8-9
Matthew 23:15, 33 
Mark 9:42-48
Luke 12:4-5
Luke 16:19-31 
James 3:6
2 Peter 2:4
Revelation 20:7-15 

Helpful Websites
www.bible.org/article/what-bible-says-about-hell
http://christianity.about.com/od/whatdoesthebiblesay/a/Hell-In-The-Bible.htm
www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/february/38.118.html
www.rethinkinghell.com
www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_on_Hell

Books
If you’re going to read a book, I highly recommend you actually read these two in unison:
Erasing Hell by Francis Chan and Preston Sprinkle (David C. Cook, 2011)
Love Wins by Rob Bell (HarperCollins, 2011)

Other Great Options
All You Want to Know About Hell by Steve Gregg (Thomas Nelson, 2013)
The Case for Faith by Lee Strobel (Zondervan, 2009)
Four Views on Hell by William Crockett (Zondervan, 1996)
Give Me An Answer by Cliffe Knechtle (IVP, 1986)
The Great Divorce by C.S. Lewis (HarperOne [1945] reprint 2000)
What Does the Bible Say About Hell? PDF by David Sper (RBC Ministries, 1990) 
www.hellspassion.com/download/what-does-the-bible-say-about-hell.pdf 
What Does the Bible Say About Hell? by Randy Klassen (Pandora Press U.S., 2001)
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Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation with your youth group.

• How could a loving God send people to hell? Looking forward to hearing your 
thoughts on the topic of heaven tonight!

• Is hell a real thing or is it just a scare tactic the church came up with? Hope you 
can make it for a great conversation!

• Is hell just a future location or is it a present reality too? Can’t wait to hear what 
you think about this tonight at youth group!

• What is hell going to be like? Do some research before you come to group and be 
ready to share what you found.

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation:

Dear Parents,

This week at youth group, we’ll be diving into the topic of hell. While 
heaven is a topic that gets a lot of attention in our culture, hell is a little 
bit more uncomfortable to discuss. While it’s easy to think about loved ones 
hanging out in the clouds in perfection...the alternative is anything but 
easy. However, if we are going to fully understand the afterlife and how 
it should influence how we live now, then hell is an important part of that 
conversation. 

During our time, we’ll be debating and discussing what the Bible says 
about hell, as it’s not as simple as fire and torment. There are actually a few 
views on hell that different Christians take, all of which can be defended 
with Scripture. So, which view on hell is correct and how should the reality 
of hell impact our daily lives? Those are the main questions we’ll be 
exploring together.

The subject of hell and whether or not it is real is a difficult one, but it is 
especially sensitive for anyone who has recently lost a loved one. With that 
in mind, and with respect to your personal beliefs on the subject, we totally 
understand and respect if you feel like your child needs to skip this meeting.

As always, we want our discussion to be complementary to any 
conversation you’ve had or will have with your children. I’ve found 
these youth group discussions can really open up a door for more family 
dialogue. That’s why, if your teenager attends, we challenge you to ask 
questions about what we discussed. Here are some suggestions:

• What do you think hell is like? What makes you think that?
• How could a loving God send people to hell? 
• Did your opinion on hell change after your conversation at youth group?
 How so?
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We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.

We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But please resist the urge to “correct” 
or “teach” what you feel is the right view. This is a great time to play 
devil’s advocate, ask why, and challenge what your teens are saying to 
help them really think through their views. (But, by all means, if your child 
asks what you think, dive in and share your thoughts openly.)

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

Tech Heads-Up
One of the Conversation Starter options involves text message polls. If you decide to use 
that, make sure the teenagers, and more so their parents, know beforehand that they need 
to bring their smartphones to the meeting. 

Also, part of the material below will teach teenagers how to use a couple of online 
Bible resources that will help them understand Scripture more deeply. I’d suggest letting 
them know beforehand to bring their smartphones or tablets to the meeting (like they 
don’t bring them every week already...). If your church has awful cell reception or you 
don’t want to give out the Wi-Fi password, then I suggest you have a laptop set up on a 
projector that your group can use for the same activities.
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

While heaven is a topic that gets a lot of attention in our culture, hell is a 
little bit more uncomfortable to discuss. While it’s easy to think about loved 
ones hanging out in the clouds in perfection...the alternative is anything 
but easy. However, if we are going to fully understand the afterlife and how 
it should influence how we live now, then hell is an important part of that 
conversation. During our time, we’ll be debating and discussing what the 
Bible says about hell, as it’s not always as easy as fire and torment. There 
are actually a few views on hell that different Christians take, all of which 
can be defended with Scripture. So, which view on hell is correct and 
how should the reality of hell impact our daily lives? Those are the main 
questions we’ll be exploring together.

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take time to allow conversation to develop. If you need to carry the 
discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starters
Use the following suggestions to help start the conversation. If any of the links don’t 
work, follow the Google Search prompts, where available, to try to find the suggested 
materials. Instructions for discussion follow each option.

Photo Options
Show your group either of these photos (or another one like them), and ask them to 
observe and just silently take in the photo for a few minutes. Ask them to process what 
emotions result or what comes to mind as they look at the photo.

http://www.alchemywebsite.com/paintings/images/Swanenburgh_Harrowing_Hell.jpg
Google Image Search: Swanenburgh_Harrowing_Hell.jpg

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/33/Stefan_Lochner_006.jpg
Google Image Search: The Last Judgment by Stefan Lochner

NOTE: Both of these paintings feature God/Jesus in the art, which will hopefully make 
them more thought provoking to your group because it forces the viewer to think about 
God’s potential involvement with people going to hell. 

After giving your group a few minutes to study one of the photo options, use any of 
the questions below to get the conversation going. As you ask the questions, you can 
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either have the teens respond to the whole group, break into smaller groups to discuss, 
or pair up. (A great option that helps promote listening skills is to pair them up, let them 
share their thoughts one-on-one, and then have them report back to the group what their 
partners said—not what they personally said.)

NOTE: If you go with the pairs option, it’s important that you don’t warn the teens ahead 
of time about how they’ll be asked to report what was shared. Part of the impact is the 
“Oh shoot, I didn’t really listen” realization. Obviously, you’ll also want to make sure 
that partners give permission for their responses to be shared with the whole group. (Of 
course if you’ve already utilized this pairing/sharing model, they’ll know it’s coming.)

Discussion Questions
1. What came to mind as you looked at the photo? What did it make you think 

about? 

2. What emotions came up for you when you looked at this picture? Why do you 
think that is? 

3. What questions come up in your mind as you look at the picture? 

4. How did this painting make you feel about God and any involvement he has with 
who goes to hell and who doesn’t?

Video/Music Option
Show the video below and then use any of the questions that follow to get the 
conversation started. It may be helpful as well to print and hand out lyrics to the songs as 
well.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEPmA3USJdI
Google Video Search: AC/DC - Highway to Hell (Live at River Plate 2009)

As you ask these discussion questions, you can either have the teens respond to the whole 
group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or pair up. (See first option for more details.)

Discussion Questions
1. As you listened to the song’s lyrics and watched the video, what stuck out to you? 

2. What was the general attitude the band and the crowd perceivably had about hell? 
Do you think that attitude is good, bad, or neutral? How come? 

3. Is hell something we should take lightly? Why or why not?

Word Association
With this conversation starter, the gist is that you want your group to share what comes to 
mind when they hear the word hell. You can do this one of two ways:

Option 1: Have a large sheet of paper or a white board up front and ask for a volunteer to 
come up and record responses from the group. 
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Option 2: You can head to PollEverywhere.com and set up an account to use their text 
message poll service. It’s easy to set up and simple to use with your group. (And it’s a lot 
of fun too.) Assuming you have a youth group no bigger than 75 to 100 teens, it’s FREE! 
(At the time of this book’s printing, anyway.) Once your account is set up, follow the 
instructions to create an open-ended poll with the below question. 

NOTE: With a free account there is no way to monitor answers before they appear on the 
screen. Thus, if you don’t think you can trust your group to keep it clean (one time when 
I used this activity, one of the teens texted that he was giving up masturbation for Lent—
and his response went live on the screen in front of our entire group), you may want to 
have young people share their answers out loud as there will be less chance of someone 
shouting something inappropriate than there will be with an anonymous digital answer. 

To set this up with your group, say something like:

To get our conversation going, I want to take a few minutes to do a little word 
association. [If you are doing the text message response, explain how it works, the 
phone number, and the codes.] When you think of the word hell, what words come 
to mind?

Once you’ve compiled your list, dive into some of the following questions:

Discussion Questions
1. How do you feel about the list we’ve compiled? Is there one word that seems to 

jump out the most to you? Why do you think that is?

2. Is there a word on the list that you don’t like or don’t agree with personally? Why?

3. Let’s assume for a second that every word on our list is a 100% true description of 
what hell will be like. Is there anyone that you think deserves an eternity like this? 
Why or why not?
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Diving In

Now that your conversation is going, you’re ready to dive into some specific issues about 
hell. You may not need a transition into this part of the materials. The transition may have 
happened naturally during the Conversation Starters, when someone referenced one of the 
scriptures or ideas below and you ran with it.

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like this:

Now that we’ve got things going, I want to explore what the Bible has to 
say about hell and some of the different views that are out there about it. 

The Old Testament
Say something like:

To start, I want to take some time to look at the passages in the Old Testament 
that mention hell. Anyone want to take a guess at how many there are to look at? 
[Allow your group to guess.] Believe it or not, the word ‘hell’ isn’t found anywhere 
in the Old Testament. However, that doesn’t mean there are zero verses that 
address the idea of eternity. Specifically, let’s look at Isaiah 66:22-24 and Daniel 
12:1-3 and talk about what we find.

Ask for two volunteers to look up and read each passage out loud, and then dive into the 
discussion questions below:

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. What descriptions do you hear in these two passages about eternity and two 

different final destinations?

2. What do you think of Daniel’s use of the term everlasting in verse 2?

NOTE: Challenge your group to take this deeper by looking up the word on 
BlueLetterBible.org. Have the teens head to the site on their smartphones or 
tablets, or have an individual do it on a computer you provide. Walk them through 
the following steps.

Step 1. Look up the verse you’re looking at on BlueLetterBible.org. For us, that’s 
Daniel 12:2. Hit Search.

Step 2. If it’s not already on, turn on Strong’s, which can be done by clicking 
next to Strong’s in the header. (Unfortunately, it will only work with 
the King James Version of the Bible.) You’ll know it’s on because little 
numbers will appear next to each word in the verses.

Step 3. Find the word you want to look at and click on the number right after 
it. For us, that’s “everlasting” (KJV) found in verse 2 and the number 
H5769. (H stands for Hebrew, since that’s the language of the Old 
Testament.)

 
NOTE: You can have a similar conversation with the term eternal in Matthew 
25:46.

http://BlueLetterBible.org
http://BlueLetterBible.org
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3. How do we handle the fact that both of these passages fall in a prophetic genre of 
literature and some of the language used throughout both Daniel and Isaiah are 
poetic and figurative? Does this discredit any reality of hell as described in these 
passages? 

4. Beyond the descriptive words used in Isaiah like worms and fire, is there a general 
agreement in the general message that both passages seem to get out? Do you 
think that has any significance? 

The New Testament
Say something like:

Unlike the Old Testament, which doesn’t use the actual word hell at all, the term is 
used a number of times in the New Testament. Specifically, the term hell is used 11 
times, so let’s take some time to look at each of those passages and ask some more 
questions about what we see. 

Either have your group as a whole look up the following passages and then use the 
discussion questions to take the verses deeper. Or you can split your group into small 
groups and give each group one of the verses to look up, discuss, and then report back to 
the group.

NOTE: The first two sets of questions below include multiple verses that say the same 
thing. For the sake of time, if you want to only read one and then reference the repetition 
in other places, use the verse that is underlined.

Discussion Questions on Matthew 10:28 and Luke 12:4-5
1. What do these verses tell us about hell?

2. What does Jesus mean about hell “destroying” the soul in Matthew 10:28?

Discussion Questions on Matthew 5:29-30, 18:8-9 and Mark 9:42-48
1. What do these verses tell us about hell?

2. Are these verses suggesting we should cut off things that cause us to sin literally?
 
NOTE: Be sensitive that any in your group who struggle with cutting or self-harm 
may make a connection here between their actions and this passage. It would be 
important to neither mock the concept of self-harm (thus further shaming and 
silencing those who need the courage to ask for help) nor, of course, give any 
impression that the Bible condones self-harm as an appropriate response to our sinful 
behavior.

3. These verses repeatedly say, “It’s better to enter eternal life with only one [fill 
in the blank]” rather than be sent to hell full-bodied (NLT). Does this mean we 
would go to heaven lacking limbs, eyes, etc.? How do we handle what Jesus says 
here?
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Discussion Questions on Matthew 5:21-22 and James 3:6
1. What do these verses tell us about hell?

Discussion Questions on Matthew 23:15, 33
1. What do these verses tell us about hell?

2. What does Jesus mean when he talks about being a “child of hell”? (NLT, NIV) 
Jesus uses this in the present tense talking about who the Pharisees “are.” What 
does it mean for us in the present tense? How do we know if we are a “child of 
hell”?

Discussion Questions on Luke 16:19-31
1. Depending on your translation, verse 23 will read “hell” (KJV), “Hades” (ESV, 

NIV) or “place of the dead” (NLT). So what do these verses tell us about hell?

NOTE: If you have done the lesson on heaven, this is a repeat question: What  
genre is this portion of Luke [it is a parable, aka story] and what does that mean 
about whether we look at this passage literally or figuratively? 

2. The Greek word that is used in this passage is the word Hades, and not the same 
word translated as hell in other verses we have looked at (we will explore that 
word in a moment). How does the use of Hades impact our discussion? Is it the 
same thing as hell? 
 
NOTE: If your young people don’t have context for the idea of Hades from their 
English or History classes at school, you can help them go a little bit deeper by 
helping them look the term up in a Bible Dictionary. Have someone on their 
smartphone or tablet head to this website and look up Hades, or you can have 
them use a laptop you provide. www.biblegateway.com/resources/eastons-bible-
dictionary/toc 

Discussion Questions on 2 Peter 2:4
1. What does this verse tell us about hell?

2. Does this verse mean that hell is only for angels? (Encourage teens to read the 
fuller context of this verse by reading verses 1-10.) 

