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 Materials 
needed and 
advance 
preparation
• A folded invitation for 

each group member, 
envelopes for each 
invitation (see Focus for 
how to prepare them)

• Index cards and 
chalkboard/chalk or 
newsprint/markers, 
depending on the 
option (memory work  
in Explore)

• A variety of Bibles, 
different versions

• Copies of the handout 
sheets for Session 1

• Pens/pencils

SESSION 1

THE BLESSINGS— 
INVITATION/CONVERSION  

 KEY VERSE
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:3)

 FAITH STORY
Matthew 5:1-5

 FAITH FOCUS
Jesus starts the instruction of the disciples by highlighting how they can “enjoy the bliss of heav-
en”—these are the Blessings (aka the Beatitudes). The message is, if you feel hopeless (v. 3), full 
of sadness (v. 4), beaten down or crushed (v. 5), Jesus invites you to come to him for nurture, love, 
and the reward of a relationship with God. These three qualities—poverty of spirit, mourning, and 
meekness—tend to be preconditions for conversion. People who experience life this way are ripe 
for a relationship with God. The Beatitudes offer Jesus’ understanding, which says, in essence, you  
can go through it and come out blessed on the other end.

 SESSION GOAL
Assure youth who may be feeling inadequate and/or awkward spiritually that these conditions—
poverty of spirit, mourning, and meekness—are exactly the ones that make them receptive to a 
relationship with God.

 TEACHING PLAN

1. FOCUS  3 minutes
Before the session, make invitations for each of the youth. Write on the outside fold of each invita-
tion one of the following “Uninviting Invitations”:

• If You are Poor, You are Invited to...

• If You Feel Sad, You are Invited to...

• If You Feel Beaten Down, You are Invited to...

• If You Feel Hopeless, You are Invited to...

• If You Feel Rejected, You are Invited to...

• If You are Peaceful and Gentle, You are Invited to...

• If You are Wealthy, You are Invited to...

®
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• If You are Beautiful, You are Invited to...

• If You are Happy, You are Invited to...

Leave the inside blank. Seal the invitations in envelopes, and place them on each seat before the 
youth arrive or pass them out once everyone is together. Instruct youth not to open the invitation 
until you give them the go-ahead to read their invitation silently.

2. CONNECT 7 minutes
Now, one by one, invite participants to share what was stated on the outer fold of their invitation. 
Immediately follow that with the question: What did you expect to be invited to? 

If the question catches them off guard and they do not have a response, ask them to think for a mo-
ment about what they would likely be invited to, given the condition on the card. Ask other mem-
bers of the group to read their invitations and share what they expected to be invited to. Press them 
for reasons why. Then ask: Have you ever been invited to be a part of something because you either had 
or lacked one of these characteristics?

3. EXPLORE THE BIBLE 18 minutes
Shift to this activity: Usually when you get an invitation, you get asked based on certain qualifications 
or characteristics, or because of who you know. Jesus lays out some unusual qualifications in the invita-
tion to be part of God’s crowd.

Invite everyone to turn to Matthew 5:1-5, using a variety of Bible versions. Ask volunteers to read this 
passage. Then divide into three groups (a one-person “group” is fine) to study key words. Say some-

 Option: Memory work. The Beatitudes are short, and important. Consider having 
youth memorize them, a few verses at a time, over the next three sessions. Choose one or 
more of the methods below (some may work better in certain groups than in others), or 
devise your own. Work in pairs, individually, or in teams.

• Write out the memory verses on a sheet of paper or chalkboard, and say the words 
together. Repeat, but this time cover or erase some of the words. With each repetition, 
cover or erase more words, until everyone is saying the words from memory. In the fol-
lowing session, recite together to reinforce.

• Divide into teams of two or more, and give teams a few minutes to memorize the pas-
sage or verse together. Then call everyone together and have the first team try to recite 
the verse(s) from memory. If they can do it, they may sit down. If not, go on to the next 
team. Keep going around until each team is sitting down.

• Write each word on a separate index card. Have the group members gather around a 
table or bare spot on the floor. Shuffle the cards and have the group arrange them in 
the correct order. (For a longer passage, write two or three words on each card. With 
a larger group, create two or more sets of cards and have subgroups work at separate 
tables. They can even race to see which group solves the “puzzle” first.) This is a method 
to use in conjunction with another, since it alone doesn’t bring mastery of the verse.

