
City 

On 

A 

Hill



Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1 - Citizens

Chapter 2 - Waste Management

Chapter 3 - First Responders

Chapter 4 - Lights

Chapter 5 - Landmarks

Chapter 6 - City Limits

Chapter 7 - Investors

Chapter 8 - Graffiti

Chapter 9 - Parks & Rec.

Poem by Dylan Kersten

Conclusion

1

3

17

30

47

62

76

90

104

116

130

133



1

Introduction

Welcome to City On A Hill! Hopefully you will grow on Sunday and 
Wednesday nights through worship, messages that help you connect 
the Bible with your life and being around other students who are 
following Jesus. This devotional booklet is a way to help you grow 
outside of Nexus services through reading, reflection and prayer. 

Each chapter of the devotional booklet will connect with a Nexus 
monthly theme. If you make it your goal to read one part every 
week it should be easy for you to follow along with the theme. It’s 
supposed to be enjoyable and helpful! Take your time, read through 
each Scripture. Have your Bible right there with you when you are 
reading, it’s the most important part of this devotional!

“You are the light of the world—like a city on a hilltop that cannot 
be hidden.” 

-Matthew 5.14 NLT

God created you and Jesus died for you so you can be like a thriving 
city, full of life, shining light for miles around. He wants your life to 
be a shining example, shelter for the weary and provider of resourc-
es to the world around you. A big city, all lit up, is visible by satellites 
from space! That’s the kind of light God wants your life to emit. We 
believe God can do this work in your life! He has a good plan for 
you.

Every great city has certain noteworthy components making it func-
tion and be productive. We are going to have fun talking about those 
characteristics, relating them to the systems that will make your life 
like a City On A Hill.
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Every great city has…

Citizens – Can’t have a city without people. 

Waste Management – A city can’t be great if it’s full of garbage! 

First Responders – Great cities are prepared for emergencies and 
equipped to deal with them.

Lights – Every city needs light to see and create breathtaking views 
visible for miles around. 

Landmarks – Monuments tell a story and reveal a rich history.

City Limits – Boundaries provide definition, clarity and safety.

Investors – Someone needs dream big, build the city and help it 
grow.

Graffiti – Art in its highest form adds beauty, culture and flair!

Parks & Rec. – A healthy city makes space for fun and relaxation.   
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Chapter 1: Citizens
by Mike Evans
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Part 1 - Becoming a Citizen 

Everything changed once that kid’s throw-up hit my neck.  

Okay, let me go back. 

As a young sixth grader, I wanted nothing more than to belong to 
the “cool” group of kids at school. I wanted to be a citizen of the 
popular and respected circles. And, believe it or not, I was starting 
to gain some friendships and standing within those circles. I started 
being accepted and known as “Mike” who hung out with Rob Thorp 
and the popular girls (yup, believe it). We would even hang out AF-
TER school. Woah.

But my citizenship in this elite class and country of cool middle 
school students (that is possible, right?) quickly came to a halt on 
my way to homeroom one, dreadful school morning. 

I got off the bus like I did every other school day. I was wearing my 
brand new black skateboarding shirt with its cool gold logo on it, 
and I strutted confidently down the halls of my kingdom, a citizen of 
the popular ruling class. Yet, somewhere between my royal descent 
off the bus and my homeroom door, I heard a loud scream, “GET 
OUT OF THE WAY!” 

I looked up briefly and saw my school principle directing a hunched 
student down the hall, and my mind really could not process what 
transpired next. 

I heard the principle’s warning and saw the hunched student, and 
then that student straightened, looked me straight in the eyes, and 
projectile vomited directly onto my neck just under my right ear 
AND all over my brand-new shirt.  

My popularity . . . my citizenship in the cool group at school . . . 

Everything changed once that kid’s throw-up hit my neck. 
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Truly. From that moment, everything good I had experienced in my 
groups at school vanished. It was gone, and I really never got it back. 
In fact, I moved to another state a year later . . . never recovering the 
citizenship I lost. 

My barf-neck story is really funny to look back on now, but, really, 
losing a kind of belonging/citizenship you desire is terrible! It makes 
me think of what happened in the garden in the very first book of 
the Bible, Genesis. 

Read: Genesis 1-3

God created the world and people in it, and it was good. I love the 
way Genesis 2 shows the relationship between God and man. Adam 
was a citizen in God’s creation, and it was good! Things were perfect 
for Adam and for Eve as they lived as citizens of God, talking with 
him, eating great stuff, and naming animals (admit it, you wish you 
came up with “hippopotamus”).  However, Genesis 3 shows how 
they had a barf-on-the-neck-experience. They disobeyed God and, 
as a result, experienced a separation from him. Sin had entered the 
world. Death to people had entered the world. Their citizenship had 
changed when they went their own way over God’s way, and things 
were no longer good. 

Living as a citizen in God’s kingdom is the best thing for a person. 
The Adam and Eve story is our story. It’s my story, and it’s your 
story. It’s sad! We are meant to live as citizens in God’s kingdom, 
yet there is this problem of sin that separates us from God. If you 
KNOW you are meant to live “over there” (think across an ocean), 
how can you get there on your own? You can’t! I can’t swim across 
an ocean, and neither can you. If we want to be citizens of God’s 
country, we need help! 

The Bible says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one 
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have 
eternal life” (John 3:16, NIV). God’s “Son” is Jesus, and Jesus is God! 
God came to us to help us become his citizens again. He wants us 
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to experience eternal life, not death! We have purpose and hope 
and joy when we are citizens of God. We can live in relationship 
with him just like Adam and Eve did before the barf of sin hit their 
necks. And, now, WE can gain access to God as his citizens again 
through Jesus and believing in him! What great news! 

It’s my prayer this year that you will grow to love God more and 
more for what he has done for you on the cross. God’s city is the 
best, and YOU can be a part of it as his citizen. Step 1 is allowing 
Jesus to take you there. You will never regret that decision! 

Read: Romans 10:9

Questions for individual reflection:

What do you know about God after reading Genesis 1&2? 

What went wrong in Genesis 3? 

Looking at John 3:16, how does a person become a citizen of God?

Questions for group discussion:

What’s your worst barf-neck, moment ruining experience story?
What do you think keeps students from wanting to become citizens 
of God?
What are the biggest threats to your citizenship in God’s kingdom?
What are the best things about being a citizen of God’s kingdom?  
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Part 2 - The Citizen’s Purpose 

Read: Matthew 4:18-22 

Jesus is awesome. Seriously. He is awesome. People go their whole 
lives looking for their “purposes” only to find themselves on contin-
ual and fruitless hunts. I love Matthew 4:18-22. It records an event 
that helps us see God’s purpose for his citizens. Verses 18-20 are 
gold. Two guys doing their thing, living their purposes of fishing, and 
Jesus basically says, “Hey, come follow me. Become a God-citizen, 
and I will increase your purpose and your impact more than you can 
even imagine.” 

Woah. 

Jesus said he is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6). People 
really only experience life and life everlasting as citizens of God! 
And Jesus is the way to that citizenship. Yet, people don’t just mag-
ically know Jesus - what he has done and what he provides. That’s 
the purpose behind those who follow Jesus. They get the honor and 
the privilege of telling others about Jesus and what he has done! 
That was the purpose of Peter and Andrew, to go out and “fish for 
people” OR to help gather people that they might find Jesus! God 
wants the same purpose for all his citizens! 

Read: Ezekiel 37:1-14 & Romans 10:14-15

Yeah, amazing. 

Ezekiel was sent to preach to dry bones, and they came to life. Talk 
about amazing! I don’t know about you, but I would LOVE to tell 
dead bones about Jesus and see them spring to life. What if that 
was “my thing” or “your thing” – going around and helping formerly 
dead people turn to life? Wow, that would be an incredible purpose. 

Good news! 
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That IS the purpose of a citizen of God. Romans 10:14-15 tells us 
how spiritually dead people are brought to life by calling on the 
name of Jesus. To experience life in Jesus, they need to call on the 
name of Jesus. They can’t call on the name of Jesus if they don’t be-
lieve in him. And they can’t believe in Jesus if they don’t hear about 
Jesus. And they can’t hear about Jesus if no one tells them about 
Jesus. So, the question becomes, who’s got the responsibility and 
purpose to tell others about this Jesus so they can experience life? 
Who is supposed to be like Ezekiel? 