3. As we looked at the term Hades in the passage in Luke, Peter uses a unique 
word here as well that is the only time we find it in the Bible. The word he uses 
is tartaros which is a verb that literally means “to incarcerate in eternal torment:  
cast down to hell.”2  Does this unique word choice impact our discussion at all? 

2 http://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=G5020&t=KJV

http://1funny.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/doctor-tattoo.jpg
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NOTE: Rather than explaining the above to your group, I would challenge your 
teenagers to take this deeper by looking up the word on BlueLetterBible.com. Have 
the teens head to the site on their smartphones or tablets, or have an individual do it 
on a computer you provide. Walk them through the following steps.

Step 1. Look up the verse you’re looking at on BlueLetterBible.org. For us, that’s 
2 Peter 2:4. Hit Search.

Step 2. If it’s not already on, turn on Strong’s, which can be done by clicking 
next to Strong’s in the header. (Unfortunately, it will only work with 
the King James Version of the Bible.) You’ll know it’s on because little 
numbers will appear next to each word in the verses.

Step 3. Find the word you want to look at and click on the number right after it. 
For us, that’s “hell” (KJV) found in verse 4 and the number G5020. (G 
stands for Greek, since that’s the language of the New Testament.)

Discussion Questions on Revelation 20:7-15
1. What do these verses tell us about hell?

2. What do you think verse 14 means when it talks about “this lake of fire is the 
second death”? (NIV, NLT)

Gehenna
Say something like:

As I have referred to already, there is some specific debate about the exact Greek 
term that is translated as hell within the passages that we read. Other than the 
couple of references I mentioned, every time the term hell appears in the New 
Testament, the Greek word used is Gehenna. So, let’s take a deeper look at that 
word’s context and talk about how it impacts our discussion.

Have someone on their smartphone or tablet head to this website and look up Hades, or 
you can have them use a laptop you provide. 
www.biblegateway.com/resources/eastons-bible-dictionary/toc

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. How do you feel about the fact that Gehenna/hell was an actual place that all of 

Jesus’ listeners would have known very well? Why would Jesus have done that 
and what does that mean about our belief in hell? 

2. Does this mean that an eternal destination of hell doesn’t exist? 

3. What are the implications of what Jesus taught about hell when we think about 
them in the context of a present reality? NOTE: It can very helpful with this 
question, to jump back to a couple of the passages you’ve already looked at and 
re-read them out loud using the term Gehenna instead of hell. Matthew 23:15 is a 
great place to start. 

http://BlueLetterBible.com
http://BlueLetterBible.org
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The BIG Question
Say something like:

Now that we have a broad view of hell and how Scripture hits on this issue, I want 
to dive into a pretty big question that comes up a lot on this topic; especially 
among non-Christians. And that is, how can a loving God send people to hell?

Allow your group to run with this question but feel free to use some of the below 
questions to help them think.

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Does love mean the absence of consequences or punishments? (See Hebrews 

12:7-12, which encourages us to consider life’s hardships as momentary discipline 
from a loving Father, but avoid getting too far off into the “why hardships” 
question. If you plan on doing Lesson 3 on suffering, this is a great time to plug 
it.) 

2. Does God actually send people to hell? 
 
NOTE: This one can dive into predestination versus free will a bit. On the 
predestination front ask: 

a. If God simply just chooses and picks who goes to heaven and who goes to 
hell, would that make Him unloving? 

b. How does the idea that God is not bound by time and thus knows 
everything that did happen, is happening and will happen—thus 
everything is preordained in God’s perspective—impact this aspect?

c. For references to the idea of predestination, see John 6:37, 15:16; Romans 
8:29; Ephesians 1:4; and 1 Peter 1:1-2.

On the free will front ask:
a. Do you think someone would actually choose hell if presented with the 

choice?
b. Does God allowing us to make our own decision make his love more of a 

reality? Why or why not?
c. For references on free will, see John 3:16; Romans 10:9-10; 1 Timothy 

2:4; and Revelation 3:20.
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Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally 
important to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal 
here should not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage 
teens to continue wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this 
issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

Beyond the handout, here are a couple of closing activities you can use to help close out 
your conversation. To transition into the closing time, you could say something like this:

I hope we’ve all learned a few things about this issue through our 
conversations. [It would be great to summarize a few key points from 
the discussion here.] I want to challenge you all to keep asking questions 
and stretching yourselves in how you think about this and what it has to 
do with your faith. As you leave, I have a handout I’d like to give you that 
lists the scriptures we discussed, along with some websites, videos, and a 
book suggestion, to help you continue to think through the issue. If any of 
you would like to talk with me—or any of the other adult leaders—about 
this, please just ask! We’d love to take you out for coffee or a slice of pizza 
and talk more with you and help you process. Before we close in prayer, 
though, I’d like to...

Listening Tour Option (5 minutes)
...have a listening tour this week with the topic of hell. There are a lot of 
opinions about hell that people can be have and sometimes it can be really 
thought provoking to just get some other people’s opinions on the topic. So, 
this week I want to challenge you to ask 3-5 people two simple questions: 
1) Do you believe in hell? 2) Why or why not? Beyond that, for those who 
answer yes, you could take it a step further and ask questions like, “What 
do you think it’s going to be like?” or “What kind of people do you think 
go to hell?” The goal here is to do a lot of listening. Ask your parents, ask 
a friend or two, maybe even a teacher or coach. We’ll have some time next 
week to share about what you heard and what you thought about it all.
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The Four Views of Hell (15 minutes)
...have a final debate about hell. In general, there are four main views 
about the reality of hell. Does anyone know what they are? [Allow your 
youth a chance to name them.] 

Ask for a volunteer to come up the front and write the four views up on a white 
board or sheet of paper:

1. It doesn’t exist and everyone goes to heaven. 
2. Annihilation—everyone who is sent to hell will be cease to exist. 
3. It is eternal punishment. 
4. It is a refining—firethe idea here is that the “fires” of hell will eventually 

get rid of the sinful nature and after X amount of time in hell, people will 
eventually choose Jesus and move from hell to heaven.

Ask teens to pick which view they feel is most supported by the scriptures you’ve 
examined throughout the meeting and why. You can then have your youth pair up 
and share one-on-one, get into small groups to share, or ask for volunteers to raise 
their hands and share their decisions and thoughts with the whole group.
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Going Deeper Handout: Hell

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages addressing the issue of hell. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Isaiah 66:22-24 
Daniel 12:1-3
Matthew 5:21-22
Matthew 5:29-30 
Matthew 10:28
Matthew 18:8-9
Matthew 23:15, 33 
Mark 9:42-48
Luke 12:4-5
Luke 16:19-31 
James 3:6
2 Peter 2:4
Revelation 20:7-15 

Helpful Websites
www.bible.org/article/what-bible-says-about-hell
http://christianity.about.com/od/whatdoesthebiblesay/a/Hell-In-The-Bible.htm 
www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/february/38.118.html
www.rethinkinghell.com
www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_views_on_Hell

Videos You Could Watch
It’s Supernatural: 23 Minutes in Hell (with Bill Wiese)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=wY9c4Zw6pik

Erasing Hell by Francis Chan
www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnrJVTSYLr8 

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read a book, I 
highly recommend you actually read these two in unison:
Erasing Hell by Francis Chan and Preston Sprinkle (David C. Cook, 2011)
Love Wins by Rob Bell (HarperCollins, 2011)
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Lesson 3
THINK: Suffering

The reality of suffering in this world is one of the biggest factors that pushes some people 
to ditch their belief in God. How could a loving Creator who wants good for his creation, 
allow pain, hurt, disease, natural disasters, and any other cause of suffering to exist? 
Some people would argue that a loving God just wouldn’t do that, therefore if God is even 
real, he isn’t loving and therefore not worth following anyway.

Even with our youth who are currently following Christ, questions about suffering are 
some of the most commonly asked. This is especially true concerning good people. When 
a “bad” person faces suffering, it’s easier to swallow at times because they “got what was 
coming.” However, for someone who is always nice, loving, kind, generous, and godly, 
many of us start to wonder: Why would God let someone like that get cancer and die?

If your teenagers haven’t already brought it up, I guarantee you they are all thinking about 
this issue. Helping them go deeper with their understanding about the root of suffering, 
why it exists, and what God’s role in it is, is crucial to their faith development. 



Lesson 3

2

Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Genesis 3
Genesis 37:1–45:28
Genesis 50:19-20
Deuteronomy 8:5
Job 1:6-12
Job 13:15
Proverbs 3:11-12
Isaiah 53:10
Lamentations 3:1-16
Romans 8:28
Galatians 6:7-10
Hebrews 12:7-8
James 1:2-4, 12-16
1 Peter 5:8-9

Helpful Websites
www.biblegateway.com/blog/2012/07/why-does-god-allow-tragedy-and-suffering 
www.ccel.org/contrib/exec_outlines/suf/suf_01.htm
www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies/articles/theology/badthingshappen.html 
www.desiringgod.org/all-resources/by-topic/suffering 
www.gotquestions.org/bad-things-good-people.html 

Books
If you’re going to read one book, I highly recommend you read this one:
Where Is God When It Hurts? by Philip Yancey (Zondervan, [1990] reprint 2002)

Other Great Options
The Case for Faith by Lee Strobel (Zondervan, 2009)
Drops Like Stars by Rob Bell and Don Golden (HarperOne, 2009)
Faith and Doubt by John Ortberg (Zondervan, 2008)
Give Me an Answer by Cliffe Knechtle (IVP, 1986)
The Problem of Pain by C. S. Lewis (HarperOne, [1940] reprint 2009)
The Shack by William P. Young (Windblown Media, 2007)
Walking with God Through Pain and Suffering by Timothy Keller (Dutton, 2013)
When Bad Things Happen to Good People by Harold S. Kushner 
 (Anchor, [1981] reprint 2004)
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Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation.

• How could a loving God allow suffering to exist? Looking forward to hearing 
your thoughts on this issue tonight!

• Does God cause suffering? And if he does, what does that say about his character? 
Can’t wait to hear your thoughts!

• How do you process God’s involvement in the painful moments in your life? We 
tackle the topic of suffering tonight. Hope you can come!

• What is the root of suffering? Why do bad things happen? Do some digging online 
and come ready to share your thoughts and opinions.

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation:

Dear Parents,

The cause of suffering—especially in good, loving people—along with God’s 
potential role in it is has been long debated. No doubt, you yourself have 
asked the question of why bad things happen. And I am sure that you have 
friends, coworkers, or family members who want nothing to do with God 
because of this issue of suffering. Or maybe it has caused you yourself to 
reject him.

For our discussion this week, we’re going to dive a bit deeper into this topic 
and look at suffering from a couple of different angles. The root of suffering 
will be our first focus. Then we’ll dive into God’s role in suffering and talk 
about why a “loving” God would allow so much pain to exist. Then we’ll 
talk about what the long-term ramifications are for suffering in our lives.

We want our discussion to be complementary to any conversation 
you’ve had or will have with your children. I’ve found these youth group 
discussions can really open up a door for more family dialogue. As we 
prepare for our discussion, I would challenge you to think about the painful 
moments that you have gone through in your life and how they have shaped 
your faith, for better or worse. Being open about your experiences, doubts, 
and beliefs could be very influential in your kids as they think through this 
difficult issue.

We challenge you to ask questions about what was discussed. Here are some 
suggestions:

• Why do you think bad things happen and what is God’s role in suffering?
• Did your opinion about suffering change? Why or why not?
• Did anyone share something that really stuck out to you? 
 How come that stuck out?
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We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.

We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But this is not a conversation about their 
obedience or disobedience; it’s about what your son or daughter thinks 
and believes. In light of that, please resist the urge to “correct” or “teach” 
what you feel is the right view. This is a great time to play devil’s advocate, 
ask why, and challenge what your kids are saying to help them really think 
through their views. (But, by all means, if your child asks what you think—
particularly when it comes to what you have faith in—dive in and share 
your thoughts openly.)

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

Youth Arrival Activity
There are two closing options at the end of this lesson and the second one requires 
some set-up work at the very beginning of your meeting. Please make sure you 
read the Closing Your Meeting section and if you choose the second option, make 
sure you set thing up properly. 
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

If I had to put money on it, I would bet that every single one of you have 
asked the question of why bad things happen, especially why they happen to 
good people or innocent children. Why would a loving God allow someone 
who is kind, loving, nice, and any other positive trait you could associate 
with them get sick or suffer tragedy? I want you all to know you’re not alone 
in this question. [I strongly encourage you to share a personal story from 
your own life about suffering and the doubts it brought up in your faith. 
Don’t share how you got through it and what your conclusions are now, 
but just share that you have been there. I have found this is a topic that 
many teens, especially those who have grown up in the church, have labeled 
this question of suffering one they are not allowed to ask.]

For our discussion this week, we’re going to dive a bit deeper into this topic 
and look at suffering from a couple of different angles. I know this could 
possibly be a tough conversation for some of you, especially if you have 
been in the middle of some messy stuff recently. But I hope by the end of the 
conversation we might be able to be a support to one another and possibly 
find some hope in the midst of the suffering we all will inevitably face 
during our lives. 

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take time to allow conversation to develop. If you need to carry the 
discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starters
Use the following suggestions to help start the conversation. If any of the links don’t 
work, follow the Google Search prompts, where available, to try to find the suggested 
materials. Instructions for discussion follow each option.

Pick a Quote Option
Locate the file named sufferingquotes.pdf in your download folder. Either print out each 
quote as is to hang on a wall or board in front of your group or you can print all four 
pages on one page to make smaller cards to hand out to your group. Read all four quotes 
to your youth, and then ask them to identify which one resonates with them the most. 
They can do this simply by mentally choosing, moving to sit by the sheet they choose, or 
by selecting the card with the quote on it. 
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1. “Pain is inevitable; suffering is optional.” ―–Buddhist proverb
2. “In a universe of electrons and selfish genes, blind physical forces and genetic 

replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, 
and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe that 
we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no 
design, no purpose, no evil, no good, nothing but pitiless indifference.” ―–Richard 
Dawkins, River Out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life

3. “I think it is very good when people suffer. To me that is like the kiss of Jesus.”  
―–Mother Teresa

4. “Our tendency in the midst of suffering is to turn on God. To get angry and bitter 
and shake our fist at the sky and say, ‘God, you don’t know what it’s like! You 
don’t understand! You have no idea what I’m going through. You don’t have a clue 
how much this hurts.’ ” ―–Rob Bell

NOTE: If you prefer to use different quotes, I suggest using BrainyQuote.com or 
Goodreads.com/quotes. Just search the keyword suffering.

