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ABOUT THIS SERIES

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t seem 
important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and love 
others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right rules 
can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit others, and 
give up their freedoms for others.

THIS SERIES AT A GLANCE

WEEK 1
This week, you'll introduce students to the book 
of James and the Greatest Commandment — the 
"law" James' letter speaks about.

  THE BIG IDEA: The right rules can set you free.
  THE BIBLE: James 1:22-25; Matthew 22:35-40; 

Psalm 119:97-100
  THE BUILDING BLOCKS: Question, Activity, 

Video, Object Lesson, Story, Image, Discussion

WEEK 2
This week you'll help teenagers see that wise 
people follow certain rules and guidelines to keep 
themselves safe from harm.

  THE BIG IDEA: Free people don't dance with 
danger.

  THE BIBLE: James 1:5-8; Matthew 22:37-40; 
Proverbs 27:12, 21:29

  THE BUILDING BLOCKS: Question, Images, 
Story, Object Lesson, Reflection, Prayer, 
Discussion

WEEK 3
This week, you'll challenge students to use any 
influence, power, or authority they have to benefit 
others, rather than just themselves.

  THE BIG IDEA: Free people make decisions that 
benefit others.

  THE BIBLE: Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:12-13; 
Acts 15; Mark 10:45

  THE BUILDING BLOCKS: Images, Question, 
Video, Story, Reflection, Discussion

WEEK 4
This week, you'll help students see that sometimes 
freedom means making sacrifices in order to love 
others well — especially in the midst of conflict.

  
  THE BIG IDEA: Free people give up their 

freedoms for others.
  THE BIBLE: Matthew 22:37-40; James 4:1-3; 

John 15:12-13; I Peter 2:24; Philippians 2:6-7
  THE BUILDING BLOCKS: Question, Video, Poll, 

Image, Reflection, Discussion



HOW TO PROGRAM FOR THIS SERIES
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Outside of your teaching time, we have a few programming ideas to help this series really come to life — 
everything from how to design your room, to which games to play, to what music to play and sing.

For this room design, you'll be folding paper, setting 
up a backdrop, and (if you can) finding a section of 
freestanding metal railing or fencing.

First, you'll need a backdrop. There are tons of 
ways to create a backdrop that you can re-use 
multiple times each year. Check out this post for a 
list of ideas. For this series, we recommend using 
either large panels of plywood, foam insulation 
boards, or refrigerator boxes. For this series, we 
recommend printing the series graphic on large 
format paper and pasting it to your backdrop. If 
that's not possible, paint a simplified version of the 
graphic! (Don't be scared — you don't need to be an 
artist to make this work.) You'll need black, white, 
blue, and orange paint. Use a projector to project 
and trace the outlines of the bird cage, bird, series 
title, and the black paper tear. Rather than trying 
to duplicate the exact texture and details of the 
original series graphic, keep your lines clean and 

simple, sort of like a "paint by number" version of 
the original graphic.

Next, you'll need plenty of paper in different sizes 
and shades of blue. Use this YouTube tutorial to 
create as many origami birds as you'd like. Attach 
long strands of fishing line to the birds with tape. 
When your birds are folded, you'll need a way to 
hang your origami birds. If your ceiling is within 
reach, attach the fishing line to the ceiling. If you 
have a very high ceiling, use sturdy wire to create 
arches that start at the top of your backdrop and 
extend a foot or two in front of it. Create several 
arches of different lengths to create depth. Use tape 
to attach the birds to the wires, being sure to vary 
their size and depth as you go.

Lastly, if you can get your hands on a freestanding 
section of railing or fencing, place it on the left side 
of your backdrop, opposite the birds.

ROOM DESIGN 

http://growcurriculum.org/roomdesign
https://www.amazon.com/Apple-Barrel-Acrylic-Assorted-21123/dp/B0018N6IRM?ref_=ast_sto_dp
https://www.amazon.com/Apple-Barrel-Acrylic-Assorted-21123/dp/B0018N6IRM?ref_=ast_sto_dp
https://amzn.to/305SB8N
https://youtu.be/ApvOOXBivTs
https://amzn.to/3fZkaWJ
https://amzn.to/2PcE30V
https://amzn.to/3eXXIfm


In addition to any music you might see woven 
throughout your teaching time, you'll probably want 
to have a time of worship with your students. 

Here are a few worship songs that tie into this 
month's theme of freedom in Jesus.

  "No Bondage" (Jubilee Worship)
  "Break Every Chain" (Tasha Cobbs Leonard)
  "Freedom" (Jesus Culture)
  "Where the Spirit of the Lord Is" (Life.Church 

Worship)
  "Refiner" (Maverick City Music)
  "No Bondage" (Jubilee Worship)
  "By the Blood" (The Belonging Co.)
  "Driven by Love" (Lindy & The Circuit Riders)
  "Heaven" (Passion)
  "Open Over Us" (Steffany Gretzinger)
  "Alabaster Heart" (Bethel Music)

For more worship song suggestions, check out our 
Spotify worship playlist. It's updated regularly with 
our favorite current worship music!

And if you want to sing or sample a non-worship 
song or two (maybe as an opener, a closer, a bonus 
song during your program), try some of these . . . 

  "Freedom" (The New Respects)
  "I Want to Be Free" (Ellie Holcomb)
  "Free" (Gungor, featuring William Matthews)
  "No Chains" (KB)
  "Chain Breaker" (William Murphy)
  "Free" (Switchfoot)
  "Not Today Satan" (KB)
  "Unstoppable" (Koryn Hawthorne)

For more fun (and clean) song suggestions, check 
out our Spotify background playlists. They're 
updated regularly with some of our favorites!

MUSIC by Libby Frees & Erica Mason
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If you have a designated time for games before 
your worship and teaching time, we have a few 
suggestions for games you can play . . .

  Pop Quiz
  Break-Out Dodgeball
  Stay Inside the Lines
  Two Truths and a Lie: Sports Rules Edition

Since this series is all about rules and freedom,  
all of these games are all about following the rules 
. . . or not.

GAMES by Jeremiah Herring & Tyler Grant

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/6Olzh14vPGKFfmr0hZjEeL?si=9yEPj2lrS_2JulS4iQRBXA
https://open.spotify.com/user/stuffyoucanuse
http://growcurriculum.org/FreePeople_Game1
http://growcurriculum.org/FreePeople_Game2
http://growcurriculum.org/FreePeople_Game3
http://growcurriculum.org/FreePeople_Game4
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HOW TO PREP FOR THIS SERIES

WEEK 1:
 { Note cards
 { Pens
 { A table
 { Clips from songs about breaking the rules, like 

"Break the Rules" (Charli XCX), "Schools Out 
for Summer" (Alice Cooper), "Get Up Stand 
Up" (Bob Marley), "Rebel Rebel" (David Bowie), 
"Another Brick in the Wall" (Pink Floyd), "I Want 
to Break Free" (Queen)

 { This video of an adult throwing tantrums
 { A lock with a key 
 { A decorative bird cage
 { This image of James (or any artistic rendering 

of James you like)
 { This video of Shibuya Crossing

WEEK 2:
 { Images of dangerous hikes from this list
 { An image of the Maroon Bells, like this one
 { This image of James (or any artistic rendering 

of James you like)
 { A photo of the Grand Canyon like this
 { A photo of the safety railings at the Grand 

Canyon like this
 { A freestanding section of railing or fencing, 

stanchions, or safety cones
 { The handouts provided in your Week 2 folder
 { Pens

WEEK 3:
 { An image from your favorite zombie-related 

movie, show, or comic book
 { A short clip from the trailer of Click
 { This image of James (or any artistic rendering 

of James you like)

WEEK 4:
 { A brief clip (or image) from a movie of your 

choice that demonstrates conflict
 { This video from The Bible Project (0:00-1:53 or 

1:06-1:53)
 { This image of James (or any artistic rendering 

of James you like)
 { The handout provided in your Week 4 folder
 { Pens

WHAT TO GET
If you want to try all of our suggestions for this series, here’s what you’ll need to buy, borrow, Google, or dig 
for in your storage closet . . .

https://amzn.to/3f5BVCw
https://youtu.be/mZl_rCJtTsg
https://amzn.to/39v9XPb
https://amzn.to/3eUkLrq
https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Od6EeCWytZo
https://www.eatyour.coffee/blogs/fitness/the-10-most-dangerous-hiking-trails-in-the-world
https://www.stayaspensnowmass.com/sites/default/files/styles/header_image/public/images/head/Maroon%20Bells%20information.jpg
https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
https://unsplash.com/photos/YRJeLJxACJA
https://unsplash.com/photos/-7xYQplC-Sc
https://amzn.to/3eXXIfm
https://amzn.to/3eXXIfm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZNC5emNyEQ
https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qvKJNhLNFKA
https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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WEEK 1:
 { Edit together a short compilation of songs 

about breaking the rules.

WEEK 2:
 { Print and cut the handouts provided in your 

Week 2 folder.

WEEK 3:
 { If you're using the video clip from the movie 

Click, either edit the clip down in advance or 
make sure it's cued at the current starting point.

WEEK 4:
 { Print and cut the handouts provided in your 

Week 4 folder.
 { If you're using the video clip from The Bible 

Project, either edit the clip down in advance or 
make sure it's cued at the current starting point.

WHAT TO MAKE

  TEACHING: Add your own stories, jokes, and 
any pop culture references that make sense for 
your group. You can edit each message using 
the Word documents provided or the Grow 
Message Builder.

  SMALL GROUP: If you make any changes 
to your teaching, make sure your small group 
questions reflect those changes. You can edit 
these using the Word documents provided.

  APP: If you make changes to your teaching or 
small group questions, don't forget to update 
your content in the Grow App for your team!

  GRAPHICS: We’ve provided graphics in your 
Graphics & Video folder already, but we’ve also 
provided a blank slide in case you need to make 
your own.

  EMAILS: Customize and send the volunteer and 
parent emails we've provided for this series.

WHAT TO CUSTOMIZE
You know your students better than we do, so there are probably some things you'd like to change about this 
series before you start teaching. Here's what you'll need to update if you make changes . . . 

http://growcurriculum.org/MessageBuilder
http://growcurriculum.org/MessageBuilder
http://growcurriculum.org/GrowApp
http://growcurriculum.org/MerryChristmasToMe_Graphics
http://growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
http://growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
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  STUDENTS: Throughout the month, post the 
Graphics & Video we've provided on social 
media, like the Big Idea images and Bumper 
Video. Post the One-Minute Sermon Videos 
we've provided or use the One-Minute Sermon 
Scripts to film a recap video each week and 
post it on social media.

  PARENTS: Before you begin teaching this 
series, send parents the Parent Email we've 
provided (after you've customized it for your 
ministry, of course). After each week of the 
series, post the Big Idea images wherever you 
talk to parents online. You can also copy and 
paste the social media posts we've included in 
your Parent Communication Guide.

  VOLUNTEERS: Before you teach each week of 
this series, send volunteers the weekly Volunteer 
Emails we've provided (after you've customized 
it for your ministry, of course). Before each week 
of the series, post the Big Idea images wherever 
you talk to volunteers online. You can also copy 
and paste the social media posts we've included 
in your Volunteer Communication Guide.

WHAT TO COMMUNICATE
To make sure your students, volunteers, and parents are in the loop . . .

For a more in-depth digital communication strategy, customize the Social Media Plan spreadsheet we've 
provided. And hey! When you post on social media, don't forget to use the #growcurriculum hashtag to 
share your ideas and stories with our team and with other churches who are using Grow!

http://growcurriculum.org/MerryChristmasToMe_Graphics
http://growcurriculum.org/MerryChristmasToMe_1minVideos
http://www.growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
http://www.growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
http://www.growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
http://www.growcurriculum.org/SocialMediaPlan_S4
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  GIVE MIDDLE-SCHOOL-SPECIFIC EXAMPLES 
OF RULES. Remember that your middle 
schoolers will likely be restricted by different 
rules than your high schoolers are, so mention 
those specifically. For middle schoolers, rules 
around school, cell phone use, time with friends, 
and chores will probably be the most universal. 
You may want to save references to parties, 
alcohol, drugs, and sex for your high schoolers, 
but this depends on your context.

  IN WEEK 1, GIVE EXAMPLES OF WEIRD RULES. 
Middle schoolers are at an age when they are 
just beginning to question and push back on 
rules an authority figures for the first time. This 
is a healthy step in their development process, 
and it's an important part of their faith formation 
to discover that they can ask questions and give 
pushback even at church or to spiritual leaders. 
One way to subtly give students permission to 
ask questions is by sharing examples of weird 
laws or religious rules.

  IN WEEK 2, GIVE EXAMPLES OF DANGEROUS 
BEHAVIOR. Give middle-school-specific 
examples of circumstances that could lead 
students to hurt themselves or others, and 
the boundaries we can put in place to protect 
ourselves from them. If you think your students 
are ready for it, you can talk about pornography, 
alcohol, drugs, sex, or violence. But be sure to 
talk about more everyday ways we gradually 
fall into danger, since this will be more relatable 
to every middle schooler. You might talk about 
gossip, friends who influence us negatively, or 
being rude to their parents.

  IN WEEK 2, HELP STUDENTS CONNECT 
WITH TRUSTED ADULTS. When you challenge 
students to talk with trusted people who can 
help and keep them accountable, give them 
specific people (like adult leaders or mentors) 
and ways they can connect with adults in their 
lives (like send them texts or ask them to talk, 
recommend a book, or give advice).

  IN WEEK 3, HELP STUDENTS IDENTIFY 
THEIR INFLUENCE. Many middle schoolers 
haven't yet been given positions of authority, 
so they may need your help understanding how 
they have power or influence. Help them see 
that they are influential to their peers because 
everyone in middle school is looking to each 
other to figure out who they are and what's cool. 
Then help them see how they are influential as 
older siblings, babysitters, or the younger kids in 
your church or their neighborhoods.

  IN WEEK 4, GIVE A CLEAR DISCLAIMER 
ABOUT ABUSE. Toward the end of your lesson, 
be sure to include the section about how making 
sacrifices for others isn't always healthy. Middle 
schoolers need to hear you clearly explain the 
difference between loving others in a healthy 
way and allowing abusive people to harm them. 
Make it clear that you'd like them to come talk 
to you if someone has ever harmed or taken 
advantage of them.

HOW TO HACK THIS SERIES

Every ministry is different. Whether you’re teaching middle schoolers, high schoolers, teenagers with special 
needs, or all three, here’s how to hack this series to fit your unique and diverse audience.

HACKS FOR MIDDLE SCHOOLERS by Elle Campbell



  GIVE HIGH-SCHOOL-SPECIFIC EXAMPLES 
OF RULES. Remember that your high schoolers 
will likely be pushing back against and restricted 
by different rules than your middle schoolers 
are, so mention those specifically. For high 
schoolers, rules around driving, curfews, parties, 
alcohol, drugs, and sex will be more applicable 
to them than to your middle schoolers.

  INVITE STUDENTS TO THINK ABOUT RULES 
THAT ARE UNJUST. Our high schoolers are 
capable of handling complex and abstract 
ideas, so invite them to consider that not all 
laws are good or just. Throughout history (and 
even today) discriminatory laws have actually 
limited and harmed people based on where they 
were born, their gender or ethnicity, or the color 
of their skin. You don't need to focus on this 
throughout the series, but it's an important idea 
to acknowledge so students are challenged to 
think critically.

  IN WEEK 1, BRIEFLY DISCUSS PERSONALITY 
TYPES. High schoolers usually have more self-
awareness than middle schoolers do and are 
more comfortable with their identities. With this 
in mind, try briefly discussing how our different 
personality types impact how easy or difficult 
it is for us to follow rules. Don't assume every 
student in your ministry is the same in this way.

  IN WEEK 2, GIVE EXAMPLES OF DANGEROUS 
BEHAVIOR. Give high-school-specific examples 
of circumstances that could lead students to 
hurt themselves or others, and the boundaries 
we can put in place to protect ourselves from 
them. You might talk about pornography, 
alcohol, drugs, sex, or violence, but you can also 
talk about more everyday ways we gradually 
fall into danger, like through gossip, friends 
who influence us negatively, or any other type 
of temptation that would resonate with your 
students.