Read: Matthew 28:19-20

If you call on Jesus as your savior . . . if you are a citizen of God . 
. . YOU are the person who is sent with this message of life and 
hope! It is your purpose to help people find light in the darkness! 
Wow, what a purpose for the citizen of God! If it is true that Jesus 
is the only way (and he is!), and if no one can come to God except 
through him (which they can’t), then the citizen of God entrusted 
with the purpose of telling others about Jesus has an amazing life. 
While others keep running into brick walls when trying to figure 
out their purposes, the citizen of God has the ultimate and ultimate-
ly rewarding purpose of spreading the good news surrounding Jesus! 

Simply put . . . God’s citizens have the BEST and most meaningful 
purpose of telling others about Jesus! 
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Questions for individual reflection:

Do you know your purpose? 

What surprises you about Matthew 4:18-22? 

How do spiritually dead people experience life? 

Whose purpose is it to tell others about Jesus? 

What does God want his citizens to do in Matthew 28:19-20 and 
why?

Questions for group discussion:

Would you rather be the receiver of good news or the giver of 
good news?
What’s the best news you’ve ever given someone?
Why is the message of Jesus “good news”?
What are the best ways for students to share the message of Jesus? 
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Part 3 - The Citizen’s Hope 

Read: Revelation 21:1-7 & Philippians 3:20-21

God is up to something awesome. Whenever I hear/read of different 
history events of world wars or terrorist attacks or people harming 
one another, I am reminded that something is wrong with the world. 
Something within me tells me things are not as they should be or as 
they could be. Whether it be a loved one dying or the existence of 
fear in my life, I am thankful that as a follower of Jesus I am a “citizen 
of heaven”. 

What does that mean? 

Being a Christian means I have a real hope that God is up to some-
thing awesome. The Bible tells us in Revelation that God will create 
a new place where his citizens will live, and that place is heaven! And 
what is that heaven like? We can see heaven will be a place where 
God and his followers will live together, and he will “wipe every tear 
from their eyes. There will be no more death or crying or pain” 
(Rev. 21:4, NIV). Wow. 

No death. No pain. No fear. No crying. 

Forever. 

 For the inspiring and strong Christians of the early church, the 
hope of heaven was the driving force behind their boldness for 
Christ and their confidence in a broken world. The reality that God, 
at the end of all of this, was going to do something new and rid the 
world of all sin and death made those early Christians true forces to 
be reckoned with for the kingdom of God. 

If you are a citizen of God, if you follow Jesus, then you are also a 
citizen of heaven! That means you will live in heaven with God and 
experience new life. Hope is yours! Regardless of how difficult your 
circumstances become – even up to your deathbed – you need to 
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know what awaits you. Heaven. And that hope should give you a 
peace and a confidence beyond all understanding and explanation. 

An awesome Christian in the Bible named Paul said, “For to me, to 
live is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). See, people are usually 
afraid of death and dying. Not Paul. Paul was a citizen of heaven. Paul 
knew the hope of heaven available to the follower of Jesus, and he 
knew the best was yet to come for him after he would breath his 
last breath, whenever that would be. 

God might call his followers to crazy places. Unsafe places. Places 
most people will try to avoid. But when you have the hope that 
comes from being a citizen of heaven, you have no fear. You can obey 
and even ASK God to send you wherever he wants. Why? Because 
heaven is coming, and that hope is UNSHAKEABLE.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What is heaven and what will heaven be like? 

What does it mean to be a “citizen of heaven”? 

How should the hope of heaven affect the follower of Jesus? 

What most excites you about heaven? 

Questions for group discussion:

What are the things you are most looking forward to this year?
Why is hope so important?
What crazy hopeless situations might God want students to fear-
lessly engage?
In what areas do you need the most hope and boldness right now? 
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Part 4 - The Citizen’s Joy

Read: Philippians 4:4 & James 1:2-4 & Romans 15:13

Citizens of God have it so good. 

So many people try to find joy in things or people or whatever else, 
and they find themselves lacking it at some point because those 
things or people or whatever else fails them. 

It’s sad. 

But, what about God’s citizens? Well, they have a joy that can exist 
ALWAYS.

Who wants to live his or her life without joy? Not me. That’s why 
I’m thankful God has designed it that his followers receive a joy that 
will last forever. Philippians 4:4 tells the citizen of God to rejoice 
always! 

Always. 

It would be cruel if God commanded his followers to do something 
they could not do. But, he didn’t. God commanded his citizens to re-
joice always, which means his citizens CAN have an everlasting and 
ever-present joy. I can hear you thinking . . . 

“What about when things get tough? I am human. Life isn’t all glazed 
Krispy Krème doughnuts.” 

First, I wish life WAS all glazed Krispy Krème doughnuts. It would be 
sticky but delicious. BUT, I get what you’re saying.  James 1:2-4 helps 
us see that sometimes the hard things we experience will serve as 
crucial building blocks in our lives. God wants his citizens to be-
come strong, “not lacking anything” (Jam. 1:4b). With God’s greater 
purpose in view, God’s citizen can approach any struggle, trial, or 
hardship with joy, knowing God is fully at work. 
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In light of Jesus and what he has done on the cross, there really is 
no excuse to be without joy as a Christian. Happiness may come 
and go like the tide. As long as people are breathing they will expe-
rience a range of emotions, and that is neither abnormal nor sinful. 
However, joy is that peace knowing that whatever happens to me 
or my world . . . I am a friend of God. Even if I have nothing in the 
world’s eyes, I have everything in my relationship with Christ. He is 
my portion and he is enough. 

Philippians 4:4 DOES say, “Rejoice in the LORD always.” So, as 
long as God is constant and stable and everlasting . . . so can his 
citizens’ joy. 



15

Questions for individual reflection:

How would you define joy? 

What gets in the way of your joy? 

What does the Bible say to the citizen of God concerning joy? 

Why can the citizen of God always rejoice? 

Questions for group discussion:

What food would bring you the most joy right now?
What things bring joy but are temporary and fragile?
Where do most students around you seem to be looking for joy?
What does your joy-meter look like right now and why?
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From a frail solo sung in a dark room
to seven-part harmonies with billions.

The streets cleanse my body with ev’ry step,
and we remind each other to take walks.
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Chapter 2:  Waste Management
by Sarah Rodden
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Part 1 

I really love the idea of composting and recycling, but I’m still work-
ing on implementing them as habits in my life.

I recently learned about a company in Pittsburgh that works with 
people in Haiti and Honduras to collect plastic bottles. They pay 
them to collect the bottles, then the company recycles the plastic 
bottles and turns them into fabrics. They sell the fabric to shoe and 
clothing companies. Through this chain of actions, they’re not only 
turning trash into something useful, but they’re offering employment 
to people who might not otherwise be able to secure a steady in-
come. Isn’t that cool? 

Composting, usually in the form of a compost pile in your backyard, 
involves collecting biodegradable materials and mixing them up 
together. When they start to decay, they create fertilizer for your 
plants. That combination of eggshells and old banana peels are help-
ing to create big and beautiful plants and vegetables. If these items 
had been sent to a landfill they wouldn’t have contributed to any 
sort of greater purpose.

Read: 2 Corinthians 5:17, 1 John 5:2-3, 1 John 2:1-6

God has made each of us into new beings in Him! We’re like an ul-
tra-soft fabric made from recycled bottles. There’s nothing we have 
done to earn this, and yet it’s offered to us all the same, and we just 
have to accept it. But when we do, our lives are no longer ours. We 
die to our plans for our lives and surrender ourselves to God and 
his plans.

By dying on the cross for us, Jesus has already done the difficult 
part. And even though Jesus washed our sins away with His death, 
we cannot just leave it at that. Now it’s our job to submit to Him in 
obedience. 