After giving your group a few minutes to each pick a quote, use any of the questions 
below to get the conversation going. As you ask the questions, you can either have the 
teens respond to the whole group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or pair up. (A 
great option that helps promote listening skills is to pair them up, let them share their 
thoughts one-on-one, and then have them report back to the group what their partners 
said—not what they personally said.)

NOTE: If you go with the pairs option, it’s important that you don’t warn the teens ahead 
of time about how they’ll be asked to report what was shared. Part of the impact is the 
“Oh shoot, I didn’t really listen” realization. Obviously, you’ll also want to make sure 
that partners give permission for their responses to be shared with the whole group. (Of 
course if you’ve already utilized this pairing/sharing model, they’ll know it’s coming.)

Discussion Questions
1. Which quote did you pick and why? [You may even have a young person who 

didn’t like any of them. That’s ok, if that happens, just ask them why they didn’t.] 

2. Which quote did you like the least and why?

Video Option
Show this video to your group and then use any of the questions below to get the 
conversation started.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=QFi7jtFcEIQ
Google Video Search: Christopher Hitchens - Human Suffering & The Missing God 

NOTE: This video contains brief references to rape and sodomy as Hitchens explores his 
response to the tragic kidnap and torture of an Austrian young woman by her own father.

As you ask the discussion questions, you can either have the teens respond to the whole 
group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or have them pair up. (See first option for 
more details.)

http://BrainyQuote.com
http://Goodreads.com/quotes
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Discussion Questions
1. What stuck out to you from the video? Why do you think that is?

2. If you were the one debating Christopher Hitchens when he made these 
comments, how would you have responded?

3. Do you think Christopher Hitchens’ view of a general religious perspective on 
suffering accurately describes a Christian approach? Why or why not?

Parable Option
Read the following story to your teens and then dive into the questions below. As 
you ask the following discussion questions, you can either have the teens respond 
to the whole group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or have them pair up. 
(See first option for more details.)

Sixteen-year old Jenny refuses to go to church with her aunt. She grew up 
in the church, going pretty much every Sunday. In fact, she has very fond 
memories of her mom, dad, and brother spending time at church together. 
They would go to the church picnics, family outings the church put on to 
the beach or park, and they always loved going out to lunch afterwards 
together. As fond as the memories are for Jenny, they are also really hard 
ever since that one Sunday drive home from church a few years ago…

Her family was driving through town on their way to lunch, listening to 
Jenny and her brother talk about what they learned in Sunday school that 
morning. She can still distinctly remember everything about the lesson on 
God’s love from that morning. As they went through the intersection a few 
blocks away from their favorite lunch spot, one they had traveled through 
hundreds of times, a truck coming the other way and driving way too fast, 
didn’t stop for the red light and slammed right into them.

Jenny can’t remember much of what happened after the truck hit them. 
She was in and out of consciousness and has vague memories of broken 
glass, smoke, yelling, and the worst, haunting memory of all, her brother 
hunched over beside her not moving. When she finally came to in the 
hospital, her aunt and uncle were there and she could tell they had been 
crying. They quickly came to her side when they realized she was waking 
up. She asked for her parents and brother and all her aunt and uncle could 
get out in the midst of their sobs was, “Sorry...” She quickly realized that 
they hadn’t survived the accident.

It took everything within her to get through the funeral the next week, 
burying her entire family, and that was the last time she has been to 
church. As the pastor talked about God’s love, grace, and mercy in the 
midst of pain, all it did was make her angry. If God did exist, and she 
wasn’t quite sure anymore, how could he let something like this happen? 
God was a jerk as far as she was concerned, and a liar, and she wanted 
nothing to do with him.
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Discussion Questions
1. How did this story make you feel?

2. If the same thing happened to you, how do you think you would react 
and feel about God? Would it be similar to Jenny or something different? 
Why?

3. If you were Jenny’s aunt, what you would try to do or say to get Jenny to 
starting going to church again?
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Diving In

Now that you’ve gotten your conversation going, you’re ready to dive into a deeper 
conversation on suffering. You may not need a transition into this part of the materials. 
The transition may have happened naturally during the Conversation Starters, when 
someone referenced one of the scriptures or items below and you ran with it.

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like the following:

To even begin to understand why suffering happens, and what exactly 
God’s role in it is, we have to start with figuring out the root of suffering. 
In other words, what are the causes of suffering? Once we identify these 
things, we can start to unpack the question of why and exactly who or what 
is responsible. So, I throw the question out for you guys to answer: What 
are the root causes of suffering?

Give the youth a chance to guess and add commentary to their responses. Help them to 
dig deeper into their answers to try and get to the foundational cause for the suffering 
they are talking about. In other words, if a teen says “cancer” as something that causes 
suffering, ask them to take it deeper by asking, “Cancer does cause suffering, but what 
causes cancer?” From there, the response might be “bad health.” Again, great answer, but 
push them further asking, “What causes our bad health or what allows our bodies to break 
down?” And so on. With some give and take and further questions, you should be able to 
boil this question down to five answers:

• Sin/The Fall 
• Our own choices and actions (or actions of others)
• Satan/Demons
• God
• There is no rhyme or reason

As your group identifies the different root causes of suffering, use the information below 
to help them take each issue deeper. I would recommend diving into each one as they 
come up, as opposed to listing them all and then going back one-by-one. 

Sin and The Fall
When one of your teenagers identifies sin/The Fall as a cause for suffering, dive into the 
discussion questions and scriptures below to help them take the issue deeper. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. What is sin? 

 
NOTE: This might seem like an overly basic question but you have to remember 
that sometimes a teen who has not grown up in church and is new to Christianity 
might not really know what sin is. Use these sub-questions to help really 
understand what sin is: 

a. Is sin only when we do something really bad?
b. Can doing something that our culture perceives as very good possibly be 

sinful in any way?
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c. Who is guilty of sin? (See Romans 3:23.) Asked a different way that 
takes away the off-putting feel of the term sin: Regardless of if you even 
believe in God or the Bible as God’s Word, who in this room has ever done 
something that goes against what the Bible or God teaches? (Every hand 
should go up pretty quickly.)

2. What are the consequences of sin and how does that cause suffering? (See 
Romans 6:23.)  
 
NOTE: Asking this question may dive you into the conversation on our own 
consequences being a root cause for sin. If an answer goes in that direction, you 
can either move right into that discussion and then come back to the questions on 
sin/The Fall, or you can affirm their response and say we are about to go there in a 
minute. 

3. Where did the idea of sin originate? (Let your group name The Fall/Garden of 
Eden/The Apple...or however they refer to it and then have them look up Genesis 
3 and use these sub-questions to dive a bit deeper once you have had a volunteer 
read the passage out loud.)

a. What is the significance of sin and the fact that the first consequence of 
doing what God had asked Adam and Eve not to do was that “their eyes 
were opened, and they suddenly felt shame at their nakedness”? NOTE: 
There was an immediate perceived need to cover things up, keep things 
secret, and hide their guilt.

b. How did Adam and Eve handle the responsibility of their sin? NOTE: 
They didn’t. Adam blames Eve in verse 12 and then Eve blames the snake 
in verse 13. 

c. In verses 14-19, what are some of the consequences of Adam and Eve’s 
original sin and how do these things still impact us today? NOTE: If you 
have already done the lesson on heaven in this book, your group should be 
pretty familiar with this portion of Scripture. 

Our Own Consequences
When one of your young people identifies human consequences as a cause for suffering, 
dive into the discussion questions and scriptures below to help them take the issue deeper. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. How do our own actions sometimes bring about suffering? 

2. Have your group look up Galatians 6:7-10 and use the sub-questions below to take 
it deeper:

a. Verse 7 reads, “You will always harvest what you plant” (NLT, emphasis 
added). Do you agree or disagree with that statement? Why?

b. Take a look at verse 8, which seems a little formulaic. Does it always work 
that those who make bad/sinful decisions “harvest decay and death,” and 
likewise that those who make good, Godly decisions “harvest everlasting 
life”? (NLT)

c. Why would Paul (the writer of this letter to the church in Galatia) stress 
the importance of doing good to all people?  
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3. What is God’s involvement when someone suffers because of another person’s 
bad decisions or sin? [For example: 9/11, the Sandy Hook school shooting, the 
Boston Marathon bomber, kidnapping, or even things as common as sexual abuse, 
domestic violence, etc.]  

Satan/Demons
When one of your youth identifies Satan or demons as a cause for suffering, dive into the 
discussion questions and scriptures below to help them take the issue deeper. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Are Satan and demons real? Why or why not? 

2. How do they cause suffering in our lives? NOTE: If you have already talked 
about Sin/The Fall, you could refer back to Genesis 3 here. 

3. Have your group look up 1 Peter 5:8-9 and use the sub-questions below to take it 
deeper:

a. How do these verses make you feel about Satan? What does it look like 
that he “prowls around...looking for someone to devour”? (NLT/NIV)

b. Verse 9 says to “stand firm against [Satan], and be strong in your faith” 
(NLT). What does that look like? How do we do that? 

4. Have your group look up Job 1:6-12 and use the sub-questions below to take it 
deeper:

a. What is Satan’s main motivation for causing Job’s suffering?
b. How do you generally feel about this conversation between Satan and 

God? 
c. Does this conversation mean God shared as much of the ownership of 

Job’s suffering as Satan does?
d. Does this whole situation make God mean? What about in light of Job 

42:12-17 where God blesses Job back twice as much as he had before the 
ordeal with Satan? Do you think God’s blessing completely removed the 
pain of losing Job’s first children?

NOTE: When discussing Satan and demons, depending on the maturity of your youth, I 
have found some teens leave these conversations scared about demonic attacks or Satan 
hunting them. If you get this vibe from your group or if you just want to make sure they 
aren’t going there, make a quick detour by discussing what Romans 8:35-39 teaches us 
about being in God’s love.

God
When one of your youth identifies God as a cause for suffering, dive into the discussion 
questions and scriptures below to help them take the issue deeper.

NOTE: Honestly, this is a tricky conversation here, and one that comes with lots of 
debate among Christians. Based on the above three issues, many claim God never causes 
suffering. However, there are a handful of scriptures that possibly indicate the opposite. 
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Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Does God actually cause suffering? Can anyone think of stories in the Bible where 

God caused suffering? NOTE: If no one comes up with any options, pick a couple 
of below verses to look at and ask if the suffering in these situations was God’s 
fault or one of the other root causes for suffering.

a. The plagues in Egypt: Exodus 7:1–12:36
b. Hannah’s infertility: 1 Samuel 1:1-10 
c. God gives the Philistines tumors: 1 Samuel 5:1-12
d. Uzzah dropping dead: 2 Samuel 6:1-8
e. Ananias and Sapphira drop dead: Acts 5:1-11 

2. Was God an unloving Father by sending his son Jesus to earth knowing fully well 
the beating, ridicule, and death that he would face?

3. Is there a difference between God causing suffering and God allowing suffering? 
(See Job 1:6-12.) Why or why not? 

4. Have your group look up Hebrews 12:7-11 and use the sub-questions below to 
take it deeper:

a. Do you believe that God disciplines people today? Why or why not?
b. Is suffering that is due to God’s discipline ultimately God’s fault? Why or 

why not?
c. What is the point of discipline and why does the writer of Hebrews say it 

“is always good for us”? (NLT, emphasis added.) 

God Must Not Be...
For those who need a transition, you could go with something like the following:

Now that we have looked at some of the root causes of suffering in the 
world, I want to dig a little bit deeper into God’s role in the world and the 
reality of suffering. A very popular argument against God’s goes something 
like this: Because suffering exists, God must either not be powerful enough 
to stop it, not powerful enough to see it coming and stop it, or doesn’t care 
and isn’t loving. How would you all respond to that argument?

NOTE: If you want references about those characteristics of God, you can use some of 
these:

• God is omnipotent (all-powerful). Genesis 18:14; 2 Chronicles 20:6; Psalms 
147:5; Isaiah 14:27, 43:13; Jeremiah 32:17; Daniel 4:35; Mark 10:27; Ephesians 
1:19-20

• God is omniscient (all-knowing).  Psalm 139:1-4; Isaiah 40:28, 46:10; Romans 
11:33; Hebrews 4:13

• God is all-loving. Psalm 42:8, 63:3; Jeremiah 31:3; John 3:16; Romans 5:8; 
Ephesians 2:4-5; 1 John 4:10

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Why doesn’t God just eliminate suffering altogether form life? 

2. If God were to eliminate all suffering, how would it impact our free will? 
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3. What do you think of this quote from The Fault in Our Stars by John Green?
 
“ ‘Without pain, how could we know joy?’ This is an old argument 
in the field of thinking about suffering and its stupidity and lack of 
sophistication could be plumbed for centuries but suffice it to say 
that the existence of broccoli does not, in any way, affect the taste of 
chocolate.”  

4. If suffering didn’t exist, would it affect our perception of what is good? Why or 
why not? But in another way, would we appreciate a cold, refreshing drink if we 
didn’t have concepts of hot and thirsty?



Lesson 3

14

Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally 
important to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal 
here should not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage 
teens to continue wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this 
issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

Beyond the handout, here are a couple of closing activities you can choose from, centered 
around the idea of suffering. To transition into the closing time, you could say something 
like this:

I hope you’ve found our conversation helpful to gain a basic 
understanding on suffering. No doubt, I’m sure many of you still have 
questions about suffering as it is probably something we will never have 
100% figured out. As always, if any of you would like to talk with me, or 
any of the other adult leaders, about our topic today, please just ask! And I 
would add this week that this is especially true for those who may be in the 
midst of suffering through something. We’d love to take you out for coffee 
or a slice of pizza and talk more with you and help you process all of this. 
Before we come to a close though, I’d like to have one more conversation 
that I think is helpful to having a bigger view of suffering. [Choose one of 
the following.]

Perspective Option (5-10 minutes)
For this activity, make sure you have one or more of the below images printed out or on a 
slide for use via a projector. Show your group the image and ask them what they see. Feel 
free to do more than one if you have the time.