• After initial familiarity with the verse, go around the group having the first person say 
the first word of the verse, the second person say the second word, etc., through the 
end of the verse. Then repeat, starting with a different person. After a few trips around 
the circle, have each person say two words. Then repeat the verse with each person 
saying three words. Then have the group say the verse in unison. Finally, have each 
person recite the verse individually.
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thing like: In Bible study, it often helps to examine context to get the meaning of a word. Distribute copies 
of the handout sheet with the word study exercise. Group A will be studying “poor in spirit,” group B 
has “mourn,” and group C has “meek.”

4. APPLY 10 minutes
Direct attention to the handout sheet, “Pilgrim’s Progress.” Allow 5-8 minutes for completing the 
graph. Then lead a discussion with the following questions:

• Of those times when you felt closest to God, how many occurred when you were feeling poor in 
spirit? Feeling sad? Feeling beaten down or meek?

• What did you do during those times when you were feeling poor in spirit (sad, meek, beaten down)? 
Did anything lead you closer to God?

• What did God do in your life during those times?

Reiterate the positive ways God worked in their lives when they were downcast, based on stories 
the youth shared. Reassure the youth that it is these conditions, painful as they may be, that invite 
them into the realm of God. This truth is likely counterintuitive; most of us have had experiences with 
friends or family who distanced themselves from us if we were not happy, or they pressured us to 
appear happy, even if it was artificial.

Say something like: When we feel worst, we’re often really open to God—sometimes without even know-
ing it. Jesus says we’re blessed, because when we feel most empty, that is when God can fill us.

5. RESPOND 7 minutes
Return to the “uninviting invitations” from Focus. Ask everyone to think of one other person they 
know who is feeling poor in spirit, sad, hopeless, or beaten down. After studying these Blessings, 
what would they invite that person to? Have them complete the invitation, and even give it away  
if they like.

Close with this benediction straight from the scripture, or a prayer of your own:

Blessed are you who are poor in spirit, for yours is the whole realm of heaven!
Blessed are you who mourn, for you shall be comforted!
Blessed are you who are meek, for you shall inherit the earth!
Remember these things in your hearts, and tell others!

INSIGHTS FROM SCRIPTURE
The Sermon on the Mount is a concise collection of Jesus’ instruction to his disciples. This section of 
Matthew’s Gospel is his version of Jesus’ teachings. Luke records it with a similar general sequence 
and structure and content. Some Jesus traditions taught that the Messiah would be an interpreter 
of Torah (the first five books of the Hebrew scriptures), and even bring a new Torah, or law. Jesus 
was seen as the fulfillment of that law, and here is a lengthy teaching to inaugurate his messianic 
authority. It could also have been used by the early Christians as a catechism, teaching the essen-
tials to new believers. This unit will use it the same way.

The first set of teachings, the Blessings (or the Beatitudes), are pithy—the “Cliff Notes” on how to 
be a Jesus disciple. As a mini-manual these teachings foretell what we can expect when we commit 
to Jesus. They aren’t so much blessings upon as they are insights into the condition of people who 
do these things or feel these things. They are invitations to live a life according to faith with the help 
of the Spirit. Though it’s not an easy road—rocky, even, at times—the word blessed has in it the es-
sence of enjoying a very generous gift from heaven.

  
“Then Jesus took 
his disciples up 
onto the mountain 
and, gathering them 
around him, he taught 
them, saying,

‘Blessed are the poor 
in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of 
heaven.

‘Blessed are the 
meek; ‘Blessed are 
they that mourn;

‘Blessed are the 
merciful; ‘Blessed are 
they that thirst for 
justice;

‘Blessed are you when 
persecuted;

‘Blessed are you when 
you suffer;

‘Be glad and rejoice, 
for your reward is 
great in heaven.’

Then Simon Peter 
said, ‘Are we 
supposed to know 
this?’

And Andrew said, ‘Do 
we have to write this 
down?’ And James 
said, ‘Will we have a 
test on this?’

And Philip said, ‘I 
don’t have any paper.’

And Bartholomew 
said, ‘Do we have 
to turn this in?’ And 
John said, ‘The other 
disciples didn’t have 
to learn this.’

And Matthew said, 
‘When do we get out 
of here?’ And Judas 
said, ‘What does 
this have to do with 
real life?’ And Jesus 
wept.”

Author unknown
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There are eight blessings, with extra emphasis on the eighth. In these blessings, Jesus lays out the 
conditions and characteristics disciples are expected to experience and develop in the course of 
their discipleship. One way of studying these blessings is to connect them with the major develop-
ment stages of discipleship: conversion, preparation, and ministry.

Verses 9-12 focus on what to do (peacemaking) and expect (hardship and persecution) as we live 
the life and minister as Jesus’ disciples. These are not the only ways to minister, but Jesus was being 
very candid about the conditions of such a life.