The first step in understanding how to be obedient to God is learn-
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ing about who He is and what he wants for our lives. This means we 
need to be learning more about Him through His word and through 
prayer. We should surround ourselves with godly people, and daily 
ask for His wisdom in our lives. Once you’ve done this, you’ll start 
to see opportunities for obedience in everyday situations.

Questions for individual reflection:

Have you accepted new life through God?

What steps can you take today towards obedience?

Questions for group discussion:

Do you recycle? Why or why not?
Why does obedience matter for followers of Jesus?
What part of obedience seems the most difficult for students?
Where are you in the process of obeying God?
What is the next step for you in the process of learning and practic-
ing obedience?
What is the best way for you to help others in their obedience 
process?
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Part 2

I’m not sure how or when it happened, but at some point I became 
a workplace neat freak. At both of my jobs, I’m the person who is 
always throwing things away and wiping down surfaces and consoli-
dating boxes so I can FINALLY throw away that one container that’s 
been sitting in one spot for too long.

At my “day job,” we recently moved into a new building, and the 
former tenants had left behind years upon years worth of junk. I’m 
sure to them it didn’t seem like junk, but it was covered in cobwebs 
and most of it was well worn and couldn’t really be repurposed. So 
I walked around with giant trash bags for about two weeks straight, 
just throwing away everything in sight. Literally nothing was safe. 
My coworkers kept asking me why I was so obsessed with making 
sure everything was clean, and my answer was always the same: “I 
just can’t focus on getting my work done until all of this junk is out 
of the way!” (Which was like 95% true – I also just really love get-
ting rid of junk) We work in a fast-paced and constantly changing 
environment, and I wasn’t fully confident that anyone on our team 
would even be able to find the stuff they needed in order to be able 
to complete a project if one came up at the last second. Additionally, 
we had a lot of our own belongings we needed to move into the 
new office building, and I wasn’t about to try to mix it all together. 
Why would I mix old, unusable junk with nice useable tools?

I think of sin as being similar to all that junk. How am I supposed to 
get stuff done for God if there’s all this sin in the way? 

Read: Colossians 3:1-10, Galatians 5:16-26, 
1 Peter 2:9-11

In the first passage, Paul is giving a pretty good rundown of what 
constitutes sin in our lives. In the second passage, he talks about 
what the outcome of being a slave to those sins looks like. I’m sure 
you’ve seen at least one of those outcomes in your daily life, wheth-
er you’re an old or new Christian. Some of us struggle more with 
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certain sins over others, but they’re all still very real threats in our 
lives and they still get in the way. But as Paul also talks about in the 
second passage, if we’re living in the Spirit, the Spirit can replace 
those sinful desires in our lives with healthy ones. This is great news, 
especially because the third passage would be pretty terrifying with-
out that knowledge. 

You and I are part of a chosen people, and God has big plans for us. 
But we can’t fully participate in those plans if we’re allowing our-
selves to be led by our sinful desires rather than the Spirit. We have 
to be ready for anything, which means always having our hearts and 
our minds in the right place. When a situation presents itself to fol-
low the Spirit’s leading, will you even be able to hear it? Or will your 
heart be so overrun with lust and greed and anger that you won’t 
even have time to listen?
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Questions for individual reflection:

What sins are getting in your way?

How can you take steps today to follow the Spirit’s leading in your 
life? 

Questions for group discussion:

Are you more of a neat freak or junk piler?
What literal junk do you still have sitting around your room or 
house that is serving no purpose?
What are some common sin-junk piles students trip over?
What have you found the most helpful in keeping your life clear of 
sin-junk?
What healthy/godly things are you trying to fill your life with?
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Part 3

Next time I’m going to watch a Netflix documentary on how plastic 
is never going to disappear, seriously, somebody please stop me. I 
don’t know why, but I’m addicted to watching them and they real-
ly bum me out, but I’ve also learned a lot of cool things. You know 
what is kind of crazy and we probably don’t think about enough? 
When we throw something in the trash and then put it on the curb 
to be picked up by the garbage collectors, it’s getting taken to a 
landfill. And then some magical process breaks it all down and it dis-
appears forever and ta-da, we can just keep on making trash. JUST 
KIDDING. IT SITS IN THE LANDFILL FOR A VERY LONG TIME. 
And it just keeps building up, and in most cases, it eventually makes 
its way to the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. Once it’s in the ocean, 
marine life and birds suffer because they mistakenly eat the plastic 
trash, thinking it’s food.

I recently read an article that said Hong Kong, an island next to Chi-
na with a population of 7.3 million, is going to run out of space for 
its trash by 2020. That’s three years from now! They’re looking into 
buying more landfill space, but they don’t want to do that because 
real estate is such a hot commodity there, so they’ve got to figure 
out a better solution. Part of the flaw in the “throw everything in a 
landfill” design is that things get piled on top of other things, and in 
order for a lot of that junk to be broken down, it needs oxygen and 
sunlight. But instead more and more trash is being added on top of 
it, and before you know it, before any of it has time to break down, a 
place like Hong Kong runs out of space for trash entirely.

Read: Ephesians 5:1-14, James 5:16

The same thing can happen to our hearts, and it can seriously in-
terfere with our relationship with God and with other people. You 
can’t just keep pushing down your sins and forcing more and more 
sin into your life, pretending like it’s not there and expecting it to 
magically go away on its own. The trash in our lives, sin, thrives in 
the darkness. Not only does it not break down in the darkness, it 
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multiplies, and eventually it finds its way out, strains relationships 
and hurts people.

You throw a little bit of bitterness in there real quick one day, then 
hurry up and cover it up with other stuff and choke off its access to 
light and oxygen, and suddenly it has somehow built an entire em-
pire right there in your heart. It takes up valuable real estate in our 
hearts. Think of what you could be doing with all of the space that is 
being given to garbage!

So now what? Is the situation hopeless? It never is. It’s easier said 
than done, but it’s not hopeless. Start with the following steps.

 • Confess your sins to God and ask for forgiveness.
 • Confess your sins to others and ask for accountability.   
  Uncover all of that crap in your heart so the light that   
  comes from inviting others into your struggle    
  can start to break it down. They won’t fix you    
  and they won’t save you, but they can walk with you.
 • Live in the light and be the light in other peoples’   
  struggles. Not sure where to start with this? You just   
  read it in Ephesians 5. Don’t worry, we’ll come back to  
  this in the next section.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What sins are you allowing to grow and multiply in the darkness?

Who can you confess your sins to?

Who needs you to be a light in their darkness?

Questions for group discussion:

What’s the grossest old food item you’ve ever found rotting in your 
fridge, kitchen or bedroom?
Why do we pretend or choose to ignore garbage in our lives?
What life circumstances tend to cause bitterness and anger to grow 
in students?
Of the three steps mentioned above, which ones are the most diffi-
cult and why? 
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Part 4

The first time I traveled outside of the country (aside from the 
obligatory trips to Canada in early high school) was in 2010, when 
I visited Cambodia on a Nexus trip. The whole trip offered a good 
amount of culture shock, but one of the first things I noticed was 
the sheer amount of trash everywhere. Like, literally everywhere 
you looked! It was so sad and disappointing to see. My assumption 
was of course that the citizens and their government just didn’t care 
to take care of their naturally beautiful landscape. I returned last 
year and it was about the same, although there was some improve-
ment. 

In the years since that visit, I’m ashamed of my initial reaction to the 
trash. Cambodia underwent a debilitating civil war and genocide not 
that long ago (it only ended in 1979), and is still recovering to this 
day. The country is developing quickly and the trash is only a symp-
tom of greater issues, one of which is an underdeveloped infrastruc-
ture that is struggling to keep up with the country’s move into the 
global economy.

But another reason why I should be ashamed is because while I was 
comparing Cambodia to the clean highways and sidewalks of the 
United States, the US isn’t without its own – albeit more nuanced – 
issues that I’m doing nothing to fix. 

Read: Matthew 7:3-5, Galatians 6:1-3

Ok, I think you see where I’m going with this! 