Pick an image from one of these sources:
• www.magiceye.com - they have a whole list of “Images of the week”
• www.eyetricks.com/illusions.htm 

Discussion Questions
1. How does the aspect of perspective impact the discussion about suffering?

2. Ask one of your young people to recap the story of Joseph from Genesis 
37:1–45:8 and all the suffering he went through (i.e., beaten by his 
brothers, sold to a slave trader, worked as a slave, falsely accused and 
thrown into prison, forgotten by his cell mates when they were released, 
etc.).

a. What was Joseph’s attitude throughout his whole life despite his 
situation? How was he able to do that?
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b. In Genesis 50:20 Joseph says, “You intended to harm me, but God 
intended it for good.” How could he say that?

c. How do we have perspective like that in our lives when we are 
facing suffering?

3. Have you ever faced suffering in your life and yet in hindsight you saw 
good things come out of it? (Sees James 1:2-4 and Romans 8:28.) Would 
you have had the same lesson or personal growth without the period of 
suffering?

NOTE: Help your students understand that while we often learn good things 
or see good things come from suffering, there are often hard things that will 
never seem good in this life, no matter how much perspective years of time 
and space can give us: a murdered mother, the loss of a child, rape, etc. And 
God does not ask us not to mourn such losses, only not to lose sight of his 
presence and the hope he offers in spite of them.

4. How can we have hope in the midst of suffering?

Getting Real Option (10-15 minutes)
NOTE: If you choose this closing activity, you will need to be very purposeful about how 
you and the other volunteer adults greet your youth when they come in to your meeting. 
You probably do this already, but as your group arrives, make sure you very directly ask 
them how they are doing and take note of their response. 

Say something like:

On your way in tonight, you may have noticed that we made a point to ask almost 
all of you how you were doing, and I’d like to take a little bit of time to talk about 
your responses. [Recap what you got here.] 

NOTE: This will work either way: if all your young people gave you surface level “good” 
responses or if some or all of them dove into to deeper explanations.  

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Why is most people’s standard response to the question “How are you?” typically 

just “good”? Is this a bad thing? Why or why not?

2. Have you ever honestly responded when someone asked you how you were doing, 
and you weren’t doing great, and you could tell they didn’t really care? What was 
that like?

3. Why do we feel the need to keep our suffering hidden at times? Is it good, bad, or 
neutral—not really good or bad—that we do that?

4. When you are struggling with something and you hear someone else’s story of 
struggle, what does that do to your own situation? Why? Does this mean sharing 
our struggles is something that should actually be important to do instead of 
hiding them? 
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5. How can we make sure our group is a safe place where people can be open about 
their struggles in life? What would it look like to support our peers through hard 
times?
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Going Deeper Handout: Suffering

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages addressing the issue of suffering. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Genesis 3
Genesis 37:1–45:28
Genesis 50:19-20
Deuteronomy 8:5
Job 1:6-12
Job 13:15
Proverbs 3:11-12
Isaiah 53:10
Lamentations 3:1-16
Romans 8:28
Galatians 6:7-10
Hebrews 12:7-8
James 1:2-4, 12-16
1 Peter 5:8-9

Helpful Websites
www.biblegateway.com/blog/2012/07/why-does-god-allow-tragedy-and-suffering 
www.ccel.org/contrib/exec_outlines/suf/suf_01.htm
www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies/articles/theology/badthingshappen.html 
www.desiringgod.org/all-resources/by-topic/suffering 
www.gotquestions.org/bad-things-good-people.html 

Videos You Could Watch
Why Does God Allow Pain and Suffering
www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjcpW_kPYq0

Evil, Pain, Suffering = NO GOD? a C.S. Lewis response
 www.youtube.com/watch?v=cv85tvudi7Y

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read one book, 
read this one:
Where Is God When It Hurts? by Philip Yancey (Zondervan, [1990] reprint 2002)
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THINK: Healing
The pages of the New Testament are filled with story after story of supernatural healings. 
Blind men receive their sight, lame men get up and walk, a woman who had been sick for 
years is instantly made better, and those are just a small sampling of the healing written 
about in the New Testament. It seems like healing is a normal part of Jesus’ ministry, as 
well as his first followers. As Jesus sends out his disciples for the first time in Matthew 
10, verse 1 tells us he gave them “authority...to heal every disease and every affliction.” 
(ESV) 

If healings were so common in Jesus’ day, why, from many perspectives, do they seem 
to be so rare today? Many Christians all share the experience of getting sick (or having 
a loved one get sick), praying for healing, and then watching as the prayers seemingly 
accomplish nothing. Is there a special trick to healing through prayer or were miraculous 
healings for a specific time and place that we are no longer a part of?

As difficult as this topic can be to wrap our heads around, it’s an important conversation. 
Understand healing increases a dependence on God and faith in the midst of difficult 
times. Also, if healing is something that can happen today and it’s simply our faith or 
knowledge of healing that needs a shift, what better way for our teens to help share the 
love of Jesus. 
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Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Exodus 23:22-25
Deuteronomy 7:12-15
Isaiah 1:6
Isaiah 53:5
Jeremiah 8:22
Ezekiel 47:12
Matthew 4:23
Matthew 7:7-10
Matthew 8:16
Matthew 9:1-7
Matthew 10:1
Matthew 12:15
Matthew 13:58
Matthew 14:36
Matthew 15:30
Matthew 21:18-22

Helpful Websites
www.bible-knowledge.com/healing-verses-of-the-bible 
www.gotquestions.org/healing-Bible.html
www.gotquestions.org/Christians-go-doctors.html
www.gotquestions.org/God-heal-amputees.html
www.gotquestions.org/laying-on-of-hands.html
www.greatbiblestudy.com/faith_healing.php 
www.religioustolerance.org/med_bibl.htm

Books
If you’re going to read one book, I recommend you read this one:
The Essential Guide to Healing by Bill Johnson and Randy Clark (Baker, 2011)

Other Great Options
Christ the Healer by F.F. Bosworth (Baker, [1924] reprint 2008) 
God’s Creative Power for Healing by Charles Capps (Harrison, 2009)
The Healing Light by Agnes Sanford (Ballantine, [1947] reprint 1991)
The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity by Philip Jenkins 
 (Oxford, 2011)

Mark 6:1-6
Mark 11:20-25
Luke 10:34
Luke 11:5-13
John 9:1-7
John 14:12
John 16:23-24
Acts 3:1-11
Romans 12
1 Corinthians 12
Galatians 4:14-15
Philippians 2:25-30
Colossians 4:14
1 Timothy 5:23
2 Timothy 4:20
James 5:14-15
1 John 3:21-24



Lesson 4

3

Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation.

• Do miraculous healings happen in our day and age? Why or why not? Looking 
forward to hearing your thoughts on this issue tonight!

• Have you or has someone you know ever been healed from a sickness because of 
prayer? Hope there are some fun stories to hear this week!

• If you pray for someone to be healed and it doesn’t work, what or whose fault is 
that? God’s? Yours? The person you’re praying for?

• Among African, Latin, and Eastern communities, miracles and healings are more 
commonplace than here in the west. Why do you think that is?

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation. Make sure you’re aware of any parents 
who might be struggling with a serious or chronic illness (cancer, lupus, heart disease, 
etc.) or have another child who is. These parents will most likely contact you midweek 
to discuss your meeting, and this gives you an opportunity to hear their concerns, assure 
them of your intentions, and encourage them during what is very likely a difficult time for 
their family.

Dear Parents,

This week’s meeting will look at the topic of healing. It’s such an 
interesting and yet difficult to understand conversation, but it’s also really 
important! People get sick all time and if God can heal people through our 
prayers, shouldn’t we try to understand why and how to use it in our lives? 
Granted, this all assumes the fact that miraculous healings today still 
happen...

There are a plethora of scriptures that deal with the topic of healing, 
especially in the Jesus story throughout the Gospels. It seems like every 
other page is telling another story of Jesus or his disciples healing people. 
Yet, if healings were so common in Jesus’ day, why do they seem to be so 
rare today? That will be the crux of our conversation this week.

We want our discussion to be complementary to any conversation 
you’ve had or will have with your children. I’ve found these youth group 
discussions can really open up a door for more family dialogue. My 
assumption is that the topic of miraculous healings may not be a topic 
you have covered much with your kids. If you’re a believer, I’d encourage 
you to take some time and to process why that is. Again, if healing was so 
prevalent in Bible times, why has the conversation gotten so quite for many 
Christians today? 

On the way home from our meeting or in the days after, we challenge you 
to ask questions about what was discussed. Here are some suggestions:
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• What do you think about the idea of healing? 
• Do you think God miraculously heals people today? Why or why not?
• Why do you think some people are healed through prayers and others are not?
• Did anyone at youth group share something that really stuck out to you? 

 How come that stuck out?

We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.

We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But this is not a conversation about your 
family’s house rules; it’s about what your son or daughter is thinking. In 
light of that, please resist the urge to “correct” or “teach” what you feel 
is the right view. This is a great time to play devil’s advocate, ask why, and 
challenge what your kids are saying to help them really think through their 
views. (But, by all means, if your child asks what you think, dive in and 
share your thoughts openly.)

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

Tech Heads-Up
Part of the material below will teach teenagers how to use a couple of online Bible 
resources that will help them understand Scripture more deeply. I’d suggest letting 
them know beforehand to bring their smartphones or tablets to the meeting (like they 
don’t bring them every week already...). If your church has awful cell reception or you 
don’t want to give out the Wi-Fi password, then I suggest you have a laptop set up on a 
projector that your group can use for the same activities.
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

Tonight were going to talk about the topic of healing. There are a plethora 
of scriptures that deal with the topic of healing, especially in the Jesus 
story throughout the Gospels. It seems like every other page is telling 
another story of Jesus or his disciples healing people. Yet, if healings were 
so common in Jesus’ day, why do they seem to be so rare today? That will 
be the crux of our conversation this week.

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take time to allow conversation to develop. If you need to carry the 
discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starter
Use the following suggestions to help start the conversation. If any of the links don’t 
work, follow the Google Search prompts, where available, to try to find the suggested 
materials. Instructions for discussion follow each option.

Get Personal Option
Have your youth pair up one-on-one or get into small groups and ask them to discuss 
the following questions. After they have had a chance to discuss, you can choose to have 
volunteers report back to the large group or just move into the Diving In materials. 

Discussion Questions
1. Have you ever been healed because someone prayed for you when you were sick? 

If you have, share your story. If you haven’t, do any of you care to speculate on 
why you think that is?

2. Why do you think some people are healed through prayer and others aren’t?

3. Do you think healing is an exception today or do you think it should/could be 
more regular? Why or why not?

Quote Option
Read the following quote and ask your group to respond to it using the discussion 
questions below. As you ask the questions, you can either have the teens respond to the 
whole group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or pair up. (A great option that helps 
promote listening skills is to pair them up, let them share their thoughts one-on-one, 
and then have them report back to the group what their partners said—not what they 
personally said.)
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NOTE: If you go with the pairs option, it’s important that you don’t warn the teens ahead 
of time about how they’ll be asked to report what was shared. Part of the impact is the 
“Oh shoot, I didn’t really listen” realization. Obviously, you’ll also want to make sure 
that partners give permission for their responses to be shared with the whole group. (Of 
course if you’ve already utilized this pairing/sharing model, they’ll know it’s coming.)

“In the thousands of years of history covered by the Bible, we find just 
four short periods in which miracles were widely performed (the period 
of the Exodus, the time of the prophets Elijah and Elisha, the ministry of 
Jesus, and the time of the apostles). While miracles occurred throughout 
the Bible, it was only during these four periods that miracles were 
‘common.’ 
 
The time of the apostles ended with the writing of Revelation and the 
death of John. That means that now, once again, miracles are rare. Any 
ministry, which claims to be led by a new breed of apostle or claims to 
possess the ability to heal, is deceiving people.”3

Discussion Questions
1. How do you feel about this quote? Do you agree with it? Why or why not? 

2. Why do you think miracles were only “common” during the four periods 
expressed? Do you think it was something on God’s end choosing these periods 
and not others, or do you think there was something cultural dictating that 
commonality of miracles? 

3. Do you think healing is an exception today or do you think it should/could be 
more regular? Why or why not?

Video Option
Show this video to your group and then use any of the questions below to get the 
conversation started.

www.youtube.com/watch?v=geD_9FqGDRA  
Google Video Search: Deaf Muslim Healed in Jesus’ Name!

As you ask the discussion questions, you can either have the teens respond to the whole 
group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or have them pair up. (See second option for 
more details.)

3  http://www.gotquestions.org/God-heal-amputees.html
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Discussion Questions
1. What do you think of videos like this that tell stories of people being healed? 

Why?

2. Do you think this is a real, honest story or is it a fake, a set-up? Why do you think 
what you do?

4. Do you think healing is an exception today or do you think it should/could be 
more regular? Why?
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Diving In

Now that you’ve gotten your conversation going, you’re ready to dive into some specific 
issues about the topic of healing. You may not need a transition into this part of the 
materials. The transition may have happened naturally during the Conversation Starters, 
when someone referenced one of the scriptures or ideas below and you ran with it.

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like the following:

With the conversation going, let’s dive into some specific questions about 
healing. To start, we need to ask if sickness is something that is part of 
God’s will. In other words, is there ever a time that God wants us to be 
sick?

NOTE: If you preceded this discussion with the conversation on suffering, it would 
be really great to ask a few of your youth to briefly recap the discussion and some of 
the conclusions about the root causes of suffering. This first question is a great bridge 
question between suffering and healing. Even if a member of your group wasn’t there for 
the suffering conversation, they should be able to jump in and share their thoughts.
  
Allow teens to respond and share their thoughts.

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Why would God want someone to be sick?

2. Why does sickness even exist in our world? Do you believe that sickness part of 
God’s original creation design? Why or why not? 

3. What is God’s intent with sickness in heaven or what is sometimes called “the new 
earth”? (See Revelation 21.)

4. Have an individual look up Isaiah 53:5 and read the passage out loud to the group. 
Ask your group if anyone knows the context of this passage and who it is talking 
about. If you get blank stares, explain: Christians believe this passage refers to 
Jesus’ death on the cross and what his suffering and death did for us.

a. The end of the verse says bluntly that Jesus “was whipped so we could be 
healed” (NLT). How are we to take that line?

b. Does this apply to physical, literal healings or is it just a spiritual, 
figurative healing? Why or why not?