 CONVERSION
While conversion doesn’t necessarily require poverty of spirit, mourning, and meekness (vv. 3-5), 
these experiences or qualities are ones that make people especially receptive to a relationship with 
God, and describe what many Christians experience before and around their conversion.

Right at the start, Jesus pronounces a blessing on “the poor.” “The originally bare term stressed the 
humiliation of poverty,” notes Robert H. Gundry in his commentary on Matthew, and refers to “…
those whose deprivation led them to cry out for deliverance from oppression,” a situation most 
would view as hopeless. 

Along with the following two “blessings”—for those who are unutterably sad, and for those who 
feel beaten down and defeated—we recognize conditions commonly experienced by youth: hope-
lessness, sadness, and defeat.

Yet following each of these uninviting conditions are rich promises, contrary to what one would ex-
pect from the world: “Theirs is the realm of heaven,” “They will be comforted,” and “They will inherit 
the earth.” Under conditions in which a person is expecting less than zero, Jesus tells us that our 
God blesses us with comfort, contentment, and nearness to God.

 PREPARATION AND MINISTRY
Once a person has sunk further than believed possible, it is time to prepare for discipleship (vv. 6-8). 
The central teachings of Jesus—righteousness, mercy, and spiritual discipline—lead to “purification” 
of the heart.

As disciples mature in faith, the characteristics necessary for effective ministry continue to develop. 
Those who once were hopeless begin to realize that with God they have everything they need. Sad-
ness is transformed to empathy for others and even the world. Whereas disciples once were beaten 
down and crushed, they voluntarily place themselves in a “lowly position” of servitude to God and 
others. These characteristics help disciples to draw in and minister to others experiencing similar 
situations.

  
LOOK 
AHEAD
The next session requires a 
cake. You’ll need a recipe, 
cake ingredients already 
measured out, and an 
already-baked cake if you 
won’t be baking during the 
session.

  
Check out 
conversations 
about ways to 
live that are 
meaningful and 
authentic as 
youth explore 
big questions 
about life:  
www.waytolive.org.
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Group A: 

1.  Write down what you think “poor in spirit” means (this is 

an important part of your study!):

2. Look up the following passages that use the same word.*

  • Matthew 11:5

  • Revelation 3:17

  • Mark 10:21

Group B: 

1.  Write down what you think “mourn” means (this is an im-

portant part of your study!):

2. Look up the following passages that use the same word.*

  • James 4:9

  • Revelation 18:8

  • Mark 16:10

Group C: 

1.  Write down what you think “meek” means (this is an im-

portant part of your study!):

2. Look up the following passages that use the same word.*

  • 1 Peter 3:4

  • Matthew 21:5

  • Isaiah 61:1

Word 
Study 

®

  
Check out 
conversations 
about ways to 
live that are 
meaningful and 
authentic as 
you explore big 
questions about 
life:
www.waytolive.org.

*NOTE: Depending on which transla-
tion you have, the word may not 
always be translated as “poor in spirit,” 
“mourn,” or “meek.” That’s okay. It’s the 
same word in the original Greek.

  
When we feel 
most empty, 
that is when 
God can fill 
us.

• 2 Corinthians 8:9

• Mark 14:7

• James 2:5

• 1 Corinthians 5:2

• Matthew 9:15

• Matthew 11:29

• Colossians 3:12

• 2 Corinthians 10:1
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John Bunyan’s classic story, Pilgrim’s Progress, follows a wayfaring pilgrim named Christian on a jour-
ney where he encounters frightful enemies and comforting friends as he seeks to find his true home. 
Like this wandering pilgrim, we are all on a journey and each of our lives has a particular “look” to it. 
This graph will create a visual picture of the story of your own journey.

On the left side of the graph is a list of emotions, some of which you have likely experienced. For 
example, at times in your life you have been at the top of the graph, feeling very content. Maybe at 
other times you have been at the bottom. And still at others, somewhere in between. Note the time-
line that indicates the years of your life. Starting from your earliest significant memories, place a mark 
above that time to indicate what you were experiencing emotionally.

Move to the next year and do the same. Continue until you reach the present time. Connect the dots. 
Label high points with an event that reminds you of why you were feeling this way. Label plateaus 
(flat, horizontal lines) and low points in a similar fashion. If applicable, label the time/period when you 
committed to the life of a believer.
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Pilgrim’s 

Progress
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Joy
Happiness
Gladness
Contentment

Sadness
Hopelessness
Frustration
Confusion

Age     5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
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