Seriously, take care of your own garbage before you start calling 
people out on theirs. Hear me loud and clear, though: as Christians, 
we are supposed to call one another out. But don’t you dare do it 
until you’re right with God and you’re making strides to abandon 
your old ways. Remember those hidden, buried sins we talked about 
in the last section? Yeah, this is part of where those come into play! 
Even if the person you’re confronting isn’t ever going to see 
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evidence of those sins in your life (which, by the way, is unlikely) you 
still need to get that log out of your eye. Let the light in first. 

Galatians 6:1 says to be careful not to fall into the temptation 
yourself, which is part of why it’s so important to have dealt with 
your own struggles and sins first. If you haven’t gotten to a point of 
strength, yet, you won’t be of any help. 

So, say you’ve dealt with the log in your eye and you’re ready to 
deal with your friend’s speck. Now what? First of all, you’d better be 
prayed up and ready to go, and make sure your heart is in the right 
place. Ask yourself why you’re confronting them. Then, ask yourself 
if you’re the right person to confront this sin in his or her life, or if 
maybe there’s another Godly person who would be better suited 
for this particular conversation. If you’ve determined that it should 
be you, go directly to the friend, and don’t gossip about it or spread 
rumors. Lastly, confront them about it “lovingly and humbly.” There 
is no room for anything other than love in this conversation. Then, 
when it’s all said and done, walk with and support them through the 
aftermath.
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Questions for individual reflection:

Is there anyone in your life who you need to lovingly confront?

What personal struggles do you need to deal with first?

Questions for group discussion:

What is the most awkward “food on your face” or “food in your 
teeth” moment you have ever had?
Do you struggle more with wanting to confront others or not 
wanting to confront others?
Do you struggle more with seeing too many of your own faults or 
not seeing them clearly enough?
What are the dangers of being too confrontational?
What are the dangers of not being confrontational enough?
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When I moved out, I brought some furniture 
to be restored, my heart, washed and re-sewn,

but those pride-stained curtains must be thrown out,
for they only distort rays from the sun.
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Chapter 3:  First Responders
by Sara Baker
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Part 1
 
“911, what’s your emergency?” 

“I’m worried my son is going to have an allergic reaction! He is 
allergic to peanuts!” 

“Okay, ma’am, how did he come into contact with peanuts?” 

“Well, I opened my Amazon Prime box, and even though I let them 
know of the allergy in the house, they had used packing peanuts!”

We all know 911 is the number you call when you have an emer-
gency (or sometimes just when you think you have an emergency). 
What happens when someone calls 911? Well, first a dispatcher 
picks up, they hear the need from the caller, and then they notify the 
emergency workers necessary to help. This could be the fire de-
partment, police, and/or ambulance. First responders are the people 
who care for those in a city. Cities usually have a larger 911 dispatch 
center, and from that central dispatch center, the calls go out to the 
emergency first responders.

When emergency workers are notified, they know to respond 
immediately. Could you imagine if a person called 911 because they 
were having a heart attack, and the dispatcher told the person they 
had to wait a week or two because the ambulance workers weren’t 
feeling up to it that day? That certainly sounds like a bad situation! 

God calls us to be like those first responders who answer 911 
emergencies. God loves His creation. He loves you, He loves me, 
and He loves your parents. He loves the most unpopular person in 
your world, whoever you decide that is. God loves us all so much 
that he sent Jesus to do the biggest job we couldn’t do at exactly 
the time he needed it to be done. Jesus paid the price for our sin so 
we can live forever in His victory. 

Jesus did the job we could not do, but there are jobs we can do. And 
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God has for sure given us that call. We have been notified of some 
things that need to be done, and it is our job to respond.

Read: Matthew 10:7-8, John 14:12-14,a 
Matthew 28:18-20

When we realize God loves us, and we accept Jesus into our lives 
as the ruler of our lives, he calls you and me to be the people who 
tell more people about God’s love, and to be the ones who respond 
to their hurts. Sometimes peoples’ hurts seem big, but we are still 
called to respond to them! In the verses in Matthew 10, Jesus tells 
his disciples to heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, and 
cast out demons! Those seem like pretty big problems. The disciples 
had seen those things done by Jesus, but now it was their turn! 

And then in John 14:12-14, we see that Jesus tells us all that we 
will do greater things than He did. So… if Jesus healed a woman’s 
fever, or made a blind man see, or a crippled man walk, or cast 
out demons, then Jesus says we can do those things too, and even 
great things than that. It’s pretty wild, huh? After Jesus went back 
up to Heaven, the Holy Spirit (who is part of the mysterious trinity 
of God) came down to be with us to impart to us the very same 
power that rose Jesus from the grave, and healed those people, or 
cast out those demons. (See Romans 8:11 if you want to read more 
about that.)

And then in Matthew 28, Jesus tells the disciples to go and make 
disciples of all nations! ALL nations! This is one of the ways I know 
Jesus meant for more than just 11 guys to hear this stuff – we’re still 
working on getting all the nations to be disciples. You may hear this 
command of Jesus referred to as “The Great Commission.” 

We need a full and ready City on a Hill to hear the call, and then 
respond to make all nations disciples, and respond to all kinds of 
hurts. We can start in our homes, and we can look for needs in our 
schools and communities. We can be vigilant to find needs that we 
can meet, or hurts Jesus can heal in people we meet along our jour-
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neys. We can and should be ready to respond while we’re traveling, 
or at school, or grocery shopping, or relaxing on vacation. Some-
times when God calls it’s not convenient to respond. In fact, it’s 
often not convenient to go out of your way to help people. It’s often 
uncomfortable to ask someone if you can pray for them. It’s usually 
inconvenient to change your plans, but when God calls, it’s our job 
to respond.

Being a first responder in Jesus’ name means sharing your faith with 
people, and I know that feels awkward sometimes. We don’t want to 
offend people, or we don’t know what to say. Well, lean in to awk-
ward. God’s heart for you is for you to be a world-changer, and His 
plan is greater than whatever it would mean to never get awkward. 
Blessed are the awkward, for they shall get the job done.
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Questions for individual reflection:

If God calls you to pray for healing for someone this week, how will 
you respond?

If you see a friend’s life burning to the ground, how would a first 
responder for Jesus respond?

How can you lean into the awkwardness of being a first responder 
for someone today?

Questions for group discussion:

Have you ever been part of an emergency situation where 911 was 
called? Explain.
When you think of the qualities a first responder must have, what 
comes to mind?
What qualities should a spiritual first responder have?
What kinds of common hurts and needs do you see around you?
What kinds of hurts and needs are you feeling called to help with?
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Part 2

“I’m overwhelmed again // my spirit sings // one moment in Your 
eyes changes everything // In constant rolling waves // Your limitless 

love cascades // and I’ll never be the same”
- Wave Upon Wave (Dayspring Worship)

If you’ve been to the beach (Beach Escape babies, holler!), and been 
wrecked by a wave, you know it’s a very bewildering experience. In 
my experience, it might be a little scary, but it might be a little fun 
and exhilarating. I usually can’t tell up from down for a few mo-
ments, and I can’t quite stand the way I want to, especially with the 
weight of the waves on me. And one hundred percent of the time 
you can physically tell what has just happened to me.

I want you to hear that God wants you to experience His love like 
waves crashing over you. It might be a little scary at first, before you 
realize how very Good He is. It will be exhilarating to see the Cre-
ator of the universe wants you, cares for you, loves you. It will be 
fun to hear that God created you for a purpose. When His waves of 
love crash over you, you might not be able to tell up from down for 
a few moments, aka, it will be disorienting because if you’ve never 
experienced God’s love, it’s unlike any other love. His perfect love is 
completely limitless, and the weight of it is overwhelming. And most 
of all, when you experience God’s love, you will never be the same. 