How Does God Want Us to Deal with Sickness?
Say something like:

Obviously, sickness is a reality for all of us, but the next question I want to explore 
is, if we follow Jesus, how should we handle it when we are sick?

Ask your group to look up James 5:14-15. You can have a volunteer read the 
passage out loud and dive into the discussion questions as a group, or have your 
youth break into small groups and discuss. (See the second conversation starter 
for more details.)
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Discussion Questions
1. When you are sick, where is asking for prayer on your list of priorities of things to 

do to get better? 

2. Why would James set such a high priority on asking for prayer or praying when 
you are sick?

3. Verse 14 indicates that when someone is sick to, “call for the elders” (NLT, 
emphasis added), what does this suggest about the severity of the sickness?  

4. Does this passage suggest that as Jesus followers we shouldn’t go to the doctor? 
NOTE: There are some Christians who believe that we are capable of praying 
away all illnesses. Specifically, I have seen many youth and parents wrestle with 
this issue in regards to depression, anxiety, and other mental illnesses. This 
question is an important one to ask, but you also have to be careful about how 
your young people process this one, with an awareness that some actually may 
have chronic illnesses that are treated (diabetes, for example) or other illnesses—
such as anxiety disorder—for which their parents have forbidden medical 
treatment.

a. Is there any significance regarding James’ mention of anointing with 
oil at the same time as prayer? 
 
NOTE: The mention of oil is debated here in this passage. Some argue 
that the oil is strictly a spiritual practice designed to enhance God’s 
blessing on the healing prayers. However, others argue that the oil is 
strictly medicinal for two reasons: 1) The specific Greek word used for 
anoint is not the typical word used in the rest of the New Testament for 
a spiritual anointing. 2) Other passages, like Isaiah 1:6 and Luke 10:34 
refer to the common practice of using oil for medicinal purposes.  

Are there other biblical passages that suggest medicinal or home-
remedy treatments for illnesses?  
 
NOTE: There is a good chance you may get blank stares to this 
question. If you do, you can either refer to some of these passages, or 
ask your youth to look them up themselves.  

• Isaiah 1:6 – applying bandages 
• Luke 10:34 – using oil and wine 
• Ezekiel 47:12 – using leaves 
• 1 Timothy 5:23 – drinking wine form stomach issues 
• Jeremiah 8:22 – using balms and salves
• Colossians 4:14 – Luke, the author of the Gospel of Luke and the 

book of Acts, is referred to by Paul as “the beloved physician” 

b. Is there any distinction between healing from plants and oils and 
healing from medicine that is created from a variety of substances—
not all natural—and manufactured in a lab?
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c. What should the relationship between spiritual healing and medicinal 
healing be?

What About When Our Prayers Don’t Work?
Say something like:

So, James says, “A prayer offering in faith will heal the sick, and the Lord will 
make you well.” However, I’m sure we have all experienced times when we prayed 
for healing for ourselves or for someone else and they seemed to not work. How 
do we handle that? Does this make James a liar?

Discussion Questions
1. There are four times in the New Testament that we read about people being 

sick and not being healed. What do these instances suggest about sickness and 
healing?
• 1 Timothy 5:23 talks about stomach issues Timothy struggles with
•  2 Timothy 4:20 talks about a man named being left behind by Paul because  

 he got sick
• Galatians 4:13-14 talks about a condition Paul struggled with that was 

apparently bad enough that Galatians considered tell Paul to get out of 
their city

• Philippians 2:25-27 talks about a man who got so sick that he almost died. 
It does talk about the fact that he got better, but he obviously got really 
sick before recovering 

2. One thing many people will point to when prayers for healing don’t work, is 
the role of one’s faith. Notice that James doesn’t just say, “A prayer offering 
will heal the sick,” but instead specifically says a “prayer offering in faith.” 
What does a “prayer in faith” mean? (NLT)

a. The importance of faith isn’t something that seemingly impacts our 
ability to heal, but it also impacted Jesus. Have your group look up and 
read Matthew 13:58 and Mark 6:1-6 to take this aspect of faith’s role in 
healing further.  

b. Does the role of faith in healing mean that we are the ones who have 
control over healings happening or not? 

c. Does this mean healing is as simply as a Peter Pan, “If you just 
believe,” kind of faith? 

d. Does this mean if you pray for someone and they aren’t healed that it is 
your fault or their fault because of a lack of faith? Why or why not? 

3. Another thing some people point to when healing prayers don’t work is that 
it must be the result of current sins in someone’s life. But as we look back to 
James 5, at the end of verse 15, James ties sin in with this issue saying, “And if 
you have committed any sins, you will be forgiven” (NLT).

a. What does the inclusion of “if ” say about the relationship between sin 
and sickness? 
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b. How could sin cause sickness in someone’s life? 

c. Have your group look up Exodus 23:22-25 and/or Deuteronomy 7:12-
15. According to these passages, how did personal decisions to follow 
God impact the Israelites becoming sick or being healed from sickness 
after their time in Egypt? Could similar things happen to us today? 

d. Can you think of a scenario where prayers for healing don’t seem to 
work because it’s tied to unhealthy decisions? (For example, asking 
for prayers for healing from lung cancer when someone continues to 
smoke cigarettes.)  

4. In the book, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity, author 
Philip Jenkins discusses the fact that in African, Latin, and other Eastern 
communities, miracles and healing are much more common place compared to 
the West (aka the US, Canada, UK, etc.). Why do you think that is? 

Why Does God Heal People?
Say something like:

Another angle that can help us understand why God heals some people and 
seemingly doesn’t heal others is the understanding of why God ever heals anyone 
at all. 

Ask your group to look up John 9:1-7. You can have a volunteer read the passage 
out loud and dive into the discussion questions as a group, or have your youth 
break into small groups and discuss. (See the second conversation starter for more 
details.)

NOTE: You could also look at Matthew 9:1-8, focusing specifically on verse 6.

Discussion Questions for John 9:1-7
1. What is the reason that Jesus gives for both the fact that the man was born 

blind and why he was then healed? What do you make of that? 

2. Is someone being healed sore the sole purpose of feeling better and then going 
on with their life pointless? 

3. Take a peek at the verses following verse 7. What is a result of the man being 
healed? 

4. Because God is omniscient—meaning he knows everything—how do you feel 
about the idea that God could choose not to heal someone because he knows 
their response to the healing would not be to give God the credit? 

5. Does this issue tie into the topic of faith at all? Isn’t faith all about putting 
your trust into someone or something else to heal? For example, having faith 
in things other than God (doctors and medicine) could give them the credit 
instead of God. Is that wrong?
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Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally 
important to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal 
here should not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage 
teens to continue wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this 
issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

To transition into the closing time, you could say something like this:

As you guys can all see, the topic of healing and how exactly prayer for 
healing works is a topic impacted by multiple layers. I want to challenge 
you to keep asking questions and stretching yourselves in how you think 
about this issue when it comes to your faith. As you leave, I have a 
handout I’d like to give you that lists the scriptures we discussed, along 
with some websites, videos, and a book suggestion to help you continue 
thinking through the issue. If any of you would like to talk with me, or any 
of the other adult leaders, about this issue, please just ask! We’d love to 
take you out for coffee or a slice of pizza and talk more with you and help 
you process. As we close up our meeting, I’d like to…

Scripture Option (10-15 minutes)
…look at one more Scripture that gives us one more insight into this issue of 
healing. 

Ask your group to look up Acts 3:1-11. You can have a volunteer read the passage 
out loud and dive into the discussion questions as a group, or have your youth 
break into small groups and discuss. (See the second conversation starter for more 
details.)

Discussion Questions for Acts 3:1-11
1. How often had this lame man been sitting at the Temple gate begging? 

2. Who else do we know of who regularly healed people and spent time at the 
Temple? 

3. Why would Jesus, who had the power to heal people and very likely would have 
passed this man numerous times, choose not to heal the man? 

4. There is another really cool aspect to this passage that we miss in the English 
language. To check it out, let’s check out BlueLetterBible.com to check out the 
original language. 

http://BlueLetterBible.com
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Have the teens head to the site on their smartphones or tablets, or have an 
individual do it on a computer you provide. Walk them through the following 
steps.

Step 1. Look Acts 3:2 on BlueLetterBible.org. 
Step 2. If it’s not already on, turn on Strong’s, which can be done by clicking 

next to Strong’s in the header. (Unfortunately, it will only work with 
the King James Version of the Bible.) You’ll know it’s on because little 
numbers will appear next to each word in the verses.

Step 3. Click on the number right after the word “Beautiful” in verse 2. For 
us, that’s the number G5611. (G stands for Greek, since that’s the 
language of the New Testament.)

Step 4. Ask: What is the direct definition of the term used for “Beautiful?” 
(blooming)

NOTE: What’s really cool about this word, is that the idea of something 
“blooming” has a connotation of timing. In other words, flowers bloom at a 
certain time of the year, and a flower being beautiful is often completely tied 
into the timing of when it is in bloom. In other words, this gate where the lame 
man is sitting could literally be translated as “The Right Time Gate.” 

5. How does the idea of God’s divine timing play into someone being healed or not 
when we want them to? 

6. If you or someone you know is struggling with some form of sickness, could you 
see any reason as to why God may not be healing supernaturally right now? Or if 
you have been through an illness, could you see a reason why God allowed you 
to go through it instead of miraculously healing you right away when the sickness 
started?

Practicing What We Preach Option (10-20 minutes)
…end with an activity and I’ll introduce it by asking you all a question: How 
many of you have witnessed someone being raised from the dead? [This question 
is designed to be met with blank stares...granted, if one of your teens has 
experienced this, by all means let them share their story!]  
 
After a few seconds of no responses, ask: How many of you have ever prayed for 
someone to be raised from the dead?

Explain: The fact is, we’ve spent the evening talking about the possibility of 
miraculous healings, however sometimes I think we don’t experience it for the 
mere fact that we don’t ask enough. In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul lists healing as one 
of the gifts that he gives to us and the only way we’ll ever find out if we have that 
gift is to try. So, I’d like to end our meeting by actually praying for one another.

At this point, you could do the time of prayer in a couple of ways:
1. You could ask if anyone in the group is sick in some way or knows someone who 

is sick in some way. Then you can ask for volunteers to pray out loud for that 
persons healing. It can be a really powerful experience if you have that person sit 
in the center of the group, and you have the rest of the group lays hands on them 

http://BlueLetterBible.org
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while a few people pray for healing.

NOTE: If a miraculous healing doesn’t come for that individual over the 
following days, don’t be afraid to talk to your group about that later, reassuring 
them that miraculous healing is not always God’s plan. Ask them if they felt 
that the act of praying together was powerful and meaningful (maybe even 
encouraging to the sick person) whether or not a miracle happened because of it.  

2. You could have your youth break into small groups, share prayer requests for 
healing for themselves or someone they know, and then pray in those groups.
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Going Deeper Handout: Healing

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages addressing the issue of healing. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Exodus 23:22-25
Deuteronomy 7:12-15
Isaiah 1:6
Isaiah 53:5
Jeremiah 8:22
Ezekiel 47:12
Matthew 4:23
Matthew 7:7-10
Matthew 8:16
Matthew 9:1-7
Matthew 10:1

Helpful Websites
www.bible-knowledge.com/healing-verses-of-the-bible 
www.gotquestions.org/healing-Bible.html
www.gotquestions.org/Christians-go-doctors.html
www.gotquestions.org/God-heal-amputees.html
www.gotquestions.org/laying-on-of-hands.html
www.greatbiblestudy.com/faith_healing.php 
www.religioustolerance.org/med_bibl.htm

Videos You Could Watch
The Power of God – Healing Testimony Troy Black
www.youtube.com/watch?v=hfMbWuKDLuA

What is the Gift of Healing? 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=lc_x_vXWVyk 

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read one book, 
read this one:
The Essential Guide to Healing by Bill Johnson and Randy Clark (Baker, 2011)

Matthew 12:15
Matthew 13:58
Matthew 14:36
Matthew 15:30
Matthew 21:18-22
Mark 6:1-6
Mark 11:20-25
Luke 10:34
Luke 11:5-13
John 9:1-7
John 14:12

John 16:23-24
Acts 3:1-11
Romans 12
1 Corinthians 12
Galatians 4:14-15
Philippians 2:25-30
Colossians 4:14
1 Timothy 5:23
2 Timothy 4:20
James 5:14-15
1 John 3:21-24
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Lesson 5

THINK: Prayer
Prayer is such a central aspect to our faith in God. The idea of saying prayers before 
bed or before a meal is something that is engrained in most Christians, even from a 
very young age if you grew up in a Christian home. Yet, despite the fact of it being a 
very normal topic for those of faith, do we really understand what prayer is and why it’s 
important?

One thing that is the most overlooked when it comes to prayer, is the conversational 
aspect that should exist with God. Many times, we use prayer the way we would a genie’s 
lamp: We tell God our wishes and then we wait for them to happen. But in reality, the 
Bible expresses prayer as a two-way conversation where we spend as much time listening 
to God as we do talking to him. 

The other thing that I think is crucial to understand is the power that prayer gives us. 
When we put our faith in Jesus, we aren’t just placing it in a detached God who is 
somewhere else, but instead in a God who is active and present in our lives and one 
who wants us to be asking him for things. Sometimes, as the Scripture says, we simply 
don’t have or don’t see results because we simply do not ask. Helping our young people 
understand our ability to come straight to Jesus and ask him to move in a situation, is 
crucial to God using them to make a difference in the world around them.
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Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Genesis 4:26
Genesis 18:22-33
Psalm 139:1-24
Matthew 6:5-13
Luke 11:1-13
Luke 18:1-14
John 10:1-16
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Helpful Websites
www.christiananswers.net/dictionary/prayer.html 
http://christianity.about.com/od/prayersverses/a/basicstoprayer.htm
www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer 
www.everystudent.com/wires/prayers.html 
www.focusonthefamily.com/faith/faith_in_life/prayer.aspx 
www.nationaldayofprayer.org/what-is-prayer  
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=104310443 

Books
If you’re going to read one book, I recommend you read this one:
The Practice of the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence (Whitaker House, [1897] 

reprint 1982)

Other Great Options
Does Prayer Change Things? By R.C. Sproul (Reformation Trust Publishing, [1984] 

reprint 2008)
Power in Prayer by Andrew Murray (Bethany House, 2011)
Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference by Philip Yancey (Zondervan, 2006)
Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God by Timothy Keller (Dutton Adult, 

2014)
Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home by Richard Foster (HarperOne, [1992] reprint 

2002)
Prayer: The Ultimate Conversation by Charles Stanley (Howard Books, 2012)
Praying God’s Word by Beth Moore (B&H, 2009)
Too Busy Not to Pray by Bill Hybels (IVP, [1988] reprint 2008)
The Valley of Vision: A Collection of Puritan Prayers and Devotions by Arthur G. Bennett 

(Banner of Truth, [1975] reprint 2003)
Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God by Timothy Keller (Dutton, 2014)
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Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation.