  IN WEEK 2, PROMOTE PROFESSIONAL 
COUNSELING. When you challenge students 
to talk with trusted people who can help and 
keep them accountable, suggest seeing a 
professional counselor in your area or online. 
Be prepared to recommend specific counselors 
or therapists if students are interested, so 
talk with your church in advance for therapist 
recommendations and information about 
scholarships or financial aid.

  IN WEEK 3, HELP STUDENTS IDENTIFY THEIR 
INFLUENCE. Many high schoolers have been 
in positions of authority already, but they may 
need your help identifying how. They may have 
influenced others by being team captains, shift 
managers, older siblings, babysitters, or simply 
just the cool older kid in the room.

  IN WEEK 4, BE PREPARED TO DISCUSS 
ABUSE. Toward the end of your lesson, there 
are prompts asking students to consider the 
ways in which making sacrifices for others 
might be unhealthy. This is an opportunity to 
have a nuanced conversation with your high 
schoolers about abuse of all kinds. Help them 
see the difference between loving others in a 
healthy way and allowing abusive people to 
harm them. Make it clear that there are people 
in the room who are here to listen, talk, and help 
if anyone feels trapped in a situation where they 
are unsafe.

HACKS FOR HIGH SCHOOLERS by Stephen Switzer
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  MENTION YOUR STUDENTS' CAREGIVERS 
AS AUTHORITY FIGURES. Teenagers with 
special needs will have had authority figures 
all their lives that their peers may not have 
had, like physical therapists, occupational 
therapists, speech therapists, specialized 
doctors, paraprofessionals, inclusion teachers 
and others who have been trained to focus on 
their development and healthcare. When you talk 
about authority figures throughout this series, 
specifically mention the kinds of caregivers in 
the lives of your students with special needs.

  IN WEEK 1, ASK A STUDENT TO BE THE KEEPER 
OF THE CAGE. During your object lesson, ask 
one of your older students with special needs to 
help collect the note cards and place them in the 
cage during Part 1, and to remove the note cards 
to be read during Part 2.

  IN WEEK 1, PROVIDE ALTERNATIVES FOR 
THE SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY. If some of your 
students struggle with drawing, provide LEGO 
bricks, popsicle sticks, or marshmallows and 
toothpicks that they can use to build a roller 
coaster instead of draw one. 

  IN WEEK 2, PROVIDE ALTERNATIVES TO 
THE HIKING EXAMPLES. For students in 
wheelchairs or crutches who have never been 
hiking, alternative examples could be riding a 
roller coaster, swimming, sledding, or a hiking 
trail that is wheelchair accessible. It's worth 
noting that the Grand Canyon is not wheelchair 
accessible.

  IN WEEKS 2 & 4, PROVIDE ALTERNATIVES FOR 
THE REFLECTION TIME. If you have students in 
your ministry who may not have the cognitive 
skills to share their ideas in writing, try splitting 
into groups or trios, or giving your students a 
buddy to help them write down their ideas.

  IN WEEK 3, GIVE EXAMPLES OF ADVOCATES 
FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES. There are 
many ways in which people have advocated 
for people with disabilities — in many cases, 
creating or changing laws to benefit this 
community. When you give examples of making 
decisions that benefit others, consider sharing 
ways students can advocate for each other by 
requesting changes in laws and policies that 
negatively impact people with disabilities. They 
might demonstrate or petition for unfair laws 
to be changed, for new laws to be added (like 
asking teenagers to take courses in basic sign 
language), or for policies to be changed (like 
adding closed captioning to videos or shows, or 
for churches to build playgrounds and buildings 
that are accessible to everyone).

HACKS FOR KIDS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS by Sunny Brown
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THE BIG IDEA
The right rules can set you free. 

THE BIBLE
James 1:22-25; Matthew 22:35-40; 

Psalm 119:97-100

QUESTION | What’s one rule you hate to follow and why?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students an opportunity to respond. Affirm their perspectives and 

encourage them to elaborate so you can hear their honest opinions.

ACTIVITY | All the Rules
  There are tons of rules we need to abide by on a daily basis. Let’s see how many of those rules 

we can name.
  INSTRUCTIONS: For this activity, you’ll need plenty of note cards, pens, and a table where 

students can place their completed notes. Hand everyone a pen and a small stack of cards and 
put 60 seconds on the clock. Give students one minute to write down as many rules as they can 
(house rules, school rules, driving laws, etc.) — one rule per card. At the end of 60 seconds, have 
students share their rules one person at a time, without repeating any rules that were previously 
said. Each time a new rule is mentioned, have students add the card to the stack on the table until 
everyone has participated or you’ve run out of time for your activity.

MUSIC | A Rebel Medley
  For as long as human civilization has existed, there have been rules — and people who wanted 

to break those rules.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play a brief clip from a few songs about breaking rules. Here are a few to get 

you started, but not all of these songs are appropriate to play in their entirety. Only play a line, 
chorus, or hook from each song. You don’t need to identify the song or artist.

Grow Youth Ministry Curriculum and Annual Strategy. ©2020 Stuff You Can Use. All rights reserved. www.stuffyoucanuse.org

WEEK 1
SERMON GUIDE

WHAT? What are we talking about today?
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  “Break the Rules” (Charli XCX)
  “Schools Out for Summer” (Alice Cooper)
  “Get Up Stand Up” (Bob Marley)
  “Rebel Rebel” (David Bowie)
  “Another Brick in the Wall” (Pink Floyd)
  “I Want to Break Free” (Queen)

  If you’ve ever wanted to rebel against a rule, you’re not alone! We all get the urge to rebel against 
rules that we feel restrict our freedom.

VIDEO | Adult Temper Tantrums
  There are plenty of rules we probably don’t want to follow, but we can’t exactly throw tantrums 

when we don’t get what we want, can we?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play this video of an adult throwing tantrums.

OBJECT LESSON | Caged (Part 1)
  Everyone responds to rules differently. You might push back on almost every rule, just because you 

can. Or you might find it easy to obey most rules. (After all, they must be rules for a reason, right?)
  But no matter how you deal with rules, at some point, you’re going to face a rule you really don’t 

like — a rule that makes you feel caged.
  INSTRUCTIONS: For this object lesson, you’ll need a lock with a key and decorative bird cage. As 

you teach, take the note cards from your opening activity and drop them into the bird cage. When 
you’re done, close the door and lock it.

  Have you ever felt caged by a rule — like that rule was restricting your freedom? Maybe it was . . . 
  A curfew.
  A dress code.
  Who you were allowed to hang out with.
  Your phone restrictions.
  Or maybe it was something God said to do (or said not to do).

  One of the most frustrating things about being a teenager is that you often feel stuck between 
childhood and adulthood, dependence and independence, rules and freedom. You might think 
you’re ready for more freedom, but there are still a lot of rules (and adults) you have to obey in 
the meantime.

  So what do we do about the rules we don’t want to follow? How do we handle our frustration 
about not being as free as we want to be? And if we look to the Bible for help, is it just going to 
tell us to obey — end of discussion?

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

STORY | Talk about one of God’s “rules” you didn’t want to obey.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a story about a time you didn’t want to obey God. Choose a subject your 

students would relate to, like a situation related to sexual integrity, a clash with an authority figure, 

https://youtu.be/mZl_rCJtTsg
https://amzn.to/39v9XPb
https://amzn.to/3eUkLrq
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or an interpersonal conflict. Share what you understood God’s “rules” to be and why you felt those 
rules limited your freedom. You’ll come back to this story later to share how your perspective has 
changed.

  When some people think about God, they think about a list of rules miles long that don’t feel 
important or relevant to their lives. I get that! Especially during the teenage years when we’re 
fighting for freedom and independence, God can seem like just another person telling us what 
to do.

IMAGE | Meet James
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  This is James. He’s wrote a book in the Bible that has a lot to say about rules, and he has a 

famous brother — Jesus. 
  After Jesus rose from the dead, James dove headfirst into spreading the good news 

of Jesus.
  He even became the leader of the Church of Jerusalem, a faith community made up 

of Jewish people who began to follow Jesus.

SCRIPTURE | James 1:22-25
  James grew up in a Jewish culture with lots of religious rules. There were obvious rules like, 

“Don’t kill anyone,” but there were hundreds of other rules too, like . . . 
  Don’t wear clothes made of more than one kind of fabric.
  If you find an ox on the side of the road, stop what you’re doing and take it back to its 

owner, immediately!
  And say goodbye to eating bacon or shrimp — those foods are considered “unclean.”

  Maybe it seems weird that God would give all of these rules, but they had a purpose! Some 
rules kept the Jewish people safe and healthy. Others set them apart from other nations. Others 
taught them how to live peacefully with each other, and many rules helped them connect with 
God.

  These rules served a purpose, but after Jesus showed up, the Jewish people who followed 
Jesus began to realize things had changed. Because Jesus had made things right between 
them and God, they weren’t required to follow all of these rules anymore . . . or were they? 
James wrote a letter to help explain.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 1:22-25.
  Let’s break this down. James says . . . 

  DO WHAT GOD SAYS. If you’ve ever been told, “Stop arguing and do what I said,” 
then maybe that’s the tone you hear in this passage. But that’s not what James is 
doing. He isn’t telling us to be quiet and stop eating bacon because God said so. 
That’s not the kind of law James means, so what law is he talking about?

  GOD’S WORD HELPS US SEE OURSELVES CLEARLY — like a mirror. The rule, “don’t 
eat bacon” doesn’t show me much about who I am (other than the fact that I love 
bacon), so what is James talking about? How do God’s laws help us see ourselves 
more clearly?

https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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  FOLLOWING GOD’S LAW GIVES FREEDOM. How is this possible? Don’t laws keep 
you trapped and controlled? How can a law set you free?

  Well, the “law” James is talking about is not the list of hundreds of laws the Jewish people had 
followed for so long.

SCRIPTURE | Matthew 22:35-40
  When Jesus was still on earth, He introduced his followers to a “new” rule that would take the 

place of (and complete) those hundreds of old rules. This new rule changed everything! 
  Jesus shared this new rule when He was being interrogated by religious leaders who 

really loved rules.
  These leaders were passionate about following every detail of the Jewish law, 

thinking it would make them right, holy, and loved by God.
  So when these leaders asked Jesus to name the most important law of God, they 

were expecting Him to name a law they knew — but Jesus gave them a brand new 
law instead.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Matthew 22:35-40.
  Here’s what Jesus had to say about God’s rules: there are two that matter most. Love God, and 

love others as you love yourself. That’s it!
  When Jesus said “all the law” hangs on these two commandments, He was saying, “If you’re 

truly loving God and others, you’re already following God’s law.” 
  When we love God and others . . . 

  We’re doing what God says. Love is how we “do” something about God’s word, 
rather than just “hearing” it.

  We see ourselves more clearly. Like a mirror, the command to love God and others 
shows us just how well we’re following God’s law. Even if we follow every rule exactly, 
if we’re not loving God and others, we’re not following God’s law.

  We find freedom. The religious leaders at the time believed you had to follow 
hundreds or thousands of rules in order for God to love and accept you, but Jesus 
came to free us from that. Under Jesus’ new law (the law of love), two things changed. 

  We learned we don’t have to do anything in order to earn or keep God’s love 
for us. We’re already loved.

  We learned we don’t have to follow thousands of rules if we just follow one: 
love.

OBJECT LESSON | Caged (Part 2)
  A few minutes ago, we made a list of rules that make us feel caged. Rules like these make us feel 

like we’ve lost our freedom, but the right rules are like keys — not cages. Jesus’ rule is the rule of 
love, and that rule sets us free.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Using the key to the padlock, unlock the bird cage full of rules. You may want to 
remove a few of the rules and reread them.

  God isn’t about giving us rules that keep us feeling like prisoners. The rules God gives are 
designed to set us free. 
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  Free from trying to earn God’s love.
  Free from trying to be perfect.
  Free from trying to follow a long list of rules.
  Free to love and be loved by the God who made us.

  The key to our freedom is the rule of love. When we follow it, we discover that the right rules 
can set you free.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

STORY | Finish your story about not wanting to follow God’s “rules.”
  So what? Can we stop obeying our curfews? Should we ignore our school dress code? Can we 

do whatever we want? Well . . . no. 
  Would God still love you if you did whatever you wanted? Yes.
  By doing whatever you wanted, would you be loving God and others? No.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Revisit the rule you shared earlier that you didn’t want to obey, but this time, 
show how you can view that “rule” through the lens of love. How did that rule help you love God or 
others? Can you appreciate that rule now, even though you felt trapped by it then?

VIDEO | Shibuya Crossing
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play this video silently as you teach.
  In Tokyo, Japan the Shibuya Crossing is the busiest pedestrian crossing in the world. There are 

very strict rules that govern when people, bikes, and vehicles can cross.
  You might have to stand and wait for a few minutes before you get a chance to cross the street, 

but do you think anyone thinks these rules take away their freedom? Of course not!
  At this intersection, it’s easy to see how the right rules set us free to cross the street without 

fear. In the same way, the law of love doesn’t take away our freedom either. Doing whatever we 
want can lead us to hurt ourselves, hurt others, and live with a lifetime of regrets, but Jesus’ law 
of love sets us free.

THE RIGHT RULES
  So what does this law look like in our everyday lives? First, let’s talk about something we can all 

related to, whether you’re following Jesus or not. Then we’ll talk about what this means for our 
relationships with God.

  LOVE OTHERS: We’ve mentioned a lot of rules that feel restrictive, unreasonable, and unfair. But 
what if we thought about these rules differently? 

  Instead of telling our parents, “This curfew is stupid,” what if we asked, “How can I 
love my parents better?” Maybe coming home earlier lets them go to sleep, instead 
of staying up late and worrying if we’re safe.

  Instead of thinking, “It’s fine if I text while driving,” what if we asked, “How can I better 
love the people around me?” Following these laws is a simple way we can protect 
each other from harm.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Od6EeCWytZo
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  Instead of deciding, “The church is wrong — sex isn’t a big deal,” what if we asked, 
“What does it mean to truly love the people I date?” Maybe loving someone means 
being kind, selfless, patient, and wise, rather than doing whatever we want to do in 
the heat of the moment.

  LOVE GOD: Jesus’ rule of loving others is a helpful way to make decisions, no matter what you 
believe. But Jesus gave us the law of love for a reason that’s bigger than just being kind to each 
other. Above all, Jesus wants us to love God. So if following God ever makes you feel caged 
instead of free, what if you asked . . . 

  “How do God’s ‘rules’ help me love God more?”
  “How do they help me stay close to God?”
  “How do they give me a chance to love God by loving others?”
  “How do they give me a chance to trust and obey God, even when I don’t understand?”

  Over the next few weeks, we’re going to talk a lot about the relationship between rules and 
freedom, but we needed to start here, with the law of love. 

  God’s law sets us free to love God, others, and ourselves.
  God’s law helps us see that no matter what we’ve done, God’s love for us never fails.

  Although there will always be rules we don’t like, don’t understand, or don’t agree with, the right 
rules can set you free — and according to Jesus, the greatest rule is love.
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THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
The right rules can set you free. 

THE BIBLE
James 1:22-25; Matthew 22:35-40; 

Psalm 119:97-100

WEEK 1
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

 z What's one rule you hate to follow and why? Are there any rules you're grateful for?
 z Are you more likely to break the rules or follow the rules? Give an example!
 z Which rules are you most likely to ignore or break: family rules, school rules, the law, or God's 

rules? Why do you think that is?
 z If we made a list of God's rules, what do you think most people would expect to see on that list? 

Would those people be right?
 z In your own words, how would you explain what Jesus taught about God's law?
 z What's one way God's "law of love" can set someone free?
 z Read Psalm 119:97-100. Do you relate to the person who wrote this psalm? Why or why not?
 z Think of one rule at home that you hate to follow. How can following that rule help you love your 

family better?
 z Think of a teaching from Scripture that's difficult for you to follow. How can obeying God in that 

area help you love God and others better?
 z What's one way you're going to be a "doer of the Word" this week by loving God or others better?



THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
The right rules can set you free. 

THE BIBLE
James 1:22-25; Matthew 22:35-40; 
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 z What's one rule you hate to follow and why? Are there any rules you're grateful for?
 z Are you more likely to break the rules or follow the rules? Give an example!
 z In your own words, how would you explain what Jesus taught about God's law?
 z Read Psalm 119:97-100. Do you relate to the person who wrote this psalm? Why or why not?
 z Think of one rule at home that you hate to follow. How can following that rule help you love your 

family better?
 z What's one way you're going to be a "doer of the Word" this week by loving God or others better?