Read: 1 John 4:16-19, 1 Corinthians 13:3-7, 
1 Corinthians 13:13

It can be pretty scary living a life of saying “yes” to God. I’ve been 
following Jesus for much of my life, and I feel like there’s still a learn-
ing curve that I might just be hitting my stride in, maybe. What I have 
been realizing more and more about God, is that saying “yes” to 
Him often just means asking Him to show me what His Love would 
do, and then I just do that. The more I see Jesus’ love for me, the 
more I love Him, and the more I love Him, the more I want to do 
what Love would do. 
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We see in those verses in 1 John that perfect love casts out fear. 
That’s a pretty incredible thing to read. You might ask, how do I love 

perfectly? But the truth is that it is not our perfect love we are rely-
ing on. Reread verse 16. We rely on God, who is perfect love. And 
there is no fear in love. So not only do we not need to fear Hell and 
punishment when we have God’s love, but we also see more acutely 
that God wants all people to know about what we know – His love. 

1 Corinthians 13 is called the “Love Chapter.” It’s read at weddings a 
lot. But it is not just a few verses that make people at weddings (me) 
cry. These verses are the foundation of what it truly means to be a 
community, to be a City on a Hill. Love is what matters. Christians 
go out and do things for other people, we respond to God, we want 
to heal the hurting and see the lost find salvation in Jesus, all be-
cause of LOVE. When we look at things and people through God’s 
eyes, through the eyes of Love, they look a lot different. When we 
look at situations through the eyes of Love, we feel obligated to do 
something. 

And 1 Corinthians 13:13 makes a pretty bold claim. We see a claim 
that the three most important things are faith, hope, and love. And 
which is the greatest of them? You guessed it. Love. Some people 
might guess that faith is the greatest. After all, Jesus said that if you 
have faith the size of a mustard seed, you could move mountains 
(Matthew 17:20). Faith sounds pretty important! But then again, 
hope keeps us from a cycle of self-preservation, and trying to get 
things together on our own, by relying on the Lord to keep the 
promises He made. So hope also sounds like it would be a contend-
er. 

But Love. Love is the foundation for hope and faith. Love is the 
greatest of these because God is love. We have confidence because 
of Love. We respond without fear because of Love. We don’t need 
to be envious or proud when let God’s limitless and perfect love 
crash over us again and again and again. In love we have the pow-
er to respond to God’s call, and we have the power to be patient. 
God’s love is kind, and is not rude or self-seeking. When we’re 
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selfless, we’re using God’s love. When God calls, we respond first in 
love, because the greatest of these is Love. 

It’s God’s desire for you to know Him and experience His perfect 
love for you. One way to remind yourself of God’s love for you is 
to listen to worship music. If you need some recommendations 
for worship music, ask a Nexus staff member, or ask a friend who 
always seems to know what’s up!
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Questions for individual reflection:

What do you fear? Write down what God’s Love would say about 
your fear(s).

Take some time to pray and ask God to help you see people (in-
cluding you!) through His Love. 

How would you describe God’s love for you?

Ask God what his loving thoughts are for you. When you see other 
people, ask God to reveal His Love for them.

How will you respond in Love today?

Questions for group discussion:

What is your favorite song? Why? What is the song about?
What does the music you listen to the most make you think about?
What motivations, other than love, cause people to care for others?
What is the difference between helping people because of love and 
helping for some other reason?
What are the most common fears of students and how can Love 
address those fears?
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Part 3

In the US, first responders are people like fire fighters, police offi-
cers, paramedics, etc. (My most sincere apologies to K-9 officers and 
Dalmatians, I just don’t think they’re doing as hard of work as their 
human counterparts.) You probably know that fire fighters, police 
officers, and paramedics are trained very extensively. They work in 
really dangerous environments, so part of their training is learning 
how to stay safe in those environments. In addition to safety training, 
fire fighters, police officers, and medical first responders use special 
gear to make sure they stay safe for potentially dangerous situations. 

Imagine a fire fighter running into a burning building. She’s been 
trained in all of the safety procedures, knows where to go, and what 
to do. She’s the embodiment of a super safe fire fighter, all except 
for one thing. She feels like she has been doing this for a long time, 
and she doesn’t need all of the extra safety equipment. Isn’t that 
stuff for wimps? Instead of her firefighting uniform, she decides that 
she has enough training to keep herself safe. She runs into the burn-
ing building wearing flip flops, jeans, and a t shirt. 

If I saw this fire fighter running into a burning building like that, not 
only would I think she’s lost her marbles, and maybe has a death-
wish, but I would also doubt she knew what safe meant at all! I 
would doubt she would be able to save anyone in the building look-
ing like that. Safety training and safety gear keep first responders 
safe so they can effectively save the people who need saving. With-
out safety gear, everyone gets hurt. 

Read: Ephesians 6:10-18

God is calling us out into the world, and commissions us to seek 
and save the lost. He’s called us to do some really crazy things, and 
will tell us to go into dangerous places, and see people at their 
worst, in order to get them to understand his love. If we really be-
lieve in the Great Commission, and in God’s love for us and others, 
we will find ourselves in uncomfortable and sometimes unsafe plac-
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es. The Christ-follower’s safety gear is the Armor of God. Put it on 
every day and be a first responder.

Let’s walk through putting on the full Armor of God. Don’t stop 
half-way.

Belt of Truth: Put the Belt of Truth on first, and then you can lay-
er all of the other gear on top. In John 16:13, Jesus says he’s going to 
give us the Spirit of Truth – it’s the Holy Spirit. You won’t get caught 
with your pants down if you belt them up with real-live truth. Pray 
to invite the Spirit of Truth to invade your life so that you can spot 
and call out the lies of your enemy, Satan.

Body Armor of Righteousness: Pray to become more and 
more Christ-like. You can avoid traps of your enemy when you live 
like Jesus. 

Shoes of the Gospel of Peace:You are going to want to have 
secure footing in this first-responder lifestyle. The Gospel is what 
is propelling you forward, through every type of ground imaginable. 
The Good News that Jesus can save your friends from their sin and 
ultimately save them from death, and give them out-of-this-world 
peace? That’s what you pray that God reminds you of every single 
day. 

Shield of Faith: When you’re out and about being an actual first 
responder, we know that the enemy, Satan, is going to be trying to 
stop your good work with flaming darts, like trying to make you 
doubt that you’re doing any good, or trying to make sin look super 
attractive. Exercise Faith in the promises of God. You’ve got this, 
God’s got you. 

Helmet of Salvation: You literally can’t do any responding to 
any needs if you aren’t sure of your salvation. Honestly, it sounds 
simple, and it basically is. If you accept Jesus’ salvation for you, 
you get access to the Helmet of Salvation. But please, folks: Protect. 
Your. Mind. Don’t doubt your salvation. Your sure hope in all of this 
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is that Christ empowers you to do the work He’s called you to do 
because He saved you first. So be Strong in the Lord. Think through 
the promises of God. Here are just a few of God’s promises to you, 
to protect your head: When you ask for forgiveness from God, you 
get it! You have the mind of Christ! The battle is already won! God 
will never leave you! God will give you wisdom if you ask for it! God 
will supply all of your needs according to the riches of His glory in 
Jesus Christ! And finally, God keeps his promises! Find more promis-
es to you, from God, in the Bible.

Sword of the Spirit: This is the actual Word of God. Read the 
Bible! We need to be read up on what God has written to us. It’s 
the way we know the Belt of Truth is true, it’s how we know what 
looking like Christ means, it’s where we find the Gospel of Peace. 
We can raise our Shield of Faith by reading the promises God has 
for us in His word. We can fend off any attack with the truth we find 
in the Word of God. We can make an offensive attack on evil when 
we know the Word of God, keep it in our minds, and hide it in our 
hearts. 

Put on the Armor of God today!
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Questions for individual reflection:

How are you spiritually preparing yourself for ministry?

Which pieces of armor do you need God to strengthen for you to 
be an effective first responder?