• Does prayer actually make a difference? Looking forward to hearing your 
thoughts on this issue tonight!

• Does God always answer our prayers? Can’t wait to hear your thoughts!
• What does it mean and look like when 1 Thessalonians 5:17 says to pray without 

ceasing? See you tonight for a discussion on prayer!
• What is the right way to pray? Do some digging online and come ready to share 

your thoughts and opinions.

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation. 

Dear Parents,

This week in our meeting, we will cover the topic of prayer. Even though 
it’s a regular thing Christians discuss and talk about it, there are still 
questions that surround the topic. What exactly is prayer? What is the 
point? And is there a right way and a wrong way to go about it? These are 
some of the most common questions asked that we’ll be diving into during 
our conversation. 

We want our discussion to be complementary to any conversation 
you’ve had or will have with your children. I’ve found these youth group 
discussions can really open up a door for more family dialogue. We would 
also challenge you to think about your own prayer life, and more so, your 
prayer life as a family. Prayer is definitely something that gets easier with 
practice, so if you don’t already have time where you pray as a family 
(beyond just blessing a meal), it’s something we’d suggest adding into 
your schedule. Start small, like once a week, and just sit together for a few 
minutes, sharing some prayer requests then praying together.

After our meeting, we challenge you to ask questions about what was 
discussed. Here are some suggestions:

• Was there anything specific about prayer that stuck out to you from your con-
versation? Why?

• Do you ever spend time praying and do you think this conversation will change 
how you pray or how much you do it? Why or why not?

• Did you learn anything new about prayer? If so, what was it?

We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.
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We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But this is a conversation about what 
your son or daughter is thinking and considering as their belief. In light 
of that, please resist the urge to “correct” or “teach” what you feel is 
the right view. This is a great time to play devil’s advocate, ask why, and 
challenge what your teens are saying to help them really think through 
their views.

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

Tech Heads-Up
The Conversation Starter has a text message poll option. If you decide to use that, make 
sure the teenagers, and more so their parents, know beforehand that they need to bring 
their smartphones to the meeting. 

Also, part of the material below will teach teenagers how to use a couple of online 
Bible resources that will help them understand Scripture more deeply. I’d suggest letting 
them know beforehand to bring their smartphones or tablets to the meeting (like they 
don’t bring them every week already...). If your church has awful cell reception or you 
don’t want to give out the Wi-Fi password, then I suggest you have a laptop set up on a 
projector that your youth can use for the same activities.
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

This week we’ll be discussing the topic of prayer. Even though it’s a 
regular thing Christians discuss and talk about it, there are still questions 
that surround the topic and we’ll be looking at a number of them tonight. 

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take time to allow the conversation to develop. If you need to carry 
the discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starter
Rather than providing you a handful of conversation starters for this lesson, I am going to 
suggest you hit the ground running using the conversation starter below or you can skip 
right to the Diving In section which includes an overview of discussing some of the most 
common questions asked about prayer.

Option 1: Have a large sheet of paper or a white board up front and ask for a volunteer to 
come up and record responses from the group. 

Option 2: You can head to PollEverywhere.com and set up an account to use their text 
message poll service. It’s easy to set up and simple to use with your group. (And it’s a lot 
of fun, too.) Assuming you have a youth group no bigger than 75 to 100 teens, it’s FREE! 
(At the time of this book’s printing, anyway.) Once your account is set up, follow the 
instructions to create an open-ended poll with the below question. 

NOTE: With a free account there is no way to monitor answers before they appear on the 
screen. Thus, if you don’t think you can trust your group to keep it clean, (one time when 
I used this activity, one of the teens texted that he was giving up masturbation for Lent—
and his response went live on the screen in front of our entire group.) you may want to 
have your group share their answers out loud as there will be less chance of someone 
shouting something inappropriate than there will be with an anonymous digital answer. 

To set this up with your group, say something like:

To help start off our night, I’d like to begin by simply asking you all to share 
the questions you have when it comes to the topic of prayer. 
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Diving In

Now that you’ve gotten your conversation going, you’re ready to dive into some of the 
specific questions about prayer. Hopefully it should be pretty easy for you to match the 
exact questions your youth asked with the materials below. Pay attention to how your 
young people voiced their questions and be sure to refer to and use the language they 
used when diving into the questions in these materials. 

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like the following:

Thanks for being honest about the questions you have about prayer. For 
the rest of our evening, we’re going to tackle as many of these as we can, 
so lets go!

What Is Prayer?
Say something like:

The first question I want to ask is pretty simple: What actually is prayer? 
Sometimes it can literally feel like you are just talking to a wall, but it’s got to be 
more than that. Often times, one of the best ways to help define something in the 
Bible, is to go to the very first mention of the term, so let’s check out Genesis 4:26.

Ask for a volunteer to read the passage out loud and then dive into the questions below. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Although the passage doesn’t specifically use the term prayer, this is the earliest 

reference to the idea of prayer the way we can use it today. NOTE: If you are 
using the NLT, the term “worship” is the main term we’re looking at. Literally, 
the term means “to call on” which other translations like the NIV and ESV have 
translated. What does it mean to call on someone’s name?

2. What other cultural examples are there of calling on someone’s name? How does 
that translate to what is happening here with God?

3. What does the idea of calling on someone’s name say about the one doing the 
calling and their relationship to the one they are calling on?

4. How does this understanding help us shape a foundation of what prayer is?

Why Is Prayer Important?
Say something like:

Now that we have a basic idea of what prayer is, the next question we need to 
ask is does it make a difference? Let’s take a look at Genesis 18:22-33 for this 
question.

Ask for a volunteer to read the passage out loud and then dive into the questions below. 
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Questions to Take This Deeper
1. What jumps out to you in the interaction between Abraham and God? 

2. In verse 23, it says that Abraham “approached” God (NLT). This passage is using 
that term literally as the verse suggests that God appeared to Abraham in bodily 
form. However, what would it mean for us to “approach” God and why is that 
important? 

3. What is the result of Abraham’s request to God? How you ever had a prayer 
answered that completely changed a situation? 

4. What does it say about God that we have the ability to make requests and that he 
not only listens, but responds?

What Is the Right Way to Pray?
Say something like:

The public perception of the right way to pray is usually pretty universal: you 
bow your head, fold your hands, and you close your eyes. Sometimes, especially 
in more traditional churches like a Catholic mass, you kneel when you pray or 
you may pray with eyes open or heavenward. Is there a right position in which to 
pray? Will God not answer your prayer if you have your eyes open or don’t fold 
your hands, etc.?

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Starting in the book of Exodus, religion began to take on a formal structure and 

pretty soon numerous laws were given to humans in order to help them connect 
and call on the name of the Lord. These were recorded in what’s known as the 
Torah, aka the first five books of the Old Testament. Out of those laws, how 
many would you guess instruct us about prayer? NOTE: The answer is zero! The 
International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says this in its entry on prayer: “The 
Law has remarkably little to say on the subject.” 

2. Why does it mean that there are zero laws covering how to pray? 

3. Think about some of the early Old Testament conversations between people and 
God: such as Adam and Eve in the Garden, the passage we just looked at with 
Abraham, passages about Moses and the burning bush, Jacob wrestling with God, 
etc. What do you recall about these interactions? 

4. Place an empty chair in front of your group. Ask: What would change about how 
we pray if instead of focusing so much on our posture—eyes, hands, etc.—we 
focused on the idea that God’s sitting in front of us like one of our friends might? 

5. Though the biblical Torah is silent on this issue, soon rabbis—Jewish religious 
leaders—began to fashion their own rules regarding religion. These rabbinical 
laws are known as the Talmud. It’s here that we find numerous laws about prayer 
such as there being set hours for prayer, doing it three times a day, having a 
set place (the Temple) for prayer, making sure that you pray in the direction of 
Jerusalem, dietary restrictions if you want your prayer heard, wearing a prayer 
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shawl, etc. Why do you think this happened? Why was there a felt need to create 
all of these laws about the right way to pray? 

6. 1 Thessalonians 5:17 bluntly says, “Never stop praying” (NLT). What does that 
mean and how is that even possible?

Does It Matter How I Sound?
Say something like:

When it comes to praying out loud, a lot of people don’t want to because they feel 
they aren’t eloquent enough, and I think this video portrays a common idea about 
how we need to sound when we pray. 

Video Clip:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=npyqZjpM_Xs 
YouTube search: God Company Prayer

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Do you ever feel like you don’t pray well enough? 

2. Which person’s prayer does God hear? 

3. Have your group look up Matthew 6:5-8. What does Jesus say about eloquent 
language in prayers here? Does this mean praying eloquently is always wrong? 

4. Have your group look up Psalm 139:1-24. This Psalm is a written prayer that 
David wrote. Take a few minutes and read through the prayer and take note of 
what jumps out to you. What kind of language does he use? What is the tone of 
the prayer? Does the tone change at all? What does this teach us about prayer? 
 
NOTE: David is talking to God and is being very descriptive as he expresses the 
greatness, awe, and knowledge of God. When you read it you almost think of this 
emotional and passionate guy speaking. But then verse 19 all of a sudden turns 
in a different direction and it comes across angry and blunt. Some scholars would 
say that David didn’t actually write verses 19-22 because they don’t seem to fit. 
I would argue though that David isn’t caring about looking good and making 
everything flow. He is simply pouring out himself to God. 

The Importance of Listening
Choose one of the two options below to introduce this issue:

Brain Teaser Option:
There is a very important aspect of prayer that I think we tend to forget 
quite a bit. Let me ask you guys a little brain teaser to help illustrate this 
point: [It’s helpful to put the emphasis on all the numbers as you read.] You 
are driving a bus. You go east 12 miles, and turn south and go 2 miles and 
take on 9 passengers, and then you turn west and go 3 miles and let off 4 
passengers. How old is the bus driver?
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Give your group a chance to answer the question. When they finally figure it out, 
say something like: 

The main problem that many people have while trying to answer this brain 
teaser is listening. A lot of the times, we latch onto certain information 
that we think is important in a question and then somehow, miss the most 
important part: “YOU are the bus driver.” Just as listening is important to 
answering this question, so it is with prayer as well. Part of having a good 
conversation with anyone is that there is both talking AND listening. That 
needs to be the case when we are praying and having a conversation with 
God.

Game Option:
There is a very important aspect of prayer that I think we tend to forget 
quite a bit. Let me illustrate this by playing a little game that most of you 
have probably played before called Telephone. 

Select one of your youth to come up with a short sentence or phrase and instruct them 
to whisper it to the person next to them. That person then will pass it on to the person on 
the other side of them, and so on until it has been passed to every person in your group. 
Explain that the receiver can only ask the person whispering to them to repeat the phrase 
one time, then they have to pass it on as best as they can. When it gets to the last person, 
ask them to share what they heard out loud and then compare it with the original source. 
Then say something like:

One of the main reasons the saying gets distorted as it passes around the 
room is because of bad listening. Sometimes it’s not intentional as other 
noises distract you, or the one speaking isn’t being very clear. Just as 
listening is important to this game, so it is with prayer as well. Part of 
having a good conversation with anyone is that there is both talking AND 
listening. That needs to be the case when we are praying and having a 
conversation with God.

Have your group look up John 10:1-16 and ask for a volunteer to read it aloud. Then dive 
into the discussion questions below:

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. This passage compares and contrasts sheep that “know” their master’s voice 

versus a stranger’s voice. How is it that the sheep would have “known” their 
master’s voice? 
 
NOTE: When shepherds were with their sheep, they would spend the entire day 
singing and talking to them. Then, when there were situations where other herds 
would come into the same area, the sheep would know which shepherd to follow 
and they wouldn’t get mixed up because they knew their shepherd’s voice. 

2. What does listening to God look like? 

3. Do you ever spend time listening to God? If not, why not? 
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4. Have you ever been in a situation where you felt like God wasn’t answering your 
prayer? Have you ever thought that maybe God was answering your prayer but you 
simply weren’t listening to his answer?

Written Prayers Versus Extemporaneous Prayers
Say something like:

Another question that comes up from time to time about prayer is, does it matter 
if a prayer is written versus spoken from the heart and off the cuff, which is also 
known as praying extemporaneously? Specifically, lots of churches recite a written 
prayer from the Bible called The Lord’s Prayer during services, which is found in 
Matthew 6:9-13. 

Have your group look up the passage and ask for a volunteer to read it out loud. Then 
dive into the discussion questions below.

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Do you think one kind of prayer—written and read versus an extemporaneous 

prayer—is any better than the other? Why or why not? 

2. What makes a prayer authentic or not? Is the style of the prayer part of what 
dictates that? 

3. If you have been in a church service where The Lord’s Prayer is read out loud 
together, do you like that and do get anything out of it? Why or why not? 

4. Do you think Jesus intended The Lord’s Prayer to be recited word for word the 
way many people do today or do you think there was something else behind what 
Jesus was saying about how to pray? 

5. Some people think The Lord’s Prayer is more about a suggested format than to be 
recited. If that is the case, what are the different parts of the format that Jesus is 
telling us to use? 

What About Tongues?
Say something like:

There are some churches that believe in a certain type of prayer called tongues. 
[Ask if any of your youth have ever been to a church service or prayer meeting 
where someone prayed in tongues. If there has been, ask them to describe what 
it’s like. If there hasn’t been, take a moment to describe tongues yourself, being 
careful not to stifle or steer the conversation by frontloading students with your 
opinion.] 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. What is your general opinion about praying tongues—or having a specific prayer 

language, as some would call it? 