WEEK 1
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

       for middle schoolers

AC
TI

VI
TY Ask, "Forget every rule of physics — if we could build a roller coaster with no rules, what 

would we build?" Use paper or a white board to draw it together. What does it do? How does 
it work? Draw and describe your creation with as many details as possible.
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THE BIG IDEA
The right rules can set you free. 

THE BIBLE
James 1:22-25; Matthew 22:35-40; 

Psalm 119:97-100

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

QUESTION | What’s one rule you hate to follow and why?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students an opportunity to respond. Affirm their perspectives and 

encourage them to elaborate so you can hear their honest opinions.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share.
  Are there any rules you’re grateful for?
  Are you more likely to break the rules or follow the rules? Give an example!

ACTIVITY | All the Rules
  There are tons of rules we need to abide by on a daily basis. Let’s see how many of those rules 

we can name.
  INSTRUCTIONS: For this activity, you’ll need plenty of note cards, pens, and a table where 

students can place their completed notes. Hand everyone a pen and a small stack of cards and 
put 60 seconds on the clock. Give students one minute to write down as many rules as they can 
(house rules, school rules, driving laws, etc.) — one rule per card. At the end of 60 seconds, have 
students share their rules one person at a time, without repeating any rules that were previously 
said. Each time a new rule is mentioned, have students add the card to the stack on the table until 
everyone has participated or you’ve run out of time for your activity.

WEEK 1
HYBRID TEACHING GUIDE

https://amzn.to/3f5BVCw
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MUSIC | A Rebel Medley
  For as long as human civilization has existed, there have been rules — and people who wanted 

to break those rules.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play a brief clip from a few songs about breaking rules. Here are a few to get 

you started, but not all of these songs are appropriate to play in their entirety. Only play a line, 
chorus, or hook from each song. You don’t need to identify the song or artist.

  “Break the Rules” (Charli XCX)
  “Schools Out for Summer” (Alice Cooper)
  “Get Up Stand Up” (Bob Marley)
  “Rebel Rebel” (David Bowie)
  “Another Brick in the Wall” (Pink Floyd)
  “I Want to Break Free” (Queen)

  If you’ve ever wanted to rebel against a rule, you’re not alone! We all get the urge to rebel against 
rules that we feel restrict our freedom.

VIDEO | Adult Temper Tantrums
  There are plenty of rules we probably don’t want to follow, but we can’t exactly throw tantrums 

when we don’t get what we want, can we?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play this video of an adult throwing tantrums.

OBJECT LESSON | Caged (Part 1)
  Everyone responds to rules differently. You might push back on almost every rule, just because you 

can. Or you might find it easy to obey most rules. (After all, they must be rules for a reason, right?)
  But no matter how you deal with rules, at some point, you’re going to face a rule you really don’t 

like — a rule that makes you feel caged.
  INSTRUCTIONS: For this object lesson, you’ll need a lock with a key and decorative bird cage. As 

you teach, take the note cards from your opening activity and drop them into the bird cage. When 
you’re done, close the door and lock it.

  Have you ever felt caged by a rule — like that rule was restricting your freedom? Maybe it was . . . 
  A curfew.
  A dress code.
  Who you were allowed to hang out with.
  Your phone restrictions.
  Or maybe it was something God said to do (or said not to do).

  One of the most frustrating things about being a teenager is that you often feel stuck between 
childhood and adulthood, dependence and independence, rules and freedom. You might think 
you’re ready for more freedom, but there are still a lot of rules (and adults) you have to obey in 
the meantime.

  So what do we do about the rules we don’t want to follow? How do we handle our frustration 
about not being as free as we want to be? And if we look to the Bible for help, is it just going to 
tell us to obey — end of discussion?

https://youtu.be/mZl_rCJtTsg
https://amzn.to/39v9XPb
https://amzn.to/3eUkLrq
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SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � Which rules are you most likely to ignore or break: family rules, school rules, the 
law, or God’s rules? Why do you think that is?

 � If we made a list of God’s rules, what do you think most people would expect to 
see on that list? Would those people be right?

STORY | Talk about one of God’s “rules” you didn’t want to obey.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a story about a time you didn’t want to obey God. Choose a subject your 

students would relate to, like a situation related to sexual integrity, a clash with an authority figure, or 
an interpersonal conflict. Share what you understood God’s “rules” to be and why you felt those rules 
limited your freedom. You’ll come back to this story later to share how your perspective has changed.

  When some people think about God, they think about a list of rules miles long that don’t feel 
important or relevant to their lives. I get that! Especially during the teenage years when we’re 
fighting for freedom and independence, God can seem like just another person telling us what 
to do.

IMAGE | Meet James
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  This is James. He’s wrote a book in the Bible that has a lot to say about rules, and he has a 

famous brother — Jesus. 
  After Jesus rose from the dead, James dove headfirst into spreading the good news 

of Jesus.
  He even became the leader of the Church of Jerusalem, a faith community made up 

of Jewish people who began to follow Jesus.

SCRIPTURE | James 1:22-25
  James grew up in a Jewish culture with lots of religious rules. There were obvious rules like, 

“Don’t kill anyone,” but there were hundreds of other rules too, like . . . 
  Don’t wear clothes made of more than one kind of fabric.
  If you find an ox on the side of the road, stop what you’re doing and take it back to its 

owner, immediately!
  And say goodbye to eating bacon or shrimp — those foods are considered “unclean.”

  Maybe it seems weird that God would give all of these rules, but they had a purpose! Some rules 
kept the Jewish people safe and healthy. Others set them apart from other nations. Others taught 
them how to live peacefully with each other, and many rules helped them connect with God.

  These rules served a purpose, but after Jesus showed up, the Jewish people who followed 

https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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Jesus began to realize things had changed. Because Jesus had made things right between 
them and God, they weren’t required to follow all of these rules anymore . . . or were they? 
James wrote a letter to help explain.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 1:22-25.
  Let’s break this down. James says . . . 

  DO WHAT GOD SAYS. If you’ve ever been told, “Stop arguing and do what I said,” 
then maybe that’s the tone you hear in this passage. But that’s not what James is 
doing. He isn’t telling us to be quiet and stop eating bacon because God said so. 
That’s not the kind of law James means, so what law is he talking about?

  GOD’S WORD HELPS US SEE OURSELVES CLEARLY — like a mirror. The rule, “don’t 
eat bacon” doesn’t show me much about who I am (other than the fact that I love 
bacon), so what is James talking about? How do God’s laws help us see ourselves 
more clearly?

  FOLLOWING GOD’S LAW GIVES FREEDOM. How is this possible? Don’t laws keep 
you trapped and controlled? How can a law set you free?

  Well, the “law” James is talking about is not the list of hundreds of laws the Jewish people had 
followed for so long.

SCRIPTURE | Matthew 22:35-40
  When Jesus was still on earth, He introduced his followers to a “new” rule that would take the 

place of (and complete) those hundreds of old rules. This new rule changed everything! 
  Jesus shared this new rule when He was being interrogated by religious leaders who 

really loved rules.
  These leaders were passionate about following every detail of the Jewish law, 

thinking it would make them right, holy, and loved by God.
  So when these leaders asked Jesus to name the most important law of God, they 

were expecting Him to name a law they knew — but Jesus gave them a brand new 
law instead.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Matthew 22:35-40.
  Here’s what Jesus had to say about God’s rules: there are two that matter most. Love God, and 

love others as you love yourself. That’s it!
  When Jesus said “all the law” hangs on these two commandments, He was saying, “If you’re 

truly loving God and others, you’re already following God’s law.” 
  When we love God and others . . . 

  We’re doing what God says. Love is how we “do” something about God’s word, 
rather than just “hearing” it.

  We see ourselves more clearly. Like a mirror, the command to love God and others 
shows us just how well we’re following God’s law. Even if we follow every rule exactly, 
if we’re not loving God and others, we’re not following God’s law.

  We find freedom. The religious leaders at the time believed you had to follow 
hundreds or thousands of rules in order for God to love and accept you, but Jesus 
came to free us from that. Under Jesus’ new law (the law of love), two things changed. 



  We learned we don’t have to do anything in order to earn or keep God’s love 
for us. We’re already loved.

  We learned we don’t have to follow thousands of rules if we just follow one: 
love.

OBJECT LESSON | Caged (Part 2)
  A few minutes ago, we made a list of rules that make us feel caged. Rules like these make us feel 

like we’ve lost our freedom, but the right rules are like keys — not cages. Jesus’ rule is the rule of 
love, and that rule sets us free.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Using the key to the padlock, unlock the bird cage full of rules. You may want to 
remove a few of the rules and reread them.

  God isn’t about giving us rules that keep us feeling like prisoners. The rules God gives are 
designed to set us free. 

  Free from trying to earn God’s love.
  Free from trying to be perfect.
  Free from trying to follow a long list of rules.
  Free to love and be loved by the God who made us.

  The key to our freedom is the rule of love. When we follow it, we discover that the right rules 
can set you free.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

  In your own words, how would you explain what Jesus taught about God’s law?
 � What’s one way God’s “law of love” can set someone free?
  Read Psalm 119:97-100. Do you relate to the person who wrote this psalm? Why 

or why not?

STORY | Finish your story about not wanting to follow God’s “rules.”
  So what? Can we stop obeying our curfews? Should we ignore our school dress code? Can we 

do whatever we want? Well . . . no. 
  Would God still love you if you did whatever you wanted? Yes.
  By doing whatever you wanted, would you be loving God and others? No.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Revisit the rule you shared earlier that you didn’t want to obey, but this time, 
show how you can view that “rule” through the lens of love. How did that rule help you love God or 
others? Can you appreciate that rule now, even though you felt trapped by it then?
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VIDEO | Shibuya Crossing
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play this video silently as you teach.
  In Tokyo, Japan the Shibuya Crossing is the busiest pedestrian crossing in the world. There are 

very strict rules that govern when people, bikes, and vehicles can cross.
  You might have to stand and wait for a few minutes before you get a chance to cross the street, 

but do you think anyone thinks these rules take away their freedom? Of course not!
  At this intersection, it’s easy to see how the right rules set us free to cross the street without 

fear. In the same way, the law of love doesn’t take away our freedom either. Doing whatever we 
want can lead us to hurt ourselves, hurt others, and live with a lifetime of regrets, but Jesus’ law 
of love sets us free.

THE RIGHT RULES
  So what does this law look like in our everyday lives? First, let’s talk about something we can all 

related to, whether you’re following Jesus or not. Then we’ll talk about what this means for our 
relationships with God.

  LOVE OTHERS: We’ve mentioned a lot of rules that feel restrictive, unreasonable, and unfair. But 
what if we thought about these rules differently? 

  Instead of telling our parents, “This curfew is stupid,” what if we asked, “How can I 
love my parents better?” Maybe coming home earlier lets them go to sleep, instead 
of staying up late and worrying if we’re safe.

  Instead of thinking, “It’s fine if I text while driving,” what if we asked, “How can I better 
love the people around me?” Following these laws is a simple way we can protect 
each other from harm.

  Instead of deciding, “The church is wrong — sex isn’t a big deal,” what if we asked, 
“What does it mean to truly love the people I date?” Maybe loving someone means 
being kind, selfless, patient, and wise, rather than doing whatever we want to do in 
the heat of the moment.

  LOVE GOD: Jesus’ rule of loving others is a helpful way to make decisions, no matter what you 
believe. But Jesus gave us the law of love for a reason that’s bigger than just being kind to each 
other. Above all, Jesus wants us to love God. So if following God ever makes you feel caged 
instead of free, what if you asked . . . 

  “How do God’s ‘rules’ help me love God more?”
  “How do they help me stay close to God?”
  “How do they give me a chance to love God by loving others?”
  “How do they give me a chance to trust and obey God, even when I don’t understand?”

  Over the next few weeks, we’re going to talk a lot about the relationship between rules and 
freedom, but we needed to start here, with the law of love. 

  God’s law sets us free to love God, others, and ourselves.
  God’s law helps us see that no matter what we’ve done, God’s love for us never fails.

  Although there will always be rules we don’t like, don’t understand, or don’t agree with, the right 
rules can set you free — and according to Jesus, the greatest rule is love.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Od6EeCWytZo
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DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

  Think of one rule at home that you hate to follow. How can following that rule 
help you love your family better?

 � Think of a teaching from Scripture that’s difficult for you to follow. How can 
obeying God in that area help you love God and others better?

  What’s one way you’re going to be a “doer of the Word” this week by loving God 
or others better?
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people don't dance with danger.

THE BIBLE
James 1:5-8; Matthew 22:37-40; 

Proverbs 27:12, 21:29

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

QUESTION | What’s the most dangerous thing you’ve ever done?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to respond to the following questions.

  What’s the most dangerous thing you’ve ever done?
  Hiking can be dangerous. Has anyone ever gone hiking?
  What are some dangers you might face while hiking?

IMAGES | Dangerous Hikes
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a few images of dangerous hikes. Here’s a list of some famous hikes and 

images.
  Hikes are usually safe if you take precautions. Your biggest risks are usually dehydration, sprained 

ankles, blisters, sunburn, or bug bites.
  However, there are some hikes that require a lot more skill and preparation. On these hikes, you 

might face dangers like heights, dangerous terrain, and unpredictable climate.

IMAGE | The Maroon Bells
  In Colorado there are several mountains with peaks more than 14,000 feet above sea level (also 

known as fourteeners). Two of those peaks are called the Maroon Bells.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show an image of the Maroon Bells, like this one.
  Here’s why the Maroon Bells are some of the most difficult peaks to climb. 

  The total gain is 4,800 feet!
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  The length is 12 miles, round trip.
  It takes around 7 hours to complete.
  The summit is 14,156 feet above sea level.
  There’s an extremely high risk of exposure — meaning, if you took a misstep and slid 

off the trail, your injuries would likely be severe.
  There’s not always a defined route up the mountain, so you often have to find your 

own way.
  People who hike the Maroon Bells know they must take precautions and prepare for dangerous 

situations. Still, every year hikers are injured on this hike for a simple reason: they choose not to 
follow the safety guidelines. They . . . 

  Get careless.
  Take unnecessary risks.
  Stand too close to the edge.

  While most of us have probably never hiked a fourteener, there’s something we all have in 
common with these hikers.

HOW FAR IS TOO FAR?
  In this series, we’re talking about freedom, rules, and how the two can coexist. Whether you’re 

fighting with your parents about your independence or you’re trying to figure out how to live out 
your faith, we all occasionally push back on rules we don’t like.

  So what do we have in common with reckless hikers? Just like those hikers who get careless and 
sometimes take unnecessary risks, we all stand a little bit too close to “the edge” sometimes.

  Whether it’s sex and dating, the entertainment we watch, the words we say, or the way we 
behave, we often ask this question: “How far is too far?” 

  “How close to the line can I get without technically doing something wrong?”
  “How much can I get away with before I get in trouble?
  “How much can I bend a rule before I break it?”

  Of course, some rules need to be questioned and sometimes a little rule-bending isn’t a big deal. 
But when does rule-bending become dangerous to us or others? How far is too far?

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

STORY | Talk about a time you “danced with danger.”
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a story about a time you bent a rule, pushed a boundary, or made a decision 

that harmed you or others. Choose a situation your students can relate to, like your choices 
regarding dating or sex, alcohol, entertainment, or friendships. Share how your decision to “dance 
with danger” led to more poor decisions or negative consequences.

  If you’ve ever pushed a boundary, stood too close to the line, or bent a rule just to see if you 
could, I get it. I’ve been there!

  But instead of asking, “How far is too far?” I want to give you an alternative question that will save 
you a ton of trouble, hurt, regret, and damaged relationships.
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IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  We were introduced to James last time. James was a brother of Jesus and leader of the 

Jerusalem Church during the early years of the Jesus movement.
  Here’s a fun fact we didn’t mention last time. James had a nickname: James the Just! He earned 

that nickname because he was known for doing what was good, wise, and honoring to God, 
even when it was difficult, unpopular, or inconvenient.

  So I think James is pretty well-qualified to give advice on what to do in situations where we don’t 
want to “cross the line,” but are tempted to get as close to the line as possible.