Questions for group discussion:

What sport or activity do you play that requires gear of some kind? 
What gear?
Describe a time when you suffered from not having the right equip-
ment.
Which piece of the spiritual armor gets the most use in your life?
Which piece of armor do you want to use more?
What do you think happens when students try to minister without 
the armor of God?
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Part 4

For whatever reason, a large portion of the many podcasts I sub-
scribe to are murder-themed. I’m sure eventually I’ll stop listening to 
so many serial killer podcasts, but today you get to reap the benefits 
of my weird habit. Apologies in advance. One I recently listened to 
was about a string of three murders called the Alphabet Murders, 
which happened from 1971-1973 in the Rochester, NY area. These 
murders stood out to me (among many) because of the first victim. 
Carmen Colon was 10 years old when she was force-fed, assaulted 
in different ways, and eventually murdered. (Yikes, sorry! This story 
is a bummer) She actually escaped her captor’s car, half-naked, and 
ran along a highway, trying to flee for her life. At least 100 passers-by 
saw her running for her life along a highway. But instead of stopping 
to help, each person who drove by simply saw her run, and watched 
the man who would kill her force her back into the car. For Carmen, 
those bystanders’ lack of action was her death-sentence. One of 
those bystanders could have written a different ending for Carmen.

I’ve heard different hypotheses or excuses for why these people 
didn’t help. Of course, some thought this little girl was a misbehav-
ing child, and the man was just trying to get his daughter in the car. 
Some wanted to help but were talked out of it. This is the bystander 
effect. The bystander effect is a phenomenon where folks are less 
likely to help in an emergency when other people are around. Some 
might have called 911 (which had only been founded as an emergen-
cy line in 1968, three years prior), but they would have had to get to 
a house or business in order to call. I guess by the time they made it 
to a place with a telephone, the urgency of the situation dissipated, 
because two days later Carmen Colon’s body was found in a ditch. 

Read: Luke 10:25-37 

Jesus told a bunch of stories, or parables, to help us understand 
God-truth that is truly important. You’ll see in those first couple 
verses of this story that the guy Jesus is directly responding to al-
ready understood he was supposed to love God and love his neigh-
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bors. It’s okay and actually important to keep asking questions after 
we already know Jesus! How will we learn if we don’t ask? 

The guy who stopped in this story was just a guy who realized 
there was a need and he could meet that need. If this guy wouldn’t 
have stopped, the assaulted man would have had a dark end to his 
story. If this guy wouldn’t have stopped, he would have been as bad 
as those motorists on the highway. But if this guy wouldn’t have 
stopped, no one would have blamed him. It’s generally accepted that 
the guy Jesus says was assaulted was a Jew. Samaritans were, for 
whatever reason, known as enemies of Jews. If the priest and Levite 
(another religious guy) both didn’t stop, who would blame a Samar-
itan (someone the victim of the assault might have actually not liked 
very much) for not stopping to help an enemy? 

Jesus used this parable to show that when we love our neighbors, 
we love them beyond what is normal. We love and help them when 
it would be socially acceptable to watch them suffer. One of the 
coolest things about the Kingdom of God is that it puts everything 
is on its head. Outside of Jesus, good people help the people who 
deserve it. Jesus calls us to go much further than normal. He calls us 
to treat our enemies like they are our best friends. Like the Samari-
tan, we can respond to hurting people with love and compassion, no 
matter what.
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Questions for individual reflection:

Who is God calling you to love beyond normal today? List a couple 
of names.

How can you show Jesus love to a hurting person this week?

Pray that God will give you courage to help people when it would 
seem okay not to.  

Questions for group discussion:

Have you ever been helped by a stranger in some way? Explain.
What kinds of people do we tend to want to help and why?
What kinds of people might we NOT want to help and why?
If the story in Luke 10 was a modern-day parable about your school 
or community, how would it be told?
If you were the Samaritan in that story, what would have been the 
hardest part of helping?
Which person in the story can you most relate to?
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These streetlamps are spotlights for the hurting, 
so bright, I can’t close my eyes in ign’rance,

but I know the Hand that can pick them up.
The lamps’ reach goes beyond the kingdom walls.
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Chapter 4: Lights
by Dylan Kersten and Thor McCarthy
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Part 1 - Monsters in the Hall - Thor

“The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light.
And for those who lived in the land where death casts its shadow,

a light has shined.”
-- Matthew 4:16

I am afraid of the dark. I think anyone who claims otherwise must be 
lying, or else their imagination is too weak to fill the shadows with 
the unseeing eyes and silent whispers that pop up every time their 
back is turned. Once, walking through the woods in pitch black, I 
legitimately sprinted in mindless fear for my life away from a gurgling 
puddle. True story. So, maybe you’re too old/smart/unimaginative to 
run for the safety of your covers from the light switch when you 
flip it off each night, but surely you can remember a time when you 
weren’t. 

Were there ever monsters under your bed, or in the closet? For 
me it was usually the hallway outside my third-story bedroom---
by daylight an innocent, wood-floored passageway, but by night the 
shadowy lair of countless invisible specters. Maybe there would 
be gargoyles, or axe murderers, or dead things. Maybe a teletubby 
(come on, those things are creepy). 

Navigating this gauntlet of terrors was not for the faint of heart, 
or ten-year-olds in general. Whether you can sympathize with my 
imaginative childhood or not, everyone has areas of their life much 
like my hallway at night. Some places in our heart are haunted; every 
time we come back to that emotion, or situation, or person, the 
same old ghouls materialize to overpower us. So often we let our-
selves be pulled into sin by the same things over and over again until 
they seem to live and rule inside us. Our personal monsters take 
many forms: addiction, isolation, selfishness, anger, negativity, lazi-
ness…you fill in the blank. Whatever it looks like for you, the power 
of those dark places can be stifling.

Read: 1 John 1 (Note: 1 John is a different book than John) 
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If the darkness was as much of a blank canvas to your subconscious 
as mine, you will know that any potential midnight trek to the 
bathroom lived or died by one item: a flashlight. Dark hides infinite 
impossibilities, but light instantly reveals the monster for what it is. 
Often there is nothing at all, and maybe what looked like a leering 
demonic squirrel was really a pile of Legos left out from that after-
noon (a much less formidable foe, as long as you’re not barefoot). 

Sometimes, though, what we unearth will be dangerous. You will 
come face-to-face with struggles that have the potential to crush 
your entire life. This is a good thing. We often go to extreme lengths 
to keep our monsters hidden. What would my friends and family 

think? What if it’s bigger and scarier than I even know? Taping off a 
darkened hallway of our hearts is far easier than fighting with bared 
teeth and bloody knuckles to evict them, so we convince ourselves 
to let sleeping monsters lie. But God is light, and he wants to illumi-
nate all the darkest corners of your heart---not because he delights 
in pointing out your shortcomings, but because his deepest desire 
for you is to reach the potential he created in you. The first step to 
defeating a night monster is always to look it in the eye. What you 
can’t see, or choose not to see, will overpower you. It is only when 
you expose your monsters to the daylight that you can begin to 
fight against them. 

The first and biggest step is to confess your struggles to God and 
offer them to him. “He is faithful and just to forgive us...and to 
cleanse us”, according to verse 9. Then (and this is where it often 
gets painful) if we trust the Light, we are told to confess our mon-
sters to the God-following people around us (James 5:16). God 
reveals his healing light to us in Jesus, but he also works through the 
healthy community he’s placed alongside us. It’s categorically impos-
sible to overcome sin while at the same time hiding it from every-
one in your life. That’s like trying to chase rats out of the storm 
cellar with your bare hands, but blindfolding yourself first. Invite 
someone in to hold a flashlight for you, or better yet they might be 
able to suggest a good brand of rat poison. If monsters rule the dark 
places of your heart, let Light in.
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That being said, don’t imagine you’ll wake up tomorrow and never 
have to deal with the dark again. It’s a long, hard battle that we fight 
to the death, and every day demands a conscious choice to let Light 
in. Often, the very same monsters will track you down for years or 
decades to come. However, two things make all the difference. First, 
Jesus’s death has defeated the power of your sins to own you. His 
light will always be stronger in you than anything that comes against. 

Second, Jesus’s resurrection has sealed the ultimate victory of all 
who trust in him, that we will join in his resurrection after death 
and one day see the total and final defeat of every monster. The gos-
pel is a message of hope. Jesus’s kingdom is the kingdom of light, and 
his followers are called to be citizens of the light. If you want to be a 
part of his good purpose and ultimate redemption, it’s only possible 
when you start with the darkness inside of you.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What are the monsters that keep showing up in your life?