2. Have your group open their Bibles to Acts 2:1-13. Explain: The first reference to 
the idea of tongues shows up in Acts 2. Jesus has just returned to heaven and the 
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disciples are all together praying and Acts 2:4 tells us “all of them were filled with 
the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them” 
(NIV). Ask: What do you think this means?

a. To help take this deeper, have the youth all head to BlueLetterBible.org on 
their smartphones or tablets, or have one teenager do it on a computer you 
provide. Walk them through the following steps.

Step 1. Look up Acts 2:4.
Step 2. If it’s not already on, turn on Strong’s, which can be done 

by clicking the little box next to Strong’s in the header. 
(Unfortunately, it will only work with the King James Version of 
the Bible.) You’ll know it’s on because little numbers will appear 
next to each word in the verses.

Step 3. Find the word you want to look at and click on the number 
right after it. For us, that’s “tongues” and the number G1100. 
(G stands for “Greek,” since that’s the language of the New 
Testament.) 

b. What does the definition of the term tongues suggest about what happened 
to the disciples at Pentecost? 

3. Have your group open their Bibles to Romans 8:26. Ask: What might this passage 
be telling us about praying in tongues? 

4. Have your group open their Bibles to 1 Corinthians 14:1-19. Give the group a 
couple of minutes to read this passage and then ask: What jumps out to you in this 
passage about the idea of praying in tongues? 

5. If someone honestly believes they can speak in tongues and prays like that 
regularly, is there any benefit even if you found proof that tongues in the passage 
we looked at only meant different spoken languages and not a unique spiritual 
language? 

Does God Always Answer Our Prayers?
Say something like:

One of the biggest questions that is asked about prayer is: Does God always 
answer our prayers? And more so, why does he seem to answer some but not 
others? 

If you want to intro this with a fun movie clip, use this from Bruce Almighty:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n0cG11lTS1E 
YouTube search: Bruce Almighty (7/9) Movie CLIP - Bruce Answers Prayers (2003) HD
 
Questions to Take This Deeper

1. Take a poll by a raise of hands: Who thinks that God answers every prayer? Yes? 
No? No idea? Then ask: How many of you just answered my question? 

2. Why do we believe a prayer is not being answered when God could instead be 
simply answering “no” or “wait”? 

http://BlueLetterBible.org
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3. Why might God say “no” or “wait” to one of our prayers? 

4. Have your group open their Bibles to Luke 11:5-13.
a. How do you respond to verses 9-10? 

b. Look at verse 11 and 12: Could there times when you think you are 
praying for a fish or egg, yet from God’s perspective he knows you are 
asking for a snake or scorpion and thus he says no to protect you and give 
you something better? Can you think of a practical example? 

c. What does this passage teach us about the importance of being persistent 
in our prayers with God? (See also Luke 18:1-14.) 
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Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally 
important to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal 
here should not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage 
teens to continue wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this 
issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

Beyond the handout, here are a couple of closing activities you can use to bring the 
current conversation to an end. To transition into the closing time, you could say 
something like this:

I hope everyone has gotten a lot out of our conversation, I know I have! [It 
would be great to summarize a few key points from the night here.] I want 
to challenge you all to keep asking questions and stretching yourselves in 
how you think about this issue when it comes to your faith. As you leave, 
I have a handout I’d like to give you that lists the scriptures we discussed, 
along with some websites, videos, and a book suggestion, to help you 
continue to think through the issue of prayer. If any of you would like to 
talk with me, or any of the other adult leaders, about this issue, please just 
ask! We’d love to take you out for coffee or a slice of pizza and talk more 
with you and help you process. As we bring our meeting to a close, I’d like 
to... [choose one of the following]

Small Group Prayer (5-10 minutes)
...simply have us break into small groups to pray for one another before we leave. 
I feel like it would be pretty silly to talk about prayer all night but then not take 
time to actually do it together. So, break into small groups of 5-7, go around the 
circle and have everyone share one prayer request for the week, then go around 
the circle again and have every person pray for the person to their right. 

Listening Prayer (10-15 minutes)
...take a few minutes to practice praying as a conversation, which includes 
listening. I feel like it would be pretty silly to talk about prayer all night but then 
not take time to actually do it together. So I’d like everyone to get comfortable and 
close their eyes and I will lead us through a time of prayer asking you, in your 
head, to ask God some questions, and then we’re simply going to take a couple 
minutes for each question to listen to God.

Use the prayer prompts below to guide your group. You can use just one of them or all of 
the questions if you have enough time. When you are done, if you have a few minutes, 
you can ask your youth to share what they thought about the experience and if any of 
them felt like God said anything during the prayer time.
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• Start with a general prayer thanking God for the evening and the discussion and 
then dedicate the next few minutes to him, asking him to guide the time and speak 
in it. 

• Prompt 1: Finish this sentence: Jesus, when it comes to prayer, I... Tell Jesus ex-
actly what you think about prayer. If it’s positive, thank him for the gift of prayer 
and the ability to talk to him. If it’s negative, tell him so and ask him to help you 
understand prayer better. 

• Prompt 2: Take a moment and tell God about something going on in your life that 
you need help with. Then ask God: Is there anything you want me to do about it to 
make things better? Then sit and listen. 

• Prompt 3: Ask: Jesus, is there anyone in my life you want me to forgive? Sit and 
listen for a while. If someone came to your mind, ask Jesus: What do I need to 
forgive them for? Sit and listen for a while. Then say: Once you know a person 
and what you need to forgive, ask God to help you release that person and forgive 
them. 

• Prompt 4: Ask: Jesus, is there something you are trying to teach me right now? Sit 
and listen. After a minute or so, say: If something came to your mind, ask Jesus 
why you need to learn that. Sit and listen.
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Going Deeper Handout: Prayer

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages addressing the issue of prayer. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Genesis 4:26
Genesis 18:22-33
Psalm 139:1-24
Matthew 6:5-13
Luke 11:1-13
Luke 18:1-14
John 10:1-16
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18

Helpful Websites
www.christiananswers.net/dictionary/prayer.html 
http://christianity.about.com/od/prayersverses/a/basicstoprayer.htm
www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer 
www.everystudent.com/wires/prayers.html 
www.focusonthefamily.com/faith/faith_in_life/prayer.aspx 
www.nationaldayofprayer.org/what-is-prayer 
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=104310443 

Videos You Could Watch
Does Prayer Really Change Things? Tim Keller
www.youtube.com/watch?v=J_rViLK1vG4

The Power of Prayer, Jake Kircher
www.youtube.com/watch?v=DNXIOj1Pjr4 

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read one book, 
read this one:
The Practice of the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence (Whitaker House, [1897] 

reprint 1982)



Lesson 6
THINK 2: Fasting



Lesson 6

1

Lesson 6

THINK: Fasting
Fasting is kind of the weird cousin in the family of Spiritual Disciplines. When it comes 
to teaching our youth about connecting with God, we frequently talk about things like 
reading their Bibles regularly, spending time in prayer, and going to church. But fasting in 
many churches is left out and not talked about very much. And when fasting is discussed 
in some contexts, the emphasis seems to be focused on the idea of giving up something 
for Lent—and typically it’s something they should probably give up anyway like too 
many sweets or swearing. 

Is fasting still important to our faith? Depending on who you talk to, you may get a 
different answer to this question and a different definition of what counts as fasting and 
what doesn’t. Some people would say that it has to be something that is done regularly. 
Some churches have regular days set aside where the whole church is asked to fast. But 
then on the other hand, if you talk to some churches they’ll tell you that fasting is an 
outdated and unnecessary act that is legalistic. Some might even tell you that fasting is 
unhealthy and could lead to eating disorders. So which is the correct viewpoint?
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Before Your Meeting

Study Materials
Here’s a list of great resources and Scripture passages for you to familiarize yourself 
with as you prepare to facilitate your group’s conversation. It will be important for you to 
purposefully explore some materials that hold a different viewpoint than yours.

Scripture Passages
Judges 20:1-48
1 Samuel 1:7, 20:34, 31:13
2 Samuel 1:12, 3:35
2 Samuel 12:1-23
1 Kings 21:4
1 Kings 21:27
Ezra 8:21, 10:6
Nehemiah 1:4
Esther 4:3, 16
Psalm 35:13
Joel 1:14
Matthew 6:16-18
Matthew 9:14-17
Matthew 17:14-21
Mark 9:14-29
Luke 2:36-38
Acts 14:23

Helpful Websites
www.30hourfamine.org/info-for-parents/about-fasting 
http://christianity.about.com/od/whatdoesthebiblesay/a/spiritualfasting.htm
www.christianitytoday.com/le/2013/winter/fasting-together.html 
www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/marchweb-only/science-lent-fasting.html
www.gotquestions.org/fasting-Christian.html
www.internationalstandardbible.com/F/fast-fasting.html 
www.thebiblestudypage.com/Great_Doctrines_Lesson_2.html 
www.twopaths.com/faq_fasting.htm

Books
If you’re going to read one book, I recommend you read this one:
Fasting: The Ancient Practices by Scot McKnight (Thomas Nelson, 2009)

Other Great Options
Celebration of Discipline by Richard Foster (HarperCollins, [1978] reprint 2008)
Fasting: Spiritual Freedom Beyond Our Appetites by Lynne Baab (IVP, 2006)
The Hidden Power of Prayer and Fasting by Mahesh Chavda (Destiny Image, 1998)
Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life by Donald Whitney and J.I. Packer (NavPess, 

1991)
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Promoting Your Meeting

Text/Twitter Prompts
Use these to help promote the upcoming conversation.

• What exactly is fasting and what’s the point of it? Looking forward to hearing 
what you have to say!

• If you fasted more, would that mean that God would answer more of your prayers? 
Come ready for a fun discussion tonight.

• Should fasting be a regular part of the Christian faith like reading the Bible or 
going to church? What do you think?

• What does the Bible say about the idea of fasting? Do some digging online and 
come ready to share your thoughts and opinions.

Email to Parents
Here’s a sample email you can rework to suit your own group, and then use it to let 
parents know about your upcoming conversation. I highly recommend being very 
sensitive in your communication to parents due to the possibility of teens in your group 
struggling with an eating disorder.

Dear Parents,

This week for youth group, we’ll be discussing the topic of fasting. For 
those of you who may have grown up in a more liturgical church, fasting is 
something you, and even your kids, have already experienced at the very 
least during the season of lent. For others of you though, fasting could 
be something that is kind of an unknown. We’ll spend our week trying to 
figure it out what it really means to fast and why people do it. 

We understand that this may be a difficult topic for anyone who struggles 
with an eating disorder such as anorexia or has a close family member 
who does. Please think through whether or not your child is in a place 
where this conversation will be beneficial. We totally understand and 
respect if you feel like your teen needs to skip this meeting.

If you choose to send your son or daughter, we want our discussion to be 
complementary to any conversation you’ve had or will have with your 
children. I’ve found these youth group discussions can really open up a 
door for more family dialogue. We encourage you to be open and honest 
with your children about your past. We also challenge you to ask questions 
about what was discussed during the meeting. Here are some suggestions:

• Have you ever fasted before? If so, what did you fast from and why? 
      If no, do you ever think you would do a fast? Why or why not?
• What do you feel like the point of fasting is?
• Did anyone share something about fasting that really stuck out to you? How 

come that stuck out?

We also challenge you to be “slow to speak and quick to listen” (James 
1:19) as your child responds to your questions. Notice the questions above 
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all come from a neutral perspective and foster important life skills like 
critical thinking and listening.

We understand it may be difficult for you if your child has a different 
opinion than you do on this issue. But this is not a conversation about your 
family’s house rules; it’s about what your son or daughter is thinking. In 
light of that, please resist the urge to “correct” or “teach” what you feel 
is the right view. This is a great time to play devil’s advocate, ask why, and 
challenge what your kids are saying to help them really think through their 
views. Once you’ve truly heard your son or daughter’s heart in this matter 
and if your child asks what you think, then by all means, dive in and share 
your thoughts openly. 

Please feel free to email or call me if you’d like to talk before our group 
meeting.

30 Hour Famine Tie-In
A really great introduction to fasting—that engages your group in social justice in a way 
they will love—is World Vision’s 30 Hour Famine. If you’ve not done a famine before, 
it’s a 30-hour fast typically done from a Friday night through the day on Saturday (30 
hours), and it raises money to support humanitarian efforts through World Vision all over 
the globe. This conversation on fasting can be a really great precursor to the idea of 30 
Hour Famine, and it is one of the suggested Closing Out Your Meeting topics. For more 
information, check out www.30hourfamine.org. 

Youth Arrival Activity
One of the Conversation Starter options involves an activity using snacks that are 
out when your group arrives. If you choose to use that activity, just take note that 
you need to be ready to go as your youth begin to arrive. 
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Starting Your Meeting

Setting the Tone
Before you dive into the conversation, I recommend starting with something like the 
following:

Today we’re going to be talking about the topic of fasting. [Ask: who could 
define what fasting is for us? You’re just looking for a basic definition 
here of going without food for a certain period of time—whether it’s for 
a medical test or for spiritual reasons.] I’d love to just start by getting a 
sense of how many of you have had experiences with fasting before? [Take 
a moment and ask for a show of hands to see how many people have fasted 
before as a spiritual discipline. You may want to specifically mention Lent, 
the 30 Hour Famine, or other things your church has done just in case 
they don’t connect those specific things to the act of fasting. If someone 
in your group has done a larger scale fast, you may want to ask them to 
share about their experience a little bit.] Tonight, I want to explore what 
the Bible has to say about fasting: what is it, why people did it, and if it’s 
something we should be doing in our lives.

After you set the tone, take a moment to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to be present in your 
conversation, for peace and love to be at the forefront of the discussion, and for God to 
lead everyone in the room to his truth and no one else’s.

REMEMBER: As you dive into the content, your job is to facilitate, not teach the 
whole time. Do your best to ask a lot of questions and use some of the tips suggested 
in the Introduction. Also, please remember it’s okay to jump around and not follow the 
curriculum linearly. Take time to allow conversation to develop. If you need to carry the 
discussion over more than one week, that’s totally okay.

Conversation Starters
Use the following suggestions to help start the conversation. 