SCRIPTURE | James 1:5-8
  If you remember, James wrote a letter to help the Church of Jerusalem figure out how to live by 

God’s “law.” 
  James wasn’t necessarily talking about the hundreds of religious laws the Jewish 

people were accustomed to following.
  The “law” James wanted people to obey was the law Jesus gave: to love God and 

love others like we love ourselves. According to Jesus, if you follow the law of love, 
that’s the rule that matters most.

  Even though this “law” sounds simple, it wasn’t always easy for the early Jesus-followers to 
know how to love God or others. Maybe it’s not always easy for you either.

  When James wrote this letter, people were figuring out how to follow Jesus for the first time, but 
Jesus was no longer with them! Without Jesus in the flesh, they couldn’t ask for help or clarity 
when they had a question about how to love God or others. So to help the Church of Jerusalem 
figure this out, here’s what James wrote.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 1:5-8.
  WHAT’S WISDOM? Wisdom is the ability to discern between right, wrong, and 

everything in between! In many situations, there’s not always a clear “right” or “wrong” 
choice. Instead, we might have to choose between what’s “good” and what’s “best” 
or what’s “fun” and what’s “risky.” That’s why we all need wisdom!

  WHY DO WE NEED WISDOM? Without wisdom, it’s difficult to see the danger we 
could bring on ourselves or others. But with wisdom’s help, we can . . . 

  See danger ahead.
  Avoid harmful situations before it’s too late.
  Learn how to escape an already messy situation.

  HOW DO WE GET WISDOM? James’ solution is pretty simple. He says all we need 
to do is ask!

  But how do we ask God for wisdom? Do we just pray and wait for God’s voice to answer us from 
the sky? No, that’s not how God speaks most of the time. When we ask God for wisdom, the 
answer to our prayer might come through . . . 

  PEOPLE: You might find wisdom from a conversation with a mentor, friend, teacher, 
parent, or trusted adult. It might even come through a book, movie, song, or speech 
by someone you’ve never met.

https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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  EXPERIENCE: No one likes to experience failure or difficulty, but God can always 
redeem difficult situations by helping us gain wisdom through our experiences.

  HISTORY: There are a lot of people who have gone before us and passed down 
important lessons they learned. We can gain wisdom by looking at the ideas, 
practices, and guidelines that have been passed down from previous generations.

  SCRIPTURE: And of course, we have Scripture!

SCRIPTURE | Proverbs 27:12
  Let’s take a look at another passage of Scripture that James would have been familiar with. It’s 

from a book of the Bible full of wise sayings, called Proverbs. Here’s what it says.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Proverbs 27:12.
  According to Solomon, the author of Proverbs, a wise person can see danger approaching 

before it’s too late. A wise person will . . . 
  Be able to predict how a situation could go wrong before it happens.
  See a toxic relationship developing before they get hurt.
  Identify a bad influence before they’re negatively impacted.
  See how their actions could cause regret before they ever take them.

  A foolish person, on the other hand, flirts with danger. They . . . 
  Never see the warning signs, or disregard them if they do.
  Eventually hurt themselves and others.
  End up with regret they carry for years.
  Damage relationships they care about.
  Lose opportunities they worked hard to achieve.

  When danger approaches, a wise person doesn’t see how close they can get to danger, planning 
to jump out of the way with only seconds to spare. 

  A wise person avoids danger as much as possible by taking precautions.
  If they have to get close to a dangerous situation, they call for help, set up a safety 

net, or do their best to make sure they can safely get through whatever situation 
they’re facing.

  A wise person doesn’t ask, “How close to danger can I get?” They ask a better 
question: “How far from danger can I stay?”

  Like the hikers we talked about earlier, wisdom means maintaining boundaries — not to keep 
us caged, but to keep us safe. Remember, the right rules can set us free, and free people don’t 
dance with danger.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

IMAGE | The Grand Canyon
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a photo of the Grand Canyon like this.
  Imagine you’re flying over the Grand Canyon with your face pressed to the airplane window. 

You’re miles above the Rio Grande River. The sight is so incredible, wild, and dangerous that it’s 
hard for your brain to process. You decide to get closer.

https://unsplash.com/photos/YRJeLJxACJA
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IMAGE | The Safety Railings
  When you land, you head to the Grand Canyon, hoping to let your feet dangle over one of those 

incredible canyon ledges you saw from the air. But when you arrive, here’s what you see . . .
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a photo of the safety railings at the Grand Canyon like this.
  What? Why would they put railings there? What an inconvenience! What an eyesore! It’s so 

unnecessary! I mean, standing near the edge of a cliff won’t always hurt you — it’s only dangerous 
if you fall. What an overreaction, right?

  Okay, yes, that logic is ridiculous. But it’s the same logic we use when it comes to rules we don’t 
like! Many of the rules we hate to follow are actually guidelines designed to keep us safe. But 
instead of being thankful for these boundaries, we see them as enemies to our freedom.

OBJECT LESSON | Safe Boundaries
  So what do we do about danger? 

  Do we throw caution to the wind and do whatever we want? Well, no — that’s what 
foolish people do.

  Do we stay so far away from danger that we never leave our rooms because we’re so 
afraid of making a mistake? Well, no — that’s not the kind of abundant life God would 
want for us. You’ve got to have a life!

  Just like dangerous climbs have safety mechanisms in place to keep hikers safe, there are ways 
you and I can prepare, take precautions, and create boundaries that keep us safe too.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Assemble a freestanding section of railing or fencing at the front of the room. 
If that’s not possible, use stanchions or safety cones to create a boundary line. As you teach, get 
closer to the boundary, leaning on or stepping over it.

  As we’ve talked today, I’m guessing you thought of at least one line you’re tempted to cross. 
You’re not trying to fall into the Grand Canyon, of course . . . but you wouldn’t mind sitting on the 
ledge and letting your feet dangle for a few minutes. 

  For you, maybe it’s the temptation to push a boundary with your words, your 
friendships, what you view online, or how you behave with the person you’re dating.

  Maybe you’ve been thinking, “I don’t want to do anything too dangerous. I just want 
to get a little closer to the line.”

REFLECTION | My Boundaries
  Instead of dancing with danger, wise people respect and keep healthy boundaries. But where do 

we need to place our boundary lines?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, print and cut the handouts provided in your Week 2 folder. 

Place one under each seat, along with a pen. As you teach, encourage students to identify one 
area where they’re struggling to maintain healthy boundaries and then list the boundaries that can 
help them avoid danger.

  RESPECT THE BOUNDARIES SET FOR YOU
  We’re not always wise enough to know which boundaries we need to keep us safe, 

but trusted adults can give us safe boundaries. Parents, coaches, teachers, and 
mentors can all help us avoid danger by setting up guardrails for us.

https://unsplash.com/photos/-7xYQplC-Sc
https://amzn.to/3eXXIfm


Grow Youth Ministry Curriculum and Annual Strategy. ©2020 Stuff You Can Use. All rights reserved. www.stuffyoucanuse.org

FREE PEOPLE | WEEK 1 SERMON GUIDE   6

  Yes, it can be frustrating to respect boundaries we didn’t create. Sometimes the 
rules don’t make sense or seem fair. But even when we don’t like them, boundaries 
can keep us from pain and regret.

  SET YOUR OWN BOUNDARIES
  Don’t like being told what to do? Then set your own boundaries proactively! 

  In which areas do you need more boundaries?
  What boundaries do you struggle to maintain?
  What boundaries can you establish to keep you far from danger?

  When you have answers to those questions, you can begin placing healthy boundaries between 
you and danger. 

  Do you need to turn your phone off at a certain time each night?
  Do you need to wait a little longer before dating?
  Do you need to spend less time with a certain friend?
  Do you need to give something up because it often brings you too close to danger?
  Do you need to invite a trusted friend or adult into your life to help you make wise 

choices?

PRAYER | A Prayer for Wisdom
  It’s not always easy to know what’s wise. But like James says, if we need more wisdom, all we 

need to do is ask God for it.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Close in prayer, asking God to give you wisdom through others, experiences, 

history, and Scripture.
  When wisdom tells us to avoid something, it’s not because God wants to control us. It’s because 

God wants to see us live free of unnecessary hurt.
  Remember, a wise person doesn’t ask, “How close to danger can I get?” They ask, “How far from 

danger can I stay?” The right rules can set us free, and free people don’t dance with danger.
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THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people don't dance with danger.

THE BIBLE
James 1:5-8; Matthew 22:37-40; 

Proverbs 27:12, 21:29
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 z What's the most dangerous thing you've ever done? Would you do it again?
 z Why do you think people do dangerous things, even when they know they could get hurt? Give an 

example.
 z What are some examples of unwise choices that could lead people your age into dangerous 

situations?
 z What do you think are the top three areas in which people your age struggle to make wise decisions? 

Do you struggle to make wise decisions in any of those areas?
 z Can you think of a time when your choices brought you too close to "the edge" of danger? What 

happened and what did you learn?
 z Do you think a rule or boundary has ever protected you from danger or regret? Tell us about it.
 z What's one boundary that has been set for you that you struggle to respect? Why do you think you 

struggle to respect it?
 z Who is someone you'd trust to help you set or maintain safe boundaries? What makes them 

trustworthy?
 z Read Proverbs 21:29. What's one area of your life where you need to think more carefully about 

your choices?
 z What's one thing you can do to better avoid danger in that area, and what's one thing our group can 

do to help?



THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people don't dance with danger.

THE BIBLE
James 1:5-8; Matthew 22:37-40; 

Proverbs 27:12, 21:29
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 z What's the most dangerous thing you've ever done? Would you do it again?
 z What are some examples of unwise choices that could lead people your age into dangerous 

situations?
 z Can you think of a time when your choices brought you too close to "the edge" of danger? What 

happened and what did you learn?
 z Who is someone you'd trust to help you set or maintain safe boundaries? What makes them 

trustworthy?
 z Read Proverbs 21:29. What's one area of your life where you need to think more carefully about your 

choices?
 z What's one thing you can do to better avoid danger in that area, and what's one thing our group can 

do to help?

WEEK 2
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

       for middle schoolers
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people don't dance with danger.

THE BIBLE
James 1:5-8; Matthew 22:37-40; 

Proverbs 27:12, 21:29

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

QUESTION | What’s the most dangerous thing you’ve ever done?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to respond to the following questions.

  What’s the most dangerous thing you’ve ever done?
  Hiking can be dangerous. Has anyone ever gone hiking?
  What are some dangers you might face while hiking?

IMAGES | Dangerous Hikes
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a few images of dangerous hikes. Here’s a list of some famous hikes and 

images.
  Hikes are usually safe if you take precautions. Your biggest risks are usually dehydration, sprained 

ankles, blisters, sunburn, or bug bites.
  However, there are some hikes that require a lot more skill and preparation. On these hikes, you 

might face dangers like heights, dangerous terrain, and unpredictable climate.

IMAGE | The Maroon Bells
  In Colorado there are several mountains with peaks more than 14,000 feet above sea level (also 

known as fourteeners). Two of those peaks are called the Maroon Bells.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show an image of the Maroon Bells, like this one.
  Here’s why the Maroon Bells are some of the most difficult peaks to climb. 

  The total gain is 4,800 feet!
  The length is 12 miles, round trip.
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  It takes around 7 hours to complete.
  The summit is 14,156 feet above sea level.
  There’s an extremely high risk of exposure — meaning, if you took a misstep and slid 

off the trail, your injuries would likely be severe.
  There’s not always a defined route up the mountain, so you often have to find your 

own way.
  People who hike the Maroon Bells know they must take precautions and prepare for dangerous 

situations. Still, every year hikers are injured on this hike for a simple reason: they choose not to 
follow the safety guidelines. They . . . 

  Get careless.
  Take unnecessary risks.
  Stand too close to the edge.

  While most of us have probably never hiked a fourteener, there’s something we all have in 
common with these hikers.

HOW FAR IS TOO FAR?
  In this series, we’re talking about freedom, rules, and how the two can coexist. Whether you’re 

fighting with your parents about your independence or you’re trying to figure out how to live out 
your faith, we all occasionally push back on rules we don’t like.

  So what do we have in common with reckless hikers? Just like those hikers who get careless and 
sometimes take unnecessary risks, we all stand a little bit too close to “the edge” sometimes.

  Whether it’s sex and dating, the entertainment we watch, the words we say, or the way we 
behave, we often ask this question: “How far is too far?” 

  “How close to the line can I get without technically doing something wrong?”
  “How much can I get away with before I get in trouble?
  “How much can I bend a rule before I break it?”

  Of course, some rules need to be questioned and sometimes a little rule-bending isn’t a big deal. 
But when does rule-bending become dangerous to us or others? How far is too far?

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � Why do you think people do dangerous things, even when they know they could 
get hurt? Give an example.

  What are some examples of unwise choices that could lead people your age into 
dangerous situations?
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STORY | Talk about a time you “danced with danger.”
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a story about a time you bent a rule, pushed a boundary, or made a decision 

that harmed you or others. Choose a situation your students can relate to, like your choices 
regarding dating or sex, alcohol, entertainment, or friendships. Share how your decision to “dance 
with danger” led to more poor decisions or negative consequences.

  If you’ve ever pushed a boundary, stood too close to the line, or bent a rule just to see if you 
could, I get it. I’ve been there!

  But instead of asking, “How far is too far?” I want to give you an alternative question that will save 
you a ton of trouble, hurt, regret, and damaged relationships.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � What do you think are the top three areas in which people your age struggle to 
make wise decisions? Do you struggle to make wise decisions in any of those 
areas?

  Can you think of a time when your choices brought you too close to “the edge” of 
danger? What happened and what did you learn?

IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  We were introduced to James last time. James was a brother of Jesus and leader of the 

Jerusalem Church during the early years of the Jesus movement.
  Here’s a fun fact we didn’t mention last time. James had a nickname: James the Just! He earned 

that nickname because he was known for doing what was good, wise, and honoring to God, 
even when it was difficult, unpopular, or inconvenient.

  So I think James is pretty well-qualified to give advice on what to do in situations where we don’t 
want to “cross the line,” but are tempted to get as close to the line as possible.

SCRIPTURE | James 1:5-8
  If you remember, James wrote a letter to help the Church of Jerusalem figure out how to live by 

God’s “law.” 
  James wasn’t necessarily talking about the hundreds of religious laws the Jewish 

people were accustomed to following.
  The “law” James wanted people to obey was the law Jesus gave: to love God and 

love others like we love ourselves. According to Jesus, if you follow the law of love, 
that’s the rule that matters most.

  Even though this “law” sounds simple, it wasn’t always easy for the early Jesus-followers to 
know how to love God or others. Maybe it’s not always easy for you either.

  When James wrote this letter, people were figuring out how to follow Jesus for the first time, but 
Jesus was no longer with them! Without Jesus in the flesh, they couldn’t ask for help or clarity 

https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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when they had a question about how to love God or others. So to help the Church of Jerusalem 
figure this out, here’s what James wrote.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 1:5-8.
  WHAT’S WISDOM? Wisdom is the ability to discern between right, wrong, and 

everything in between! In many situations, there’s not always a clear “right” or “wrong” 
choice. Instead, we might have to choose between what’s “good” and what’s “best” 
or what’s “fun” and what’s “risky.” That’s why we all need wisdom!

  WHY DO WE NEED WISDOM? Without wisdom, it’s difficult to see the danger we 
could bring on ourselves or others. But with wisdom’s help, we can . . . 

  See danger ahead.
  Avoid harmful situations before it’s too late.
  Learn how to escape an already messy situation.

  HOW DO WE GET WISDOM? James’ solution is pretty simple. He says all we need 
to do is ask!

  But how do we ask God for wisdom? Do we just pray and wait for God’s voice to answer us from 
the sky? No, that’s not how God speaks most of the time. When we ask God for wisdom, the 
answer to our prayer might come through . . . 

  PEOPLE: You might find wisdom from a conversation with a mentor, friend, teacher, 
parent, or trusted adult. It might even come through a book, movie, song, or speech 
by someone you’ve never met.

  EXPERIENCE: No one likes to experience failure or difficulty, but God can always 
redeem difficult situations by helping us gain wisdom through our experiences.