What pockets of sin and pain are you most tempted to leave in 
darkness? Why?

When can you set aside time to talk with God about your failings 
and ask for his help to overcome them?

Who can you invite to shine a light into your darkest secrets?

Questions for group discussion:

Are you/were you ever afraid of the dark? What scared you most?
If you had to become a monster in Monsters, Inc, what would you 
look like? 
Why do you think we try to hide the dark monsters in our lives?
Describe a time a monster of yours met the light (either by your 
choice or someone’s discovery) and what happened.
How can we help you/pray for you in this topic?
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Part 2  - Too Dark to Hear - Thor
 

“Your word is a lamp to guide my feet and a light for my path.”
-- Psalm 119: 105

Time to think about that midnight bathroom break again! Even 
without any monsters, this can be a dangerous trek. First you have 
to wade through a swamp of rumpled shirts and wadded-up under-
wear that’s been ruminating since last April. If you lose your footing 
here and slip beneath the surface you could easily be overcome 
by the stench and pass out, never to be seen again. Assuming you 
avoid these perils and make it to the bedroom door, the Hallway of 
a Thousand Muffled Cries awaits you, scores of toe-crushing booby 
traps at the ready. Beyond this, you must attempt to descend the 
staircase. The more siblings you have, the more likely you are to 
find yourself tumbling violently to the bottom amid an avalanche of 
books, toys, dirty dishes, and assorted hair care products. Finally, you 
better hope you remembered to wear your shinguards to bed that 
night, because somehow each evening while you sleep, somebody 
manages to drag every coffee table in the neighborhood into the 
area in front of your bathroom door. By the time you crawl under 
the covers again, you decide tomorrow you’ll just wet the bed and 
be done with it. 

Sometimes the simple act of living through middle school and high 
school can feel like navigating a minefield in the dark. Like the pitch 
black bathroom break, you can be taken by surprise when struggles 
and obstacles you couldn’t see coming are suddenly causing you 
pain. We all ask ourselves important questions about how to make 
it to the other end, but if we’re honest the best answers we come 
up with are just blind guesses, because we can’t see the future. Who 

should my friends be? How do I balance school, work, family, and social 

life? Should I date yet? Why are all my relationships filled with drama? 
What will I do after I graduate? It’s hard to know what choices will 
lead you to the life you want to live and the person you want to be, 
and what choices will lead you to broken toes and bruised knees. 
What then can be our flashlight? How do we gain wisdom about the 
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paths to take?

Read: Proverbs 2:1-11, 3:1-7

Thankfully, we’re given the answer and it’s quite simple: trust God, 
seek his will, and don’t depend on our own understanding. Sim-
ple, but what a tough thing to do sometimes! Culture, the people 
around us, and even our own gut will so often convince us we see 
a viable path to take, but in the end it is littered with hidden pitfalls 
and leads nowhere good. If we swallow our pride and submit to 
God’s word, he promises to take us down the best possible route. 
After all, he did create every subatomic particle in existence and 
invent life itself. When we can’t see the obstacles that threaten to 
trip us up, God can; we just have to trust him. His illuminating light 
shines through a few sources. Reading your Bible, talking (and then 
listening) to godly people, and praying humbly and honestly are 
a few ways to seek God’s will. In fact, he wants us to be doing all 
of these things whether or not we think important decisions are 
approaching. That’s the basis of any relationship with God. He wants 
you to be close to him because he loves you deeply and wants to 
see you flourish. 

Once you see God’s perspective, the true hard work begins---fol-
lowing it. Chapter 3 verse 7 says “Don’t be impressed with your 
own wisdom”. How easy it is to think we know what’s best for 
ourselves, yet our vision is blinded by the darkness of time, human 
limitation, and temptation. Followers of Jesus are sometimes called 
to submit to concepts we wouldn’t choose for ourselves. It takes 
the trust of a child who doesn’t understand why his mother has to 
hurt him to bandage a scraped knee, or the trust of a horse whose 
rider assures it the leap will finish on safe ground. God’s promise is 
that if you do, he will make your paths straight. That’s a promise you 
can put to the test. If the way is dark, find out what light God’s word 
can shed, and set your heart to follow whatever you discover.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What questions, worries, or uncertainties have been on your mind?

What godly person can you talk to about seeking God’s will?

When can you set aside time this week to pray and ask God to light 
your path?

When can you set aside time this week to read the Bible? (if you’re 
not sure where to start, try the gospel of John and then keep going 
through the whole New Testament)

Questions for group discussion:

How dangerous is your house to walk through in the dark? Is it 
clean or cluttered?
Would you rather wet the bed or break your little toe on a table 
leg?
In what areas of your life do you need the most direction?
Why do you think it’s so difficult to figure out the best life path on 
our own?
When has it been the hardest for you to trust what God has said?
How can we help you/pray for you in this topic?
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Part 3 - Pass the Flame - Dylan
 
Throughout my lifetime, my family has attended three different 
churches, each with fairly distinct service styles and traditions. For 
the first five or six years of my life, we went to a Catholic church, 
then until I was in high school, we went to a Presbyterian church, 
and since then, we have arrived at Riverside, an Assemblies of God 
church. Like I said, each church has a unique style and format in 
which they go about a Sunday morning worship service, based on 
both the denomination and the groups of people they serve. But 
one standout tradition that all three have in common is the candle-
light service on Christmas Eve. If I’m not mistaken, I am pretty sure 
all three also light the candles as “Silent Night” is sung. 
 

This has always been one of my favorite parts of the Christmas eve 
service and really of church as a whole each year! Even before I tru-
ly knew Jesus, I always thought it to be so peaceful and breathtaking, 
and since Jesus saved me a few years back, the beauty of this annual 
moment only increases. I can’t help but feel unified with the people 
around me, as we set alight each other’s candles with the symbolic 
light of Christ, singing of the miracle of His birth. It’s a multi-sen-
sational experience; the music is drawn back as the voices of the 
church take over and harmonize with each other, the sight of fire’s 
natural light gradually fills the room in place of the typical room 
lighting, and sometimes, I close my eyes, and the warmth created by 
the hundreds of flames is amplified. As Christ draws me in deeper, 
the significance of His birth and the ability to worship freely along-
side my new family (the Church) becomes all the more real to me. 

Read: 1 Thessalonians 5:4-11 
 
The “day” that Paul writes about here is the day of Jesus’ return, 
when his people will be brought in perfect relationship with him and 
those who rejected him will be judged. This text uses lots of meta-
phor, mostly about the darkness and the light, the night and the day. 
The darkness and the night symbolize the evil ways of the world, 
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where people live selfishly, greedily, and hopelessly. Life without God 
is like walking through darkness; it’s almost impossible to be aware 
of what is happening around you. But we who call on Jesus as savior 
are “children of the light and of the day.” We get to truly experience 
life, and see everything under God’s holy illumination. Our actions 
are not random, but intentional responses to His grace. Paul real-
izes, though, how easily we forget. He ends the paragraph with a 
reminder to always encourage each other, showing the importance 
of relationship with believers and the power it has to keep us in line 
with Christ. 
 
We are like the candles at a Christmas Eve service. Jesus is like the 
lighter and the flame at the beginning of the process, only Jesus nev-
er needs a refill of lighter fluid. Jesus is the light and the source. No 
matter how many candles get lit from another candle’s flame, the 
source is always the lighter. Sometimes, a candle can lose its flame 
from a sudden movement or just a poor initial flame, and a nearby 
candle can restore the flame. Sometimes, we let the unsteadiness 
of life distract us from the hope of the cross, or we just don’t fully 
cling to the hope and don’t fully experience Jesus’ light. This is why 
we have the church, our fellow believers. Like one candle passing its 
flame to the next, we encourage each other in our faith and help 
each other to continue shining like a light to this world. The source 
and light will always be Jesus, but sometimes we need a spark from 
someone else’s flame. God alone is all we need, but he knows we 
will forget that, so he gave us this Family to point each other back 
to Him. 
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Questions for individual reflection:
 
Is Christ the source of your light? If not, where else are you looking 
for hope?