Snack Time Fast
This conversation starter can work really well if snacks or a meal are a standard at your 
youth meetings already. Simply set up your meeting space the way you always would...
granted this will work better if you go above and beyond with what you normally provide. 
Then, as your group arrives choose to do one of the following:

Option 1: Inform all them that no one is allowed to eat at your meeting.
Option 2: Inform certain individuals that they aren’t able to eat at the meeting while 
others are.

After you have introduced the topic and prayed for your meeting, say something like:

As you all came in, you will have put two and two together now to realize we kind of 
started our night with a mandatory fast. Let’s talk for a few minutes about what that 
was like.
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Discussion Questions
1. What was it like to not eat this evening? How badly did you want to eat? 

2. How many of you wanted the snacks more than you usually do when you were 
told you weren’t allowed to touch them? 

3. [If you did Option 2] What was it like watching others eat while you couldn’t? 

4. How did not being allowed to eat make you feel about the food? 

Media Option
Read the headline and quotes from the story in the following ShalomLife.com excerpt, 
and then dive into some of the discussion questions.

Maccabi Tel Aviv’s Alex Tyus 
Debates Fasting Before LeBron

Alex Tyus is facing a tough decision.

The powerhouse basketball player for the Maccabi Tel Aviv team in 
Israel, who won the European Championship earlier this year (under the 
tutelage of new coach of the Cleveland Cavaliers David Blatt), needs to 
decide if he’ll be fasting for Yom Kippur, despite being scheduled to play 
his former coach, and also, you know, LeBron James and the Cavaliers the 
following day.

Tyus’ choice to fast may impact his performance and his chances of getting 
onto a NBA team. According to Tyus, “There was one time where I fasted 
and I had a practice game the next day and it was a huge difference. I was 
very tired and sluggish, but I may do it again this year.”

You can read the full article at: www.shalomlife.com/sports/26029/maccabi-tel-avivs-
alex-tyus-debates-fasting-before-lebron.

As you ask the discussion questions, you can either have the teenagers respond to the 
whole group, break into smaller groups to discuss, or pair up (as described in the other 
lessons).

Discussion Questions
1. How do you feel about this story and why?

2. If you were Tyus, what would you do? Would you fast for the religious holiday 
or would you skip the fasting for a better chance of playing well and possibly 
opening up a door to play in the NBA?

3. From God’s perspective, do you think he would be disappointed in Tyus for 
putting his job or a game over his religious practices or do you think God would 
understand if Tyus didn’t fast? Why or why not?

http://ShalomLife.com
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Diving In

Now that you’ve gotten your conversation going, you’re ready to dive into some specific 
issues about the topic of fasting. You may not need a transition into this part of the 
materials. The transition may have happened naturally during the Conversation Starters, 
when someone referenced one of the scriptures or ideas below and you ran with it.

For those who need a transition, you could go with something like the following:

So let’s dive into some scriptures to try and figure out the role fasting 
should or shouldn’t have in our lives. We’ll spend part of our time looking 
at a couple Old Testament references, and then we’ll spend the rest of our 
time focusing on what Jesus taught about the subject.

The Old Testament
Say something like:

The first mention in the Bible is in Judges 20:26. Israel is in the middle of a huge 
war with their fellow Jews, the tribe of Benjamin. A woman who belonged—
yes, belonged...thank God times have changed—to an Israelite man had been 
murdered by one of the villages of Benjamin and the nation of Israel wanted 
the men responsible to be handed over to be executed. Benjamin refused and 
responded by sending out their troops which at the time seemed a huge mistake 
since they would be putting their 26,000 troops against Israel’s 400,000. For two 
days Israel fought, but instead of dominating Benjamin, they got their butts kicks 
and lost 40,000 men. Before going out on the third day is where we read verse 26.

Have your group look up Judges 20:26, 29-36a and ask for someone to read it out loud:

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. First off, should we make anything of the fact that it takes us seven books into 

the Bible before we even have a mention of the idea of fasting? More so, Exodus 
and Leviticus give many religious laws and regulations to the people of Israel, but 
neither mentions fasting. Does that mean anything? 

2. What role did fasting play for the people of Israel?  

NOTE: In the Old Testament, fasting is only used in two occasions. 1) As a way 
of petitioning God (1 Kings 21:27; Esther 4:3, 16; Ezra 8:21, 10:6; and Nehemiah 
1:4) and 2) times of mourning (1 Kings 21:4; 1 Samuel 1:7, 20:34, 31:13; 2 
Samuel 1:12, 3:35; and Psalm 35:13).

a. Does the fact that fasting is only used in these two contexts tell us anything 
about fasting and the role it should or shouldn’t play in our lives?

3. Was fasting the reason the people of Israel won the battle? 
 
NOTE: Take another look at Judges 20 in the context of this question. Before day 
one of battle in Judges 20:18, the people pray and ask God if they should fight 
and God tells them, “Judah should go first.”  Then before day two, in verse 23 the 
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people more intensely ask God what to do as they weep their prayers and God 
says, “Go up against them.” Then finally, before day three in verse 26, is where 
fasting enters the equation and they finally win. (NIV) 

4. If we fast, does it guarantee an answered prayer in our favor? 

NOTE: To take this question deeper, have your group turn to 2 Samuel 12:16-23. 
Ask for an individual to summarize the story of David and Bathsheba. If no one 
knows the story, go ahead and recap 2 Samuel 11:1–12:15 yourself.  

a. What similarities are there between the passage in Judges and the passage 
here in 2 Samuel when it comes to fasting? 

b. What differences do you notice between the two passages and the purpose 
of fasting? Beyond the outcome, do you notice anything different about 
the two requests? 

5. What do these two passages teach us about fasting in our lives?

The Prophetess Anna
Say something like:

Let’s shift into the New Testament now. The first reference we have to fasting is in 
Luke 2:36-38 in regards to a prophet named Anna.

Have a volunteer look up the passage and read it out loud. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. What is different about this reference to fasting compared to the passages we look 

at in the Old Testament?

2. Do you think fasting increased Anna’s relationship with God? If yes, how would 
fasting increase that relationship? 
 
NOTE: After Jesus was born, all of the people who interact with him are directed 
to him supernaturally (shepherds, wise men, even Mary and Joseph) except for the 
two prophets in the temple: Simeon (see Luke 2:22-35) and Anna.

3. What does it mean or look like for fasting to be used as a part of worship? 

4. Is there something specific that makes fasting a spiritual act, versus a medical or 
dieting act? What’s the difference?

5. What does this teach us about the use of fasting in our lives?

A Question About Fasting
Say something like:

Beyond the reference to Anna fasting in the beginning of Luke, there are three 
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different times that Jesus addresses the topic of fasting. The first is in Jesus’ 
longest sermon found in Matthew 5-7, called the Sermon on the Mount. (See 
Matthew 6:16-18, specifically.)

Have a volunteer look up the passage and read it out loud.

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Based on Jesus’ language, what can you conclude about how the “hypocrites” 

fasted versus how Jesus was saying fasting should be done? 

2. What does this passage suggest about the motivation for fasting? 

3. What does this suggest about exactly what fasting entails? In other words, how 
long you should fast, when you fast and what you fast from? 

4. At the end of verse 18, Jesus says that fasting the right way will be rewarded. 
What do you think that means?

New Wine in Old Wineskins
Say something like:

The next time we hear Jesus address the topic of fasting is found in Matthew 9:14-17.

Have a volunteer look up the passage and read it out loud. 

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. Should we make anything of the fact that Jesus’ own disciples didn’t fast the way 

that John’s disciples and the religious leaders did?

2. What does this passage suggest about the role of fasting? 

3. What is Jesus talking about when he talks about patching clothes and wineskins? 
 
NOTE: When it came to clothing, after wearing a garment for some time the 
material would have been worn and shrunk. The problem with placing a patch of 
new cloth into the old garment was that when the patch began to get worn it would 
shrink as well. The stitches would then pull at the piece of clothing causing an 
even bigger tear than there was beforehand. In regards to the reference to wine, 
when new wine was made, it would expand as it fermented thus stretching the 
wineskin it would have been in. If the wineskin had been old and worn out, the 
new wine would stretch the skin and it would end up bursting, so new wine was 
always put in a new wineskin. 

a. What do these two stories have to do with the idea that the religious 
leaders were fasting and Jesus’ disciples weren’t?  

b. If I told you that in these passaged “old clothing” and “old wineskins” was 
a reference to the old ways of doing things before Jesus came—like the 
way the Pharisees practiced their faith—what would you think that meant 
Jesus was implying here? 
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c. What does this passage teach us about the role of fasting in our lives? 

d. Some very religious people insist on fasting and following what they 
perceive as all “the rules” even to the detriment of their bodies. How do 
you think Jesus would respond to that?

Only by Prayer and Fasting
Say something like:

The last reference in which Jesus mentions fasting is in Matthew 17:14-20 and it 
is a bit of an obscure reference from a couple of aspects. The biggest of which is 
that the reference to fasting is actually found in the footnote of your Bibles, as not 
all manuscripts include the reference. The fact that it’s in the footnote means that 
any conclusions we make based on it need to be made with a grain of salt, but it’s 
still worth looking at. 

Have a volunteer look up the passage and read it out loud. Make sure you have them read 
the footnote as well. NOTE: You can also compare this passage to Mark 9:14-29. Mark 
includes the line about “this kind can be cast out only by prayer” (NLT), however fasting 
is included in the footnote in the same way as Matthew 17:20.

Questions to Take This Deeper
1. In the footnote, Jesus says, “this kind does not go out except by prayer and 

fasting” (NLT). What is the term “this kind” in reference to? 

2. What would it look like to cast a demon out by fasting? How would you feel if 
you or someone you know was possessed by a demon and a pastor said to you, 
“I’ll get it out, I’m going to start a fast”?

3. How did Jesus get rid of the demon from the boy? (See Matthew 17:18.) Jesus 
doesn’t use prayer or fasting to get rid of the demon, so is “this kind” a reference 
to the demon or something else? If something else, what?

NOTE: Many commentators agree that the reference to “this kind” is actually a 
statement about the disciples’ poor faith and not the demon.  

4. If Jesus’ reference about the importance of prayer and fasting is actually about the 
disciples’ poor faith, what does this teach us about the role of fasting in our lives? 

5. How could fasting actually grow our faith? 

6. Is food the only thing you could fast from? How could fasting from others things 
(i.e., TV, music, certain types of food, chewing gum, etc.) increase our faith?
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Closing Out Your Meeting

Just as it was important to set a good tone as you started the dialogue, it’s equally 
important to set a good tone as your meeting comes to a close. As a reminder, your goal 
here should not be to jump in and tell your group the “correct” answer, but encourage 
teens to continue wrestling with Scripture and questioning Jesus about his opinion on this 
issue.

I’ve provided a Going Deeper handout you can give to your youth as they leave. 
It’s purposefully in a Word document format so you can add or subtract suggested 
resources—ending up with whatever is most applicable and challenging for your 
specific group. Again, your goal with these is to push, question, and stretch your teens’ 
viewpoints; so don’t just play it safe.

Beyond the handout, here are a couple of closing activities you can use to bring the 
current conversation to an end. To transition into the closing time, you could say 
something like this:

I hope everyone has enjoyed the conversation about fasting. I want to 
challenge you all to keep asking questions and stretching yourselves in 
how you think about this issue when it comes to your faith. As you leave, 
I have a handout I’d like to give you that lists the scriptures we discussed, 
along with some websites, videos, and a book suggestion to help you 
continue thinking through the issue. If any of you would like to talk with 
me, or any of the other adult leaders, about this issue, please just ask! 
We’d love to take you out for coffee or a slice of pizza and talk more with 
you and help you process. Before we close in prayer, though, I’d like to... 
[choose one of the following]

A Challenge to Fast (5 minutes)
...leave you with a challenge. In many ways, we can sit here and talk about fasting 
and what it can do for our faith and life all we want, but it’s really something we 
won’t fully understand until we try it. So, I want to challenge each of you to do 
some form of fast this week. If you decide to take the challenge and fast from food, 
I’d like to recommend you not doing any more than a 24-hour period for right 
now. However, you could also decide to fast from whatever you chose—TV, music, 
wearing makeup...whatever you decide. The goal is simply to take a break from 
something and replace the time you usually spend doing that during the week with 
focusing on God.

An Upcoming Event Option (10-15 minutes)
...tell you guys about an upcoming event that incorporates fasting into the really 
great cause of feeding hungry children. [Promo and explain the 30 Hour Famine 
from here.]
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Going Deeper Handout: Fasting

As you utilize the following resources to further educate yourself on this issue, don’t 
just read the things you know will support your current opinion. Instead, purposefully 
read some things from different viewpoints that will help refine and challenge what you 
currently believe.

Here is a list of the main Scripture passages addressing the issue of fasting. Read them 
in your own Bible and wrestle through them. Look them up on Google and find some 
articles to see what others think about them. A great website is BibleGateway.com, where 
you can find links to articles (as well as commentaries and other resources) to help you 
think through the passages more deeply.

Scripture Passages
Judges 20:1-48
1 Samuel 1:7, 20:34, 31:13
2 Samuel 1:12, 3:35
2 Samuel 12:1-23
1 Kings 21:4
1 Kings 21:27
Ezra 8:21, 10:6
Nehemiah 1:4
Esther 4:3, 16

Helpful Websites
www.30hourfamine.org/info-for-parents/about-fasting 
http://christianity.about.com/od/whatdoesthebiblesay/a/spiritualfasting.htm
www.christianitytoday.com/le/2013/winter/fasting-together.html 
www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/marchweb-only/science-lent-fasting.html
www.gotquestions.org/fasting-Christian.html
www.internationalstandardbible.com/F/fast-fasting.html 
www.thebiblestudypage.com/Great_Doctrines_Lesson_2.html 
www.twopaths.com/faq_fasting.htm

Videos You Could Watch
Why Fasting Bolsters Brain Power (TED)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=4UkZAwKoCP8

Jesus on Fasting and Hypocrisy (PREPOSTEROUS)
www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkZHbBh0tEk 

Reading
If you’re looking for something a little more in-depth and are going to read one book, 
read this one:
Fasting: The Ancient Practices by Scot McKnight (Thomas Nelson, 2009)

Psalm 35:13
Joel 1:14
Matthew 6:16-18
Matthew 9:14-17
Matthew 17:14-21
Mark 9:14-29
Luke 2:36-38
Acts 14:23

http://