  HISTORY: There are a lot of people who have gone before us and passed down 
important lessons they learned. We can gain wisdom by looking at the ideas, 
practices, and guidelines that have been passed down from previous generations.

  SCRIPTURE: And of course, we have Scripture!

SCRIPTURE | Proverbs 27:12
  Let’s take a look at another passage of Scripture that James would have been familiar with. It’s 

from a book of the Bible full of wise sayings, called Proverbs. Here’s what it says.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Proverbs 27:12.
  According to Solomon, the author of Proverbs, a wise person can see danger approaching 

before it’s too late. A wise person will . . . 
  Be able to predict how a situation could go wrong before it happens.
  See a toxic relationship developing before they get hurt.
  Identify a bad influence before they’re negatively impacted.
  See how their actions could cause regret before they ever take them.

  A foolish person, on the other hand, flirts with danger. They . . . 
  Never see the warning signs, or disregard them if they do.
  Eventually hurt themselves and others.
  End up with regret they carry for years.
  Damage relationships they care about.
  Lose opportunities they worked hard to achieve.



  When danger approaches, a wise person doesn’t see how close they can get to danger, planning 
to jump out of the way with only seconds to spare. 

  A wise person avoids danger as much as possible by taking precautions.
  If they have to get close to a dangerous situation, they call for help, set up a safety 

net, or do their best to make sure they can safely get through whatever situation 
they’re facing.

  A wise person doesn’t ask, “How close to danger can I get?” They ask a better 
question: “How far from danger can I stay?”

  Like the hikers we talked about earlier, wisdom means maintaining boundaries — not to keep 
us caged, but to keep us safe. Remember, the right rules can set us free, and free people don’t 
dance with danger.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

IMAGE | The Grand Canyon
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a photo of the Grand Canyon like this.
  Imagine you’re flying over the Grand Canyon with your face pressed to the airplane window. 

You’re miles above the Rio Grande River. The sight is so incredible, wild, and dangerous that it’s 
hard for your brain to process. You decide to get closer.

IMAGE | The Safety Railings
  When you land, you head to the Grand Canyon, hoping to let your feet dangle over one of those 

incredible canyon ledges you saw from the air. But when you arrive, here’s what you see . . .
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a photo of the safety railings at the Grand Canyon like this.
  What? Why would they put railings there? What an inconvenience! What an eyesore! It’s so 

unnecessary! I mean, standing near the edge of a cliff won’t always hurt you — it’s only dangerous 
if you fall. What an overreaction, right?

  Okay, yes, that logic is ridiculous. But it’s the same logic we use when it comes to rules we don’t 
like! Many of the rules we hate to follow are actually guidelines designed to keep us safe. But 
instead of being thankful for these boundaries, we see them as enemies to our freedom.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � Do you think a rule or boundary has ever protected you from danger or regret? 
Tell us about it.

 � What’s one boundary that has been set for you that you struggle to respect? Why 
do you think you struggle to respect it?
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OBJECT LESSON | Safe Boundaries
  So what do we do about danger? 

  Do we throw caution to the wind and do whatever we want? Well, no — that’s what 
foolish people do.

  Do we stay so far away from danger that we never leave our rooms because we’re so 
afraid of making a mistake? Well, no — that’s not the kind of abundant life God would 
want for us. You’ve got to have a life!

  Just like dangerous climbs have safety mechanisms in place to keep hikers safe, there are ways 
you and I can prepare, take precautions, and create boundaries that keep us safe too.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Assemble a freestanding section of railing or fencing at the front of the room. 
If that’s not possible, use stanchions or safety cones to create a boundary line. As you teach, get 
closer to the boundary, leaning on or stepping over it.

  As we’ve talked today, I’m guessing you thought of at least one line you’re tempted to cross. 
You’re not trying to fall into the Grand Canyon, of course . . . but you wouldn’t mind sitting on the 
ledge and letting your feet dangle for a few minutes. 

  For you, maybe it’s the temptation to push a boundary with your words, your 
friendships, what you view online, or how you behave with the person you’re dating.

  Maybe you’ve been thinking, “I don’t want to do anything too dangerous. I just want 
to get a little closer to the line.”

REFLECTION | My Boundaries
  Instead of dancing with danger, wise people respect and keep healthy boundaries. But where do 

we need to place our boundary lines?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, print and cut the handouts provided in your Week 2 folder. 

Place one under each seat, along with a pen. As you teach, encourage students to identify one 
area where they’re struggling to maintain healthy boundaries and then list the boundaries that can 
help them avoid danger.

  RESPECT THE BOUNDARIES SET FOR YOU
  We’re not always wise enough to know which boundaries we need to keep us safe, 

but trusted adults can give us safe boundaries. Parents, coaches, teachers, and 
mentors can all help us avoid danger by setting up guardrails for us.

  Yes, it can be frustrating to respect boundaries we didn’t create. Sometimes the 
rules don’t make sense or seem fair. But even when we don’t like them, boundaries 
can keep us from pain and regret.

  SET YOUR OWN BOUNDARIES
  Don’t like being told what to do? Then set your own boundaries proactively! 

  In which areas do you need more boundaries?
  What boundaries do you struggle to maintain?
  What boundaries can you establish to keep you far from danger?

  When you have answers to those questions, you can begin placing healthy boundaries between 
you and danger. 
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  Do you need to turn your phone off at a certain time each night?
  Do you need to wait a little longer before dating?
  Do you need to spend less time with a certain friend?
  Do you need to give something up because it often brings you too close to danger?
  Do you need to invite a trusted friend or adult into your life to help you make wise 

choices?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share.
  Who is someone you’d trust to help you set or maintain safe boundaries? What 

makes them trustworthy?
  Read Proverbs 21:29. What’s one area of your life where you need to think more 

carefully about your choices?
  What’s one thing you can do to better avoid danger in that area, and what’s one 

thing our group can do to help?

PRAYER | A Prayer for Wisdom
  It’s not always easy to know what’s wise. But like James says, if we need more wisdom, all we 

need to do is ask God for it.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Close in prayer, asking God to give you wisdom through others, experiences, 

history, and Scripture.
  When wisdom tells us to avoid something, it’s not because God wants to control us. It’s because 

God wants to see us live free of unnecessary hurt.
  Remember, a wise person doesn’t ask, “How close to danger can I get?” They ask, “How far from 

danger can I stay?” The right rules can set us free, and free people don’t dance with danger.
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people make decisions that

benefit others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:12-13; 

Acts 15; Mark 10:45

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

IMAGE | Some Kind of Zombie
  It’s Week 3 of our series Free People, where we’re talking about the relationship between freedom 

and rules. Maybe this sounds strange, but when I think about following the rules, I think about 
zombies.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Show an image from your favorite zombie-related movie, show, or comic book.
  Remember when zombies were everywhere? I don’t mean literally everywhere, obviously. I mean 

in movies, on television, in comic books, and walking around your neighborhood on Halloween.
  I don’t know how you feel about zombie movies, but I think they’re terrifying — not just because 

of the zombies, but because of the way everyone immediately seems to turn against each other 
as soon as the zombies show up! 

  Civilization collapses.
  Rules and laws disappear.
  Suddenly it’s everyone for themselves!

  For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been talking about how there are some rules we really hate 
to follow . . . but at the same time, some rules are necessary.

  The people in your favorite zombie story might technically be “free” of the laws and rules they 
used to live by, but that kind of life isn’t freedom — not when everyone is against each other and 
only looking out for themselves.
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QUESTION | If you were king or queen for the day . . .
  Okay so maybe you wouldn’t want to live in a world where there are no rules, but what’s a better 

option? Oh, I know — maybe a world where you’re in charge and get to make the rules!
  If you were king or queen for a day, what would you do? Which rules would you want to make 

or break right away?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to respond to the question. Encourage silly and 

self-centered responses for now.
  Being in charge sounds pretty fun, right? You could . . . 

  Fill your calendar with things you like to do (and skip the things you don’t).
  Cancel the classes at school you don’t like. Or just cancel school altogether.
  Pass laws that make your life more fun, happy, and convenient.

VIDEO | A Clip from Click
  There’s an old movie called Click, where Adam Sandler somehow got his hands on a remote 

control that controlled his whole life!
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show any clip you’d like, like a portion of the trailer (1:39-1:52). But don’t play 

the entire clip! There are moments that aren’t appropriate.
  Maybe it seems like it would be awesome to have this kind of power. But as you can probably 

imagine, this kind of power can lead to some problems. I mean, what if you weren’t the person 
in control? 

  What if someone else had the power? They’d want to do whatever they wanted — 
and their wants would probably be pretty different from yours.

  Or what if there were more than one remote? You might want to cancel math class 
and only study history, while they might want all-day gym classes. You’d make a law 
telling everyone to pay you a dollar a day for being awesome, but they’d want that 
dollar to go to them instead. Where would it stop?

  We all want freedom to do our own thing, but if everyone wants different things, how do we 
decide who gets what they want?

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

STORY | Talk about a time when you were in charge.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a brief story about a time where you were in charge, but others didn’t like 

the decisions you made. Maybe your parents gave you the remote and you put on a show your 
sibling didn’t like, or you bossed someone around because it was your birthday, or your role as 
team captain or group leader required you to tell others what to do.

  It’s not an easy balance to strike, is it — the balance between what we want and what others 
want? 

  Sometimes we’re not sure how to compromise, and most of the time, we don’t even 
want to.

  Most of the time, we want to make decisions that benefit us.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZNC5emNyEQ
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SCRIPTURE | Matthew 22:37-40
  For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been talking about the most important rule God ever gave 

us. Although some people think God needs us to obey long lists of rules, Jesus said there is one 
“law” that matters most: the law of love.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read or summarize Matthew 22:37-40.
  According to Jesus, following God comes down to this: love God and love others as you love 

yourself. The Greatest Commandment sounds simple, but it’s not easy to do.

IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  If you’ve been here for the last couple of weeks, you know all about James. 

  He was a brother of Jesus and leader of the Jerusalem Church during the early years 
of the Jesus movement.

  During that time, he wrote a letter to the early followers of Jesus that you can now 
find in the Bible as the book of James.

  In this letter, James was trying to help these Jesus-followers learn how to obey God’s 
law — the law of love.

  James wasn’t a king, but he was still a powerful person. 
  Because he led one of the most important communities of Jesus-followers at the 

time, people wanted to hear what he had to say.
  He also had a reputation for being just and fair — as illustrated by his nickname, 

James the Just.
  James had a lot of authority, power, and influence. People from all over looked to 

James for wisdom.
  So when a dispute arose among a bunch of churches from different regions they looked for 

James to judge the dispute and make a ruling on who was right, and who was wrong.

SCRIPTURE | Acts 15 (Summary)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Briefly summarize the dispute recounted in Acts 15.
  Most of the first followers of Jesus were Jewish people who believed Jesus was the Messiah 

God had promised. But not everyone who followed Jesus was from a Jewish background. 
  Some of these early Jesus-followers believed everyone needed to convert to Judaism 

in order to follow Jesus — and conversion wasn’t an easy process!
  Other Jesus-followers believed the only thing anyone needed to do to follow Jesus 

was to trust and commit to following Him.
  James listened carefully to all of the perspectives and made a decision: that no one should be 

forced to go through lots of difficult steps in order to follow Jesus.
  Did that decision make James uncomfortable? Probably. 

  Would it have been easier for James to tell everyone they had to become Jewish 
before they became Christians? I think so.

  James grew up Jewish, and he followed Jewish laws, so it would have been 
comfortable to tell others to do what he’d done.
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  But James took a more difficult path. 
  James understood that his decision wouldn’t impact God’s love for him. He was free 

to do whatever he wanted to do.
  But James was also committed to following Jesus’ law of love — and he knew the 

most loving thing he could do was to make it easy for others to know Jesus.
  James decided his comfort was not as important as loving others.

SCRIPTURE | James 2:12-13
  I wonder if James was thinking about this situation when he wrote these words . . .
  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 2:12-13.

  THE LAW GIVES FREEDOM. God’s law (the law of love) gives us freedom. We’re free 
to make the decisions that benefit us and give us what we want, if that’s what we 
want. God’s not going to stop us or love us any less. But . . .

  PREPARE FOR JUDGMENT. God’s law of love gives us freedom, but we’re still called 
to speak and act out of love for God and others. This is the thing we will be judged 
on.

  THERE WILL BE NO MERCY FOR THE UNMERCIFUL. James isn’t threatening us. 
He’s reminding us that justice has a way of coming back around. When we mistreat 
people, take advantage of others, or consistently prioritize ourselves over others, we 
will eventually face consequences. But . . .

  GOD IS MERCIFUL TO THE MERCIFUL. When we’re compassionate, forgiving, and 
gracious to each other, God sees that.

  You could say we have the freedom to treat people however we’d like. But when we live in a way 
that prioritizes our wants and comfort at the expense of others, we’re not really free. 

  That’s why Jesus told us the most important thing we can do (besides loving God) 
isn’t just to love ourselves, but to love others like we love ourselves.

  It’s why the book of James tells us to show mercy to others instead of judgment. 
Because we’ll never live freely as long as we’re only living for ourselves.

  There is one thing we will someday answer for: how did we love God and love others? We could 
make decisions that benefit only ourselves, but free people make decisions that benefit others.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

REFLECTION | How would you respond?
  Let’s think back to the decision James had to make. If you were an early follower of Jesus . . . 

  How do you think you would have responded?
  Would you have wanted all of the new Jesus-followers to go through all of the same 

steps you went through to become Jewish?
  Do you think you would have been okay with putting your comfort, traditions, and 

experiences aside for the sake of others?
  What would you do if you disagreed with the people making the final decision?
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  It’s almost impossible to put ourselves in the shoes of these early followers of Jesus, but their 
disagreement is similar to a lot of the disagreements we have with each other today. 

  This wasn’t a “good versus evil” kind of debate. Everyone involved was trying to do 
what was good, right, and honoring to God.

  There wasn’t a clear answer. Everyone in the conversation had the same goal (to see 
people come to know Jesus), but they disagreed about how to achieve that goal.

  There were probably some people who got angry at James’ decision or couldn’t 
understand his point of view.

  James ultimately made a decision that prioritized others over himself, and I am so glad he did. If 
James had chosen differently, you and I might never have had the opportunity to follow Jesus.

DISCUSSION | King or Queen for the Day
  James knew difficult decisions rarely have a clear yes-or-no, right-or-wrong answer — especially 

when you’re in a decision-making position like James was.
  So when we’re faced with a difficult decision, maybe we shouldn’t think in terms of what’s right 

and wrong. Maybe it’s more helpful to think like this . . . 
  “What’s best for me?”
  “What’s best for others?”

  Anyone can make a decision that benefits only them. But Jesus calls us to a different way of 
living that follows His law of love.

  So let’s see how good we are at figuring out how to make decisions that benefit others. 
Remember earlier when we shared what we’d do if we were king or queen for a day? Let’s do 
that again. But this time, let’s see if we can make some decisions that benefit others.

  If you were king or queen for a day, how would you make decisions to benefit others?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Ask students to split into groups of three or four, making sure no one is left out. 

Give the groups time to discuss and then ask your groups to share something they came up with. 
Don’t forget to celebrate their ideas!

HOW TO MAKE DECISIONS THAT BENEFIT OTHERS
  Some day in the future, there will be a time when you are in charge. You might . . . 

  Be in charge of a group project.
  Become captain of your team.
  Become someone’s boss.
  Mentor someone younger than you.
  Become a parent.

  Throughout your life, you’ll have plenty of chances to be in charge, make the rules, and make big 
decisions. That’s a lot of authority for one person. So when you’re in charge, what should you do 
with all of that power? 

  You will be tempted to use it for your own gain — but don’t. Using your authority for 
your own gain might be nice for a moment, but it won’t be satisfying in the long run.

  Instead, follow James’ lead. Be wise, merciful, and led by love. Use your power for the 
benefit of others — not just yourself.
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  But this isn’t something you have to wait to practice in the future. You don’t need to have kids, or 
employees, or people under your command in order to lead with love. You can make decisions 
that benefit others every day, like . . . 

  The way you treat your family.
  What you do for your friends.
  How you use your time, money, or talents.

  If you aren’t prioritizing others over yourself right now, gaining more power or influence will not 
make you suddenly care about others more than yourself. That journey starts now.

  So how can you leverage the influence and power you already have to benefit others? 
  In what ways do you already have influence? Are you influential in your friend group, 

on social media, on your team, or with a younger family member?
  What kinds of decisions do you have the power to influence at home, at school, at 

church, in your group of friends, or in the world?
  How will you manage the influence and power you already have? Will you use it to 

benefit you? Or will you use it to benefit others?
  Thanks to Jesus, we have freedom — but we’ll never live freely as long as we’re only living for 

ourselves. Free people make decisions that benefit others.
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THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people make decisions that

benefit others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:12-13; 

Acts 15; Mark 10:45
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 z If you were king or queen for a day, what would you do? Which rules would you want to make or 
break right away?

 z What was the easiest decision you made today? What was the most difficult?
 z Have you ever been in charge of anything? What kinds of decisions did you have to make?
 z When's the last time you disagreed with someone about a decision that needed to be made? Tell 

us about it!
 z What's an example of a selfish decision you could make? What about a selfless one?
 z Can you think of a time when someone made a decision that benefitted you instead of themselves? 

What do you think we can learn from them?
 z Read Mark 10:45. What's one decision Jesus made that benefitted us? Why do you think He did it?
 z What's one way you have power or influence over others?
 z What's one way you could use your power or influence to benefit yourself? What about someone 

else?
 z This week, what's one way you're going to make decisions that benefit others instead of yourself?
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THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people make decisions that

benefit others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:12-13; 

Acts 15; Mark 10:45

WEEK 3
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

       for middle schoolers

 z If you were king or queen for a day, what would you do? Which rules would you want to make or 
break right away?

 z Have you ever been in charge of anything? What kinds of decisions did you have to make?
 z What's an example of a selfish decision you could make? What about a selfless one?
 z Can you think of a time when someone made a decision that benefitted you instead of themselves? 

What do you think we can learn from them?
 z Read Mark 10:45. What's one decision Jesus made that benefitted us? Why do you think He did it?
 z This week, what's one way you're going to make decisions that benefit others instead of yourself?
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people make decisions that

benefit others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 2:12-13; 

Acts 15; Mark 10:45

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

IMAGE | Some Kind of Zombie
  It’s Week 3 of our series Free People, where we’re talking about the relationship between freedom 

and rules. Maybe this sounds strange, but when I think about following the rules, I think about 
zombies.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Show an image from your favorite zombie-related movie, show, or comic book.
  Remember when zombies were everywhere? I don’t mean literally everywhere, obviously. I mean 

in movies, on television, in comic books, and walking around your neighborhood on Halloween.
  I don’t know how you feel about zombie movies, but I think they’re terrifying — not just because 

of the zombies, but because of the way everyone immediately seems to turn against each other 
as soon as the zombies show up! 

  Civilization collapses.
  Rules and laws disappear.
  Suddenly it’s everyone for themselves!

  For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been talking about how there are some rules we really hate 
to follow . . . but at the same time, some rules are necessary.

  The people in your favorite zombie story might technically be “free” of the laws and rules they 
used to live by, but that kind of life isn’t freedom — not when everyone is against each other and 
only looking out for themselves.
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QUESTION | If you were king or queen for the day . . .
  Okay so maybe you wouldn’t want to live in a world where there are no rules, but what’s a better 

option? Oh, I know — maybe a world where you’re in charge and get to make the rules!
  If you were king or queen for a day, what would you do? Which rules would you want to make 

or break right away?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to respond to the question. Encourage silly and 

self-centered responses for now.
  Being in charge sounds pretty fun, right? You could . . . 

  Fill your calendar with things you like to do (and skip the things you don’t).
  Cancel the classes at school you don’t like. Or just cancel school altogether.
  Pass laws that make your life more fun, happy, and convenient.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � What was the easiest decision you made today? What was the most difficult?
  Have you ever been in charge of anything? What kinds of decisions did you have 

to make?

VIDEO | A Clip from Click
  There’s an old movie called Click, where Adam Sandler somehow got his hands on a remote 

control that controlled his whole life!
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show any clip you’d like, like a portion of the trailer (1:39-1:52). But don’t play 

the entire clip! There are moments that aren’t appropriate.
  Maybe it seems like it would be awesome to have this kind of power. But as you can probably 

imagine, this kind of power can lead to some problems. I mean, what if you weren’t the person 
in control? 

  What if someone else had the power? They’d want to do whatever they wanted — 
and their wants would probably be pretty different from yours.

  Or what if there were more than one remote? You might want to cancel math class 
and only study history, while they might want all-day gym classes. You’d make a law 
telling everyone to pay you a dollar a day for being awesome, but they’d want that 
dollar to go to them instead. Where would it stop?

  We all want freedom to do our own thing, but if everyone wants different things, how do we 
decide who gets what they want?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZNC5emNyEQ
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SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

STORY | Talk about a time when you were in charge.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a brief story about a time where you were in charge, but others didn’t like 

the decisions you made. Maybe your parents gave you the remote and you put on a show your 
sibling didn’t like, or you bossed someone around because it was your birthday, or your role as 
team captain or group leader required you to tell others what to do.

  It’s not an easy balance to strike, is it — the balance between what we want and what others 
want? 

  Sometimes we’re not sure how to compromise, and most of the time, we don’t even 
want to.

  Most of the time, we want to make decisions that benefit us.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � When’s the last time you disagreed with someone about a decision that needed 
to be made? Tell us about it!

  What’s an example of a selfish decision you could make? What about a selfless 
one?

SCRIPTURE | Matthew 22:37-40
  For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been talking about the most important rule God ever gave 

us. Although some people think God needs us to obey long lists of rules, Jesus said there is one 
“law” that matters most: the law of love.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read or summarize Matthew 22:37-40.
  According to Jesus, following God comes down to this: love God and love others as you love 

yourself. The Greatest Commandment sounds simple, but it’s not easy to do.

IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).
  If you’ve been here for the last couple of weeks, you know all about James. 

  He was a brother of Jesus and leader of the Jerusalem Church during the early years 
of the Jesus movement.

  During that time, he wrote a letter to the early followers of Jesus that you can now 
find in the Bible as the book of James.

  In this letter, James was trying to help these Jesus-followers learn how to obey God’s 
law — the law of love.

  James wasn’t a king, but he was still a powerful person. 
  Because he led one of the most important communities of Jesus-followers at the 
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time, people wanted to hear what he had to say.
  He also had a reputation for being just and fair — as illustrated by his nickname, 

James the Just.
  James had a lot of authority, power, and influence. People from all over looked to 

James for wisdom.
  So when a dispute arose among a bunch of churches from different regions they looked for 

James to judge the dispute and make a ruling on who was right, and who was wrong.

SCRIPTURE | Acts 15 (Summary)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Briefly summarize the dispute recounted in Acts 15.
  Most of the first followers of Jesus were Jewish people who believed Jesus was the Messiah 

God had promised. But not everyone who followed Jesus was from a Jewish background. 
  Some of these early Jesus-followers believed everyone needed to convert to Judaism 

in order to follow Jesus — and conversion wasn’t an easy process!
  Other Jesus-followers believed the only thing anyone needed to do to follow Jesus 

was to trust and commit to following Him.
  James listened carefully to all of the perspectives and made a decision: that no one should be 

forced to go through lots of difficult steps in order to follow Jesus.
  Did that decision make James uncomfortable? Probably. 

  Would it have been easier for James to tell everyone they had to become Jewish 
before they became Christians? I think so.

  James grew up Jewish, and he followed Jewish laws, so it would have been 
comfortable to tell others to do what he’d done.

  But James took a more difficult path. 
  James understood that his decision wouldn’t impact God’s love for him. He was free 

to do whatever he wanted to do.
  But James was also committed to following Jesus’ law of love — and he knew the 

most loving thing he could do was to make it easy for others to know Jesus.
  James decided his comfort was not as important as loving others.

SCRIPTURE | James 2:12-13
  I wonder if James was thinking about this situation when he wrote these words . . .
  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 2:12-13.

  THE LAW GIVES FREEDOM. God’s law (the law of love) gives us freedom. We’re free 
to make the decisions that benefit us and give us what we want, if that’s what we 
want. God’s not going to stop us or love us any less. But . . .

  PREPARE FOR JUDGMENT. God’s law of love gives us freedom, but we’re still called 
to speak and act out of love for God and others. This is the thing we will be judged on.

  THERE WILL BE NO MERCY FOR THE UNMERCIFUL. James isn’t threatening us. 
He’s reminding us that justice has a way of coming back around. When we mistreat 
people, take advantage of others, or consistently prioritize ourselves over others, we 
will eventually face consequences. But . . .



  GOD IS MERCIFUL TO THE MERCIFUL. When we’re compassionate, forgiving, and 
gracious to each other, God sees that.

  You could say we have the freedom to treat people however we’d like. But when we live in a way 
that prioritizes our wants and comfort at the expense of others, we’re not really free. 

  That’s why Jesus told us the most important thing we can do (besides loving God) 
isn’t just to love ourselves, but to love others like we love ourselves.

  It’s why the book of James tells us to show mercy to others instead of judgment. 
Because we’ll never live freely as long as we’re only living for ourselves.

  There is one thing we will someday answer for: how did we love God and love others? We could 
make decisions that benefit only ourselves, but free people make decisions that benefit others.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

REFLECTION | How would you respond?
  Let’s think back to the decision James had to make. If you were an early follower of Jesus . . . 

  How do you think you would have responded?
  Would you have wanted all of the new Jesus-followers to go through all of the same 

steps you went through to become Jewish?
  Do you think you would have been okay with putting your comfort, traditions, and 

experiences aside for the sake of others?
  What would you do if you disagreed with the people making the final decision?

  It’s almost impossible to put ourselves in the shoes of these early followers of Jesus, but their 
disagreement is similar to a lot of the disagreements we have with each other today. 

  This wasn’t a “good versus evil” kind of debate. Everyone involved was trying to do 
what was good, right, and honoring to God.

  There wasn’t a clear answer. Everyone in the conversation had the same goal (to see 
people come to know Jesus), but they disagreed about how to achieve that goal.

  There were probably some people who got angry at James’ decision or couldn’t 
understand his point of view.

  James ultimately made a decision that prioritized others over himself, and I am so glad he did. If 
James had chosen differently, you and I might never have had the opportunity to follow Jesus.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share.
  Can you think of a time when someone made a decision that benefitted you 

instead of themselves? What do you think we can learn from them?
  Read Mark 10:45. What’s one decision Jesus made that benefitted us? Why do 

you think He did it?
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DISCUSSION | King or Queen for the Day
  James knew difficult decisions rarely have a clear yes-or-no, right-or-wrong answer — especially 

when you’re in a decision-making position like James was.
  So when we’re faced with a difficult decision, maybe we shouldn’t think in terms of what’s right 

and wrong. Maybe it’s more helpful to think like this . . . 
  “What’s best for me?”
  “What’s best for others?”

  Anyone can make a decision that benefits only them. But Jesus calls us to a different way of 
living that follows His law of love.

  So let’s see how good we are at figuring out how to make decisions that benefit others. 
Remember earlier when we shared what we’d do if we were king or queen for a day? Let’s do 
that again. But this time, let’s see if we can make some decisions that benefit others.

  If you were king or queen for a day, how would you make decisions to benefit others?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Ask students to split into groups of three or four, making sure no one is left out. 

Give the groups time to discuss and then ask your groups to share something they came up with. 
Don’t forget to celebrate their ideas!

HOW TO MAKE DECISIONS THAT BENEFIT OTHERS
  Some day in the future, there will be a time when you are in charge. You might . . . 

  Be in charge of a group project.
  Become captain of your team.
  Become someone’s boss.
  Mentor someone younger than you.
  Become a parent.

  Throughout your life, you’ll have plenty of chances to be in charge, make the rules, and make big 
decisions. That’s a lot of authority for one person. So when you’re in charge, what should you do 
with all of that power? 

  You will be tempted to use it for your own gain — but don’t. Using your authority for 
your own gain might be nice for a moment, but it won’t be satisfying in the long run.

  Instead, follow James’ lead. Be wise, merciful, and led by love. Use your power for the 
benefit of others — not just yourself.

  But this isn’t something you have to wait to practice in the future. You don’t need to have kids, or 
employees, or people under your command in order to lead with love. You can make decisions 
that benefit others every day, like . . . 

  The way you treat your family.
  What you do for your friends.
  How you use your time, money, or talents.

  If you aren’t prioritizing others over yourself right now, gaining more power or influence will not 
make you suddenly care about others more than yourself. That journey starts now.

  So how can you leverage the influence and power you already have to benefit others? 
  In what ways do you already have influence? Are you influential in your friend group, 

on social media, on your team, or with a younger family member?
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  What kinds of decisions do you have the power to influence at home, at school, at 
church, in your group of friends, or in the world?

  How will you manage the influence and power you already have? Will you use it to 
benefit you? Or will you use it to benefit others?

  Thanks to Jesus, we have freedom — but we’ll never live freely as long as we’re only living for 
ourselves. Free people make decisions that benefit others.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � What’s one way you have power or influence over others?
 � What’s one way you could use your power or influence to benefit yourself? What 

about someone else?
  This week, what’s one way you’re going to make decisions that benefit others 

instead of yourself?
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people give up their 

freedoms for others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 4:1-3; John 
15:12-13; I Peter 2:24; Philippians 2:6-7

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

QUESTION | What’s the last movie you watched?
  Welcome to our final week of Free People, where we’re talking about rules and freedom. To wrap 

up this series, I have a very important question to ask: what’s the last movie you watched?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Ask a few students to respond. After a few responses, begin to ask these follow-

up questions:
  In the movie you watched, was there some kind of conflict between the characters?
  What was the conflict?
  What caused it?

VIDEO | A Movie Clip of Your Choice (Part 1)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a brief clip from a movie of your choice that demonstrates conflict. 

Choose a movie where the conflict was eventually resolved by another character’s sacrifice, but 
only focus on the conflict for now — you’ll come back to the sacrifice later. This could be Beauty 
and the Beast (where Belle’s father is imprisoned for trespassing on castle grounds, but Belle 
rescues him by taking his place), Avengers: Endgame (where Thanos destroys half of all humanity, 
but Iron Man gives his life to defeat him), or whatever you’d like. Share how a broken rule (like 
trespassing, the murder of half of humanity — you get the idea) led to the movie’s central conflict.

  Every day, countless rules guide our lives. There are obvious ones, like . . . 
  SCHOOL RULES: No running in the hallways.
  HOUSE RULES: Be home before curfew.
  LAWS: Don’t kill anyone.
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  But our lives are also dictated by rules we don’t always think about, like . . . 
  LAWS OF NATURE: Gravity. Cause and effect. The passing of time.
  SOCIAL NORMS: Don’t be a jerk. Don’t point or stare. Hold the door for the person 

behind you.
  MORAL RULES: Do what’s right. Don’t lie, cheat, betray, mock, or be cruel to others.

  In real life and in the movies, there are consequences for breaking rules. Breaking a law might 
lead to punishment. Trying to break a law of nature (like gravity) will probably lead to injury. And 
breaking rules that negatively impact others will often result in conflict.

POLL | Have you ever had a conflict with . . . ?
  INSTRUCTIONS: For each question, ask students to raise their hands to indicate “yes.”
  Have you ever had a conflict with someone in authority? Maybe . . . 

  They gave you a curfew you thought was too early.
  You were laughing with your friend in class or practice when you were supposed to 

be paying attention.
  Your youth leader called you out and you didn’t like it.

  Have you ever had a conflict with a friend? Maybe . . . 
  One of you was jealous.
  Someone said something hurtful.
  It was just a misunderstanding or miscommunication.

  Have you been in a conflict with someone this week? Today? Are you in a conflict with 
someone right now?

  Conflict is an unavoidable part of life, which is why we need to talk about it! 
  We need to know what to do when we’re angry with someone because they hurt us.
  And we need to know what to do when someone is upset with us because of how 

we’ve hurt them.

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

VIDEO | “What Is the ‘Great Command’?” (The Bible Project)
  If you’ve been here for the last few weeks, you know we’ve been talking a lot about God’s “law.” 

Today we’re going to see how breaking God’s law leads to conflict with each other. 
  But “God’s law” does mean laws like “don’t eat shrimp,” or “don’t wear clothes made 

of two different kinds of fabrics.” (Those are real laws in the Bible, by the way.)
  When we talk about God’s law, we’re talking about one single commandment from 

Jesus. Or is it two? I’ll let the people at The Bible Project explain.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play a portion of this video from The Bible Project (0:00-1:53 or 1:06-1:53).
  Whether you think of this as one command or two, we’ve been talking about how to view rules, 

freedom, and authority with Jesus’ “law of love” in mind. 
  According to Jesus, as long as we’re following this “rule,” we’re following all of the 

rules that really matter.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qvKJNhLNFKA
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  So when we find ourselves in conflict with someone else, I wonder how often it’s 
because someone has broken Jesus’ “law of love.”

IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  Another person who tried to view things with the “law of love” in mind was James.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).

QUESTION | James Pop Quiz
  INSTRUCTIONS: See if your students can answer your questions, but don’t take this too seriously. 

Keep it fun — not like a real quiz.
  We’ve been talking about James for the last few weeks, so let’s see if anyone remembers 

anything about him. 
  Who was James’ brother? Jesus!
  What did James lead? The Church of Jerusalem!
  What did he write? A letter that we now call the book of James!
  And what was James trying to do? Help Jesus-followers learn how to love God and others.

SCRIPTURE | James 4:1-3
  Because James was leading a lot of people, you can be sure he helped his community resolve 

tons of conflicts. And when he did, you can be sure he was working hard to advise them 
according to Jesus’ “law of love.”

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 4:1-3.
  Let’s break down James’ observations. 

  PEOPLE HAD BEEN FIGHTING. This isn’t really a surprise, right? People fight a lot. 
We saw a few minutes ago how many of us are in conflict with others right now! 
Disagreeing with someone doesn’t necessarily mean you’re not being loving, but 
many of our conflicts happen because we haven’t loved others like we love ourselves.

  SELFISHNESS AND JEALOUSY CAUSE CONFLICT. We can all be selfish sometimes. 
We want to get our way, be right, have what someone else has, or be the best, and 
those desires lead to conflict. But we can’t love others and be jealous or selfish at 
the same time.

  WE SCHEME TO GET WHAT WE WANT. You and I may have never killed anyone 
to get our way, but we’ve probably come up with a good scheme or two in order to 
get what we want. But we can’t love others while manipulating, making demands, or 
pressuring people to get what we want.

  OUR MOTIVES ARE OFTEN WRONG. James reminds us that God doesn’t honor 
selfish motives. If you’re not getting what you want (even if you’ve been praying for 
it), maybe it’s because you’ve been asking with selfish motives. Because we can’t 
truly be loving while being self-serving.

  James is describing “me-centered” thinking. This is not what Jesus meant when He said to love 
God and love others as we love ourselves. We can’t follow the “law of love” and be me-centered 
at the same time.

https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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  Now, this might sound strange for some of you to hear at church, but you are free to do whatever 
you’d like! 

  Are you free to be selfish? Yes.
  Are you free to speak badly about others? Yes.
  Are you free to be judgmental? Yes.
  Are you free to be bitter, arrogant, cruel, resentful, impatient, unkind, or rude? Yes.
  Nothing you do will change God’s love for you. But if you did these things, would you 

be fulfilling Jesus’ “law of love”? No.
  We might think freedom means doing whatever you want, whenever we want. But can you 

imagine the consequences? If you lived your life entirely for yourself, do you think you’d be 
happy? Do you think you’d be fulfilled? Do you think you’d have meaningful relationships with 
others? I don’t think so.

SCRIPTURE | John 15:12-13 & I John 3:16
  So what’s the alternative to me-centered thinking? How do we avoid unnecessary conflict with 

others? How do we resolve conflicts when they happen? And how do we do all of this according 
to Jesus’ law of love?

  Maybe the best thing we can do is to look to the One who gave us the law of love, because it’s 
not just Jesus’ words that teach us how to love — it’s His actions as well. 

  The first passage I’m going to read are the words of Jesus.
  The second passage recounts the actions of Jesus.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read John 15:12-13 and I John 3:16.
  Jesus was God, which meant He really did have the freedom to do whatever He wanted! This 

whole universe is His, along with everything and everyone in it. He has the power to do anything 
He wants to do, at any time. But what did He do? He gave up His life.

  Jesus chose to give up His freedom in two ways. 
  Although He was God, He chose to humble Himself by inhabiting a human body here 

on earth.
  He chose to give up His own life, submitting to torture and death.

  Why did He do it? Because He loves us and wanted us to be free. Through His life, death, and 
resurrection, Jesus gave us freedom we could never have found on our own: 

  Freedom from sin and condemnation forever.
  Freedom to live a full and abundant life right now.

  Jesus freely gave up His freedom in order to love you and me, and then He told us to do the 
same for each other. And that’s the ironic thing about freedom. Free people give up their 
freedoms for others — not because they have to, but because they choose to in love.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

VIDEO | A Movie Clip of Your Choice (Part 2)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Return to the movie you mentioned earlier by playing the same clip silently 

while you teach or showing an image from the movie. This time, share how the conflict was 



Grow Youth Ministry Curriculum and Annual Strategy. ©2020 Stuff You Can Use. All rights reserved. www.stuffyoucanuse.org

FREE PEOPLE | WEEK 4 SERMON GUIDE    5

resolved through one character’s sacrifice.
  There are so many movies where one character makes a huge sacrifice others. There’s 

something about these scenes that move us. 
  These stories of sacrifice remind me of the sacrifice Jesus made in order to save 

me.
  And even though it’s easy for me to be selfish and self-centered, these stories show 

me that, deep down, I want to be someone who’s willing to make sacrifices for the 
people I love — and I think you do too.

  True freedom is found when you love God and others first. 
  You’re free to be in charge of your own life and to live it without Jesus. But you’ll find 

greater freedom when you let Him lead you.
  You’re free to make yourself the center of your own universe, at the expense of your 

relationships with others. But you’ll find greater freedom when you give up some of 
your freedoms in order to love others well.

  When you give up some of your freedoms in order to love God and others . . . 
  You’ll discover a more fulfilling kind of life.
  Your relationships will deepen.
  You’ll grow in kindness, patience, forgiveness, compassion, and grace.
  You’ll grow closer to your Creator.

REFLECTION | My Needs & Your Needs
  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, print and cut the handouts provided in your Week 2 folder. 

Place one under each seat, along with a pen.
  A few minutes ago, we raised our hands to say that we all sometimes experience conflict with 

others. Right now, I want you to think of someone you currently have conflict with, or who you 
often have conflict with.

  Got a name? Great. Write their name inside the cage on your handout as a reminder that there’s 
something about your relationship with them that’s holding you both back from freedom. 

  Maybe it’s a hurt or offense that needs to be confessed or forgiven.
  Maybe it’s your attitude.
  Maybe it’s your me-centered thinking.
  Even if you’re sure they’re the problem in your relationship, your actions are either 

adding to or helping to solve the conflict.
  On the rest of your handout, write some ideas about how you might be able to sacrificially love 

that person better. I’ll give a few ideas to get you started.
  WHEN HAVE YOU PUT OTHERS FIRST? You know how to make sacrifices for others when 

you had a conflict. I know you’ve done it before! Take a moment to think about ways you’ve put 
others first in the past. Maybe you . . . 

  Were the first to apologize.
  Didn’t respond in anger — even when you had a really good comeback prepared.
  Chose to listen instead of speak.
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  WHEN HAVE OTHERS PUT YOU FIRST? Now think about a time when someone else made a 
sacrifice for you. Maybe they . . . 

  Always put you first because they’re your parent.
  Did something difficult or uncomfortable to show you they loved you.
  Said or gave you something meaningful.

  HOW HAVE YOU BEEN PUTTING YOURSELF FIRST? Now be honest. When it comes to the 
person you’ve been in conflict with, how have you put yourself first? Have you . . . 

  Said hurtful things because it made you feel better?
  Ignored them?
  Mocked or talked badly about them?
  Lied about them?
  Been stubborn, difficult, dramatic, rude, or defiant?

  Sure, you’re free to act this way, but it’s harming your relationship with this person and keeping 
you from following Jesus’ “law of love.” 

  So what can you do differently?
  How can you give up some of your freedoms (like the freedom to say or do whatever 

you want) in order to love them like Jesus loved you?
  How can you sacrifice for them?

  Keep in mind, putting others first doesn’t mean you stop taking care of yourself. You’d be pretty 
unhealthy if you did that! Jesus isn’t calling us to make so many sacrifices for others that we 
become unhealthy. But I’m guessing there are some sacrifices you can make for others that 
would help you move away from me-centered thinking and start living with more love.

  Just like Jesus gave up His freedoms in order to love you, there’s something you can do to 
sacrificially love someone else — especially someone you’re fighting with. Free people give up 
their freedoms for others — not because they have to, but because they choose to in love.



Grow Youth Ministry Curriculum and Annual Strategy. ©2020 Stuff You Can Use. All rights reserved. www.stuffyoucanuse.org
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Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people give up their 

freedoms for others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 4:1-3; John 
15:12-13; I Peter 2:24; Philippians 2:6-7
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WEEK 4
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

 z What's the best fast food restaurant? Let's fight about it!
 z What's the silliest reason you've ever gotten mad at a friend?
 z Who do you fight with most often: friends, family, or authority figures? Why do you think that is?
 z If you had to help your friends resolve their conflicts with each other (like James did for his 

community), what advice would you give them?
 z What's one way "me-centered" thinking could cause conflict with others?
 z What are some ways we can love others by giving up some of our freedoms?
 z Think about a fight you've had with a friend or family member. During the fight, in what ways did 

you both break the "law of love"? When you resolved it, what sacrifices did you both make for each 
other?

 z Read Philippians 2:6-7. When we're in conflict with someone, what can we learn from Jesus?
 z Do you think there is ever a time when you shouldn't give up some of your freedoms for others? 

When and why?
 z This week, what's one way you can make a sacrifice in order to make things right with someone 

you've been fighting with?
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THIS WEEK

Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t spend time with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t 
seem important or relevant to their lives. But said there are only two rules that matter most: love God and 
love others as you love yourself. In this 4-week series in the book of James, we'll discover that the right 
rules can set you free — and that free people don't dance with danger, make decisions that benefit 
others, and give up their freedoms for others.

THE BIG IDEA
Free people give up their 

freedoms for others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 4:1-3; John 
15:12-13; I Peter 2:24; Philippians 2:6-7

WEEK 4
SMALL GROUP GUIDE

       for middle schoolers

 z What's the silliest reason you've ever gotten mad at a friend?
 z If you had to help your friends resolve their conflicts with each other (like James did for his 

community), what advice would you give them?
 z What's one way "me-centered" thinking could cause conflict with others?
 z What are some ways we can love others by giving up some of our freedoms?
 z Read Philippians 2:6-7. When we're in conflict with someone, what can we learn from Jesus?
 z This week, what's one way you can make a sacrifice in order to make things right with someone 

you've been fighting with?
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THE BIG IDEA
Free people give up their 

freedoms for others.

THE BIBLE
Matthew 22:37-40; James 4:1-3; John 
15:12-13; I Peter 2:24; Philippians 2:6-7

WHAT? What are we talking about today?

QUESTION | What’s the last movie you watched?
  Welcome to our final week of Free People, where we’re talking about rules and freedom. To wrap 

up this series, I have a very important question to ask: what’s the last movie you watched?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Ask a few students to respond. After a few responses, begin to ask these follow-

up questions:
  In the movie you watched, was there some kind of conflict between the characters?
  What was the conflict?
  What caused it?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � What’s the best fast food restaurant? Let’s fight about it!
  What’s the silliest reason you’ve ever gotten mad at a friend?
 � Who do you fight with most often: friends, family, or authority figures? Why do 

you think that is?
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HYBRID TEACHING GUIDE
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VIDEO | A Movie Clip of Your Choice (Part 1)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a brief clip from a movie of your choice that demonstrates conflict. 

Choose a movie where the conflict was eventually resolved by another character’s sacrifice, but 
only focus on the conflict for now — you’ll come back to the sacrifice later. This could be Beauty 
and the Beast (where Belle’s father is imprisoned for trespassing on castle grounds, but Belle 
rescues him by taking his place), Avengers: Endgame (where Thanos destroys half of all humanity, 
but Iron Man gives his life to defeat him), or whatever you’d like. Share how a broken rule (like 
trespassing, the murder of half of humanity — you get the idea) led to the movie’s central conflict.

  Every day, countless rules guide our lives. There are obvious ones, like . . . 
  SCHOOL RULES: No running in the hallways.
  HOUSE RULES: Be home before curfew.
  LAWS: Don’t kill anyone.

  But our lives are also dictated by rules we don’t always think about, like . . . 
  LAWS OF NATURE: Gravity. Cause and effect. The passing of time.
  SOCIAL NORMS: Don’t be a jerk. Don’t point or stare. Hold the door for the person 

behind you.
  MORAL RULES: Do what’s right. Don’t lie, cheat, betray, mock, or be cruel to others.

  In real life and in the movies, there are consequences for breaking rules. Breaking a law might 
lead to punishment. Trying to break a law of nature (like gravity) will probably lead to injury. And 
breaking rules that negatively impact others will often result in conflict.

POLL | Have you ever had a conflict with . . . ?
  INSTRUCTIONS: For each question, ask students to raise their hands to indicate “yes.”
  Have you ever had a conflict with someone in authority? Maybe . . . 

  They gave you a curfew you thought was too early.
  You were laughing with your friend in class or practice when you were supposed to 

be paying attention.
  Your youth leader called you out and you didn’t like it.

  Have you ever had a conflict with a friend? Maybe . . . 
  One of you was jealous.
  Someone said something hurtful.
  It was just a misunderstanding or miscommunication.

  Have you been in a conflict with someone this week? Today? Are you in a conflict with 
someone right now?

  Conflict is an unavoidable part of life, which is why we need to talk about it! 
  We need to know what to do when we’re angry with someone because they hurt us.
  And we need to know what to do when someone is upset with us because of how 

we’ve hurt them.
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SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

VIDEO | “What Is the ‘Great Command’?” (The Bible Project)
  If you’ve been here for the last few weeks, you know we’ve been talking a lot about God’s “law.” 

Today we’re going to see how breaking God’s law leads to conflict with each other. 
  But “God’s law” does mean laws like “don’t eat shrimp,” or “don’t wear clothes made 

of two different kinds of fabrics.” (Those are real laws in the Bible, by the way.)
  When we talk about God’s law, we’re talking about one single commandment from 

Jesus. Or is it two? I’ll let the people at The Bible Project explain.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Play a portion of this video from The Bible Project (0:00-1:53 or 1:06-1:53).
  Whether you think of this as one command or two, we’ve been talking about how to view rules, 

freedom, and authority with Jesus’ “law of love” in mind. 
  According to Jesus, as long as we’re following this “rule,” we’re following all of the 

rules that really matter.
  So when we find ourselves in conflict with someone else, I wonder how often it’s 

because someone has broken Jesus’ “law of love.”

IMAGE | Meet James (Again)
  Another person who tried to view things with the “law of love” in mind was James.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show this image of James (or any artistic rendering of James you like).

QUESTION | James Pop Quiz
  INSTRUCTIONS: See if your students can answer your questions, but don’t take this too seriously. 

Keep it fun — not like a real quiz.
  We’ve been talking about James for the last few weeks, so let’s see if anyone remembers 

anything about him. 
  Who was James’ brother? Jesus!
  What did James lead? The Church of Jerusalem!
  What did he write? A letter that we now call the book of James!
  And what was James trying to do? Help Jesus-followers learn how to love God and 

others.

SCRIPTURE | James 4:1-3
  Because James was leading a lot of people, you can be sure he helped his community resolve 

tons of conflicts. And when he did, you can be sure he was working hard to advise them 
according to Jesus’ “law of love.”

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read James 4:1-3.
  Let’s break down James’ observations. 

  PEOPLE HAD BEEN FIGHTING. This isn’t really a surprise, right? People fight a lot. 
We saw a few minutes ago how many of us are in conflict with others right now! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qvKJNhLNFKA
https://stjohndc.org/sites/default/files/listrelics/apostol-iakov.jpg
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Disagreeing with someone doesn’t necessarily mean you’re not being loving, but 
many of our conflicts happen because we haven’t loved others like we love ourselves.

  SELFISHNESS AND JEALOUSY CAUSE CONFLICT. We can all be selfish sometimes. 
We want to get our way, be right, have what someone else has, or be the best, and 
those desires lead to conflict. But we can’t love others and be jealous or selfish at 
the same time.

  WE SCHEME TO GET WHAT WE WANT. You and I may have never killed anyone 
to get our way, but we’ve probably come up with a good scheme or two in order to 
get what we want. But we can’t love others while manipulating, making demands, or 
pressuring people to get what we want.

  OUR MOTIVES ARE OFTEN WRONG. James reminds us that God doesn’t honor 
selfish motives. If you’re not getting what you want (even if you’ve been praying for 
it), maybe it’s because you’ve been asking with selfish motives. Because we can’t 
truly be loving while being self-serving.

  James is describing “me-centered” thinking. This is not what Jesus meant when He said to love 
God and love others as we love ourselves. We can’t follow the “law of love” and be me-centered 
at the same time.

  Now, this might sound strange for some of you to hear at church, but you are free to do whatever 
you’d like! 

  Are you free to be selfish? Yes.
  Are you free to speak badly about others? Yes.
  Are you free to be judgmental? Yes.
  Are you free to be bitter, arrogant, cruel, resentful, impatient, unkind, or rude? Yes.
  Nothing you do will change God’s love for you. But if you did these things, would you 

be fulfilling Jesus’ “law of love”? No.
  We might think freedom means doing whatever you want, whenever we want. But can you 

imagine the consequences? If you lived your life entirely for yourself, do you think you’d be 
happy? Do you think you’d be fulfilled? Do you think you’d have meaningful relationships with 
others? I don’t think so.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share.
  If you had to help your friends resolve their conflicts with each other (like James 

did for his community), what advice would you give them?
  What’s one way “me-centered” thinking could cause conflict with others?

SCRIPTURE | John 15:12-13 & I John 3:16
  So what’s the alternative to me-centered thinking? How do we avoid unnecessary conflict with 

others? How do we resolve conflicts when they happen? And how do we do all of this according 
to Jesus’ law of love?

  Maybe the best thing we can do is to look to the One who gave us the law of love, because it’s 



not just Jesus’ words that teach us how to love — it’s His actions as well. 
  The first passage I’m going to read are the words of Jesus.
  The second passage recounts the actions of Jesus.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read John 15:12-13 and I John 3:16.
  Jesus was God, which meant He really did have the freedom to do whatever He wanted! This 

whole universe is His, along with everything and everyone in it. He has the power to do anything 
He wants to do, at any time. But what did He do? He gave up His life.

  Jesus chose to give up His freedom in two ways. 
  Although He was God, He chose to humble Himself by inhabiting a human body here 

on earth.
  He chose to give up His own life, submitting to torture and death.

  Why did He do it? Because He loves us and wanted us to be free. Through His life, death, and 
resurrection, Jesus gave us freedom we could never have found on our own: 

  Freedom from sin and condemnation forever.
  Freedom to live a full and abundant life right now.

  Jesus freely gave up His freedom in order to love you and me, and then He told us to do the 
same for each other. And that’s the ironic thing about freedom. Free people give up their 
freedoms for others — not because they have to, but because they choose to in love.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

VIDEO | A Movie Clip of Your Choice (Part 2)
  INSTRUCTIONS: Return to the movie you mentioned earlier by playing the same clip silently 

while you teach or showing an image from the movie. This time, share how the conflict was 
resolved through one character’s sacrifice.

  There are so many movies where one character makes a huge sacrifice others. There’s 
something about these scenes that move us. 

  These stories of sacrifice remind me of the sacrifice Jesus made in order to save me.
  And even though it’s easy for me to be selfish and self-centered, these stories show 

me that, deep down, I want to be someone who’s willing to make sacrifices for the 
people I love — and I think you do too.

  True freedom is found when you love God and others first. 
  You’re free to be in charge of your own life and to live it without Jesus. But you’ll find 

greater freedom when you let Him lead you.
  You’re free to make yourself the center of your own universe, at the expense of your 

relationships with others. But you’ll find greater freedom when you give up some of 
your freedoms in order to love others well.

  When you give up some of your freedoms in order to love God and others . . . 
  You’ll discover a more fulfilling kind of life.
  Your relationships will deepen.
  You’ll grow in kindness, patience, forgiveness, compassion, and grace.
  You’ll grow closer to your Creator.
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DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

  What are some ways we can love others by giving up some of our freedoms?
 � Think about a fight you’ve had with a friend or family member. During the fight, 

in what ways did you both break the “law of love”? When you resolved it, what 
sacrifices did you both make for each other?

REFLECTION | My Needs & Your Needs
  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, print and cut the handouts provided in your Week 2 folder. 

Place one under each seat, along with a pen.
  A few minutes ago, we raised our hands to say that we all sometimes experience conflict with 

others. Right now, I want you to think of someone you currently have conflict with, or who you 
often have conflict with.

  Got a name? Great. Write their name inside the cage on your handout as a reminder that there’s 
something about your relationship with them that’s holding you both back from freedom. 

  Maybe it’s a hurt or offense that needs to be confessed or forgiven.
  Maybe it’s your attitude.
  Maybe it’s your me-centered thinking.
  Even if you’re sure they’re the problem in your relationship, your actions are either 

adding to or helping to solve the conflict.
  On the rest of your handout, write some ideas about how you might be able to sacrificially love 

that person better. I’ll give a few ideas to get you started.
  WHEN HAVE YOU PUT OTHERS FIRST? You know how to make sacrifices for others when 

you had a conflict. I know you’ve done it before! Take a moment to think about ways you’ve put 
others first in the past. Maybe you . . . 

  Were the first to apologize.
  Didn’t respond in anger — even when you had a really good comeback prepared.
  Chose to listen instead of speak.

  WHEN HAVE OTHERS PUT YOU FIRST? Now think about a time when someone else made a 
sacrifice for you. Maybe they . . . 

  Always put you first because they’re your parent.
  Did something difficult or uncomfortable to show you they loved you.
  Said or gave you something meaningful.

  HOW HAVE YOU BEEN PUTTING YOURSELF FIRST? Now be honest. When it comes to the 
person you’ve been in conflict with, how have you put yourself first? Have you . . . 

  Said hurtful things because it made you feel better?
  Ignored them?
  Mocked or talked badly about them?
  Lied about them?
  Been stubborn, difficult, dramatic, rude, or defiant?
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  Sure, you’re free to act this way, but it’s harming your relationship with this person and keeping 
you from following Jesus’ “law of love.” 

  So what can you do differently?
  How can you give up some of your freedoms (like the freedom to say or do whatever 

you want) in order to love them like Jesus loved you?
  How can you sacrifice for them?

  Keep in mind, putting others first doesn’t mean you stop taking care of yourself. You’d be pretty 
unhealthy if you did that! Jesus isn’t calling us to make so many sacrifices for others that we 
become unhealthy. But I’m guessing there are some sacrifices you can make for others that 
would help you move away from me-centered thinking and start living with more love.

  Just like Jesus gave up His freedoms in order to love you, there’s something you can do to 
sacrificially love someone else — especially someone you’re fighting with. Free people give up 
their freedoms for others — not because they have to, but because they choose to in love.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

  Read Philippians 2:6-7. When we’re in conflict with someone, what can we learn 
from Jesus?

 � Do you think there is ever a time when you shouldn’t give up some of your 
freedoms for others? When and why?

  This week, what’s one way you can make a sacrifice in order to make things right 
with someone you’ve been fighting with?





STUDENT
COMMUNICATION GUIDE
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INSTRUCTIONS

TEXTING
While your parents and volunteers should be 
receiving regular emails from you, students aren't 
exactly reliable emailers. Instead, we suggest 
communicating with students through texting, 
using a safe mass messaging service like Remind. 
You can use mass texting to share . . .

  Upcoming news and announcements.
  A look at what you’re teaching.
  One-Minute Sermon videos.
  Encouragement and devotionals.
  A survey or feedback question.

SOCIAL MEDIA
For students, we recommend using your Facebook 
page and Instagram account to communicate 
directly with students, but make sure whatever 
platforms you choose are the platforms your 
students are already using.

Use our Social Media Plan spreadsheet to plan 
what to post, where to post it, and when to post it. 
Use the Big Ideas, graphics, videos, and teaching 
content we provide to fill up the teaching-related 
portions of your social media plan each week.

Copy and paste these weekly posts into either your 
Social Media Plan spreadsheet, a post scheduling 
service like Buffer, or directly onto your favorite 
social media platform.

Hey everyone! We’re starting a new series on authority this 
week called Free People. See you there!

Week 1 of Free People is in the books! We talked about 
James, Jesus' greatest commandment, and how the right 
rules can set you free.

This week in our series Free People we continued our 
conversation about James by talking about wisdom. Here's 
the recap: free people don't dance with danger.

In Week 3 of Free People, we continued talking about James, 
Jesus' greatest commandment, rules, and freedom. Here 
was our big idea: free people make decisions that benefit 
others.

It’s our final week of Free People! It’s been a great 
conversation. We closed with a conversation about how 
free people give up their freedoms for others — just like 
Jesus did for us.

http://Remind.com
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/growcurriculum.org/SocialMediaPlan_S4
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/buffer.com


WEEK 1
Have you ever had to follow a rule that made absolutely no sense to you? Maybe it was a rule about what 
you could or couldn’t wear, where you could or couldn’t go, or who you could or couldn’t hang out with. 
When some people think about God, that is what they think about — a list of rules miles long that don’t even 
feel important or relevant to their lives. I get that! Even in Jesus’ time, there were some religious people 
who loved rules. They had thousands of them. But here’s what Jesus had to say about rules: there are two 
that matter most. Love God. And love others as you love yourself. God isn’t about giving us rules that keep 
us feeling like prisoners. The rules God gives are designed to set us free. So like the book of James says, 
“don’t just listen to God’s Word, do what it says.” God’s rule is love, and when we follow it, we discover that 
the right rules can set you free.

WEEK 2
When you hear the word “freedom,” what do you think about? Do you imagine a world where you can do 
whatever you want, whenever you want to do it? Well, what if the thing you really wanted to do was dangerous? 
What if it could hurt you, or hurt others, in really tragic ways? The truth is, if you and I did whatever we wanted, 
whenever we wanted, we would eventually make some pretty dangerous and damaging decisions. That’s why 
God offers us a little something called WISDOM — the ability to see danger, and adjust our actions accordingly. 
And according to the book of James and the book of Proverbs (which are both in the Bible), all we need to do 
to get more wisdom is to ask God for it. When God’s wisdom tells us to do or to avoid something, it’s because 
God wants to see us live free of unnecessary hurt — and free people don’t dance with danger.
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ONE-MINUTE SERMONS

After you teach each week, we recommend filming a video of yourself re-teaching your message in one 
minute or less. Then post it on social media! We've written the beginnings of a script for you each week, 
and we've also filmed complete One-Minute Sermon Videos for you too, in partnership with Rescue a 
Generation. Make your own or post ours — whatever you want!

ONE-MINUTE
SERMON SCRIPTS

https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/CHANGES%20FOR%20EVERY%20SERIES
https://www.rescueageneration.org/
https://www.rescueageneration.org/


WEEK 3
I don’t know how you feel about zombie movies, but I think they’re terrifying — not just because of the 
zombies, but because of the way everyone immediately seems to turn against each other as soon as the 
zombies show up! Civilization collapses, rules and laws disappear, and suddenly it’s everyone for themselves! 
The people in those movies might technically be “free” of the laws and rules they used to live by, but that 
kind of life isn’t freedom. And when you and I live in a way that prioritizes ourselves, at the expense of others, 
we’re not really free either. That’s why Jesus told us the most important thing we can do (besides loving 
God) isn’t just to love ourselves, but to love others like we love ourselves. It’s why the book of James tells us 
to show mercy, to choose kindness, and to make peace. Because we’ll never live freely as long as we’re only 
living for ourselves. Free people make decisions that benefit others.

WEEK 4
Have you ever watched a movie where one character made a huge sacrifice for someone else, or maybe 
even for the whole world? Whether it’s Belle taking her dad’s place in the Beast’s castle, or Iron Man using 
the Infinity Stones to defeat Thanos, there’s something about these scenes that move us. Why? Well, 
for me, these stories of sacrifice remind me of the sacrifice Jesus made in order to save me. And even 
though it’s really easy for me to be selfish and self-centered, these stories show me that, deep down, 
I want to be someone who’s willing to make sacrifices for the people I love — and I think you do too. 
Jesus freely gave up His freedom in order to love you and me, and then He told us to do the same for 
each other. That’s the ironic thing about freedom. Free people give up their freedoms for others — not 
because we have to, but because we choose to in love.
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INSTRUCTIONS

PARENT
COMMUNICATION GUIDE

EMAIL
Edit and send your Parent Email for this series. It 
includes . . .

  Upcoming news and announcements.
  A look at what you’re teaching.
  A helpful video, article, or resource.
  A survey or feedback question.

SOCIAL MEDIA
Once you have your monthly email written, you can 
repurpose the content in that email on your social 
media platforms. For parents, we recommend 
using your Facebook page to broadcast information 
to everyone and a Facebook group to start 
conversations just for parents.

Use our Social Media Plan spreadsheet to plan 
what to post, where to post it, and when to post it. 
Use the Big Ideas, graphics, videos, and teaching 
content we provide to fill up the teaching-related 
portions of your social media plan each week. In the 
next column, we've written weekly posts to parents 
about each week of this series that you can use if 
you'd like.

Copy and paste these weekly posts into either your 
Social Media Plan spreadsheet, a post scheduling 
service like Buffer, or directly onto your favorite 
social media platform.

Hey parents! We’re starting a new series on authority 
this week called Free People. Check your email for all the 
details!

Week 1 of Free People is in the books! We talked about 
James, Jesus' greatest commandment, and how the right 
rules can set you free.

This week in our series Free People we continued our 
conversation about James by talking about wisdom. Here's 
the recap: free people don't dance with danger.

In Week 3 of Free People, we continued talking about James, 
Jesus' greatest commandment, rules, and freedom. Here 
was our big idea: free people make decisions that benefit 
others.

It’s our final week of Free People! It’s been a great 
conversation with your teenagers. We closed with a 
conversation about how free people give up their freedoms 
for others — just like Jesus did for us.

And don't forget to use the #growcurriculum 
hashtag when you post!

http://growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/growcurriculum.org/SocialMediaPlan_S4
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/buffer.com


EMAIL
Edit and send your weekly Volunteer Emails for 
this series. They include . . .

  Upcoming news and announcements.
  A look at what you’re teaching.
  A helpful video, article, or resource.
  A practical tip or quote.
  A survey or feedback question.

SOCIAL MEDIA
Once you have your monthly email written, you can 
repurpose the content in that email on your social 
media platforms. For volunteers, we recommend 
using your Facebook page to broadcast information 
to everyone and a Facebook group to start 
conversations just for volunteers.

Use our Social Media Plan spreadsheet to plan 
what to post, where to post it, and when to post it. 
Use the Big Ideas, graphics, videos, and teaching 
content we provide to fill up the teaching-related 
portions of your social media plan each week. 

Copy and paste these weekly posts for volunteers 
into either your Social Media Plan spreadsheet, a 
post scheduling service like Buffer, or directly onto 
your favorite social media platform.

Hey team! We’re starting a new series on authority this week 
called Free People. Check your email for all the details!

Week 1 of Free People is coming up! We're talking about 
James, Jesus' greatest commandment, and how the right 
rules can set you free.

This week in our series Free People we'll continue our 
conversation about James by talking about wisdom. Here's 
the preview: free people don't dance with danger.

In Week 3 of Free People, we'll continue talking about 
James, Jesus' greatest commandment, rules, and 
freedom. Here's our big idea: free people make decisions 
that benefit others.

It’s our final week of Free People! It’s been a great 
conversation so far. We're closing with a conversation 
about how free people give up their freedoms for others — 
just like Jesus did for us.

And don't forget to use the #growcurriculum 
hashtag when you post!

VOLUNTEER
COMMUNICATION GUIDE
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INSTRUCTIONS

http://growcurriculum.org/Emails_S4
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/growcurriculum.org/SocialMediaPlan_S4
https://stuffyoucanuse.gathercontent.com/item/buffer.com