Who is helping you focus on Christ?

Are you connected to a church? How can you be better connected 
to the people in your church? 

Whose faith do you need to encourage?

 
Questions for group discussion:

What are your favorite Christmas traditions?
Does your family attend church? Why or why not?
Do you connect with the church you go to? Why or why not?
How can you allow your church to have a greater impact on your 
life?
How can you make a greater impact in and through your church?
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Part 4 - Let it Shine - Dylan

In mid-summer 2017, my friend Ray, a pastor who enthusiastically 
loves Jesus and hardcore music, offered me his extra ticket to a 
Christian music festival in Illinois called Audiofeed. If you know me, 
you know I’m all about free things, especially live music, so of course 
I accepted Pastor Ray’s offer (side note for those of you who real-
ize it wasn’t technically free: I did not have enough money to buy 
the ticket off of him at the time, so he was like, “Bro, I gotchu!”). It 
was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made, because that week-
end helped me see Christ in new ways in all of the incredibly deep 
relationships I built with some other festival-goers in the short 4 
days we were there. On top of friendship-building, I saw some dang 
good artists (mostly new to me), one of whom was Chris Bernstorf, 
a spoken word artist like no other. 
 
He performed on the impromptu stage, which was just a little patio 
where people could sign up for a 15-minute slot. Before he began, 
he had the twenty-some people watching make a circle around him 
and close in like a football huddle. Then he started spitting the most 
passionate poetry I’ve ever seen or heard, screaming to the point 
where his voice was gone a few lines in. He powered through, and 
near the end of his set, performed his piece “Light,” where he begins 
by having everyone join him in yelling “This Little Light of Mine.” 
There may have been some crowd surfing. The rest of the poem is 
a desperate prayer, with one line in particular that has stood out as 
I’ve revisited the piece: 

“Jesus, make me your light so they can see how you saved me, how 
you changed me, how you saved me from hell in this life and eternity 
as well.” 

Read: 1 Peter 2:9-12, 3:13-16
 
Peter, similar to Paul in last week’s devotion, wrote a letter to the 
Church filled with reminders of the new life in Christ compared 
to life before. We are called out of darkness and brought into His 
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wonderful light, and he then goes on to tell the Church why he must 
remind us of such a thing in verse 11. Our sinful desires are still 
going to try to sneak their way into our lives, but, through Christ’s 
power, we do not need to give in to them. This is especially im-
portant in relation to the reputation we have among unbelievers. If 
they see us proclaiming Christ but living hate-filled lives, why would 
they care to know Jesus? But no, through God’s grace and the Holy 
Spirit’s power, we are to live such good lives (honoring God, putting 
others before ourselves, giving, truly loving, etc.) that the unbelievers 
around us would see these lives we live, see it is God who works 
in us, and believe. Through our actions, they could begin to know 
this Jesus that we worship, so that when “the day” comes, they are 
joining Him with us. 
 
In chapter 3, Peter intensifies the importance of doing good by say-
ing that it is better to suffer for doing what is right than to compro-
mise our worship of God. The second half of this section sheds light 
on the speaking part of sharing Jesus. There’s a quote by St. Francis 
that often gets repeated: “Preach the Gospel at all times. When nec-
essary, use words.” I feel like I’ve sometimes stretched this to the 
point where I believe I can somehow share Jesus to nonbelievers 
without ever speaking his name. At some point, they need to hear 
why I’m living so differently, why I have joy in every moment. 

We must be ready to explain our hope and do it in a gentle and 
respectful way, and I think one easy way to do this is to be able to 
recount our past before Jesus. Like Chris Bernstorf said, they need 
to see we’ve been saved from hell, now and forever. So we humbly 
share our story, from hopelessness to hope, death to life, all because 
Jesus came to us, took our place on the cross, and left the grave be-
hind. He gave us this little light, and the least we can do in response 
is let it shine, let it shine, let it shine through our lives and words. 
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Questions for individual reflection:

Do you feel like your actions are honoring God? 

What do you need to surrender to Jesus?

What is your testimony (the story of your salvation)? 

Do you feel ready to share this hope at all times?

Questions for group discussion:

What is your favorite kind of music or art?
Why is art such a powerful way to tell a story?
Why are stories such powerful ways to share things?
Who shared their faith with you and how did they do it?
How comfortable are you talking about your spiritual story?
In what non-verbal ways are you good at sharing your faith? 
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Here I have learned to sleep with the lights on
and no blanket, for the light keeps me warm.

Atop this mountain, we are unhidden,
luminous with open hands, hopeful eyes.
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Chapter 5: Landmarks
by Josh Hull
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Part 1 - Idols & Monuments

LANDMARKS. Many places are known for them. New York has the 
Statue of Liberty. Paris has the Eiffel Tower. China has The Great 
Wall. You get the point. Landmarks are prominent and well known. 
They often times become a major part of the identity of the place 
where they are located. Let’s be honest, Mt. Rushmore is the only 
reason anyone is going to visit South Dakota. Landmarks are a main-
stay wherever they are. They are so well known they would prob-
ably become a major part of any area you put them in. Landmarks 
stand out.

In modern and ancient times, landmarks have taken on many forms. 
Two of the most common are idols and monuments. Idols are things 
made to be worshipped or admired. Monuments are things made in 
remembrance of someone or something. In Scripture, idols tend to 
have a negative connection. They are usually created to be used in 
worship of false gods. Monuments tend to call attention to import-
ant people or events that have taken place. 

 So with that knowledge I ask you, what are the idols or monuments 
that you currently have built up in your life? What idols have you 
allowed to be built in your life that are causing you to worship them 
instead of God? Maybe it’s an idol of acceptance from other people. 
Or how about an idol of lust. Or maybe it is an idol of wanting to 
be in control. No matter what it is, if we want it more than God, it 
is an idol taking the place of Him in our lives. We worship that thing 
because we have placed it’s importance above God. We need to tear 
those things down. 

On the other hand, what monuments do you have built up in your 
life that point you to God? What people or things in your life are 
pointing you to God and causing you to remember how amazing 
He is? Maybe a parent, sibling or pastor is always there to hold you 
accountable. Or maybe there are certain objects or events in your 
life that cause you to remember and think about God. Build those 
monuments up as you tear your idols down. Reject landmarks that 
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take away from Jesus and hold on to ones that glorify Him.

Read: 1 Thessalonians 1 (landmark passage for this chapter), 
Leviticus 26:1

1 Thessalonians 1 helps us to see what happens when we allow God 
to be the ultimate landmark in our lives. Verses 8-9 tell us these 
people were known for the fact they had turned away from idols to 
serve God. They knew God was better than anything else they could 
ever experience or choose to worship. They rejected everything 
for Him and they never regretted it. These followers of Jesus be-
came known for the God they served and people’s lives were being 
changed for the better because of it. 

We have the opportunity to be just as influential as these Christians 
if we cut the idols out of our lives and build up monuments that will 
help us to put Jesus as the ultimate landmark in our lives. It’s not 
easy to tear down the idols we have built up. It takes work, but it 
is so worth it. Taking the idols out of our lives and replacing them 
with God honoring monuments is the best thing we can ever do for 
ourselves and other people. People aren’t going to like you tearing 
down idols in your life. So what. You might get made fun of for doing 
this. Push through. You might lose some friends. It’s worth it. You liv-
ing for Jesus and potentially getting other people to live for Him as 
well, is way bigger and better than any concerns you may have. We 
need Jesus and so do other people. So let go of the idols you have 
held on to for so long, build up monuments that will point you and 
others to Jesus, and let Him be the ultimate landmark in your life.     
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Questions for individual reflection:

What are some of the idols in your life that are keeping you from 
making Jesus THE landmark in your life?

How are you going to move forward in building monuments in your 
life that will point you and others to Jesus?

Questions for group discussion:

What are the most well known landmarks you have seen or visited?
What are your favorite Pittsburgh landmarks?
What idols do students tend to build up in their lives, knowingly or 
unknowingly?
What people, places and things make bring your attention to God?
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Part 2 - Foundation

LEGOS. I absolutely love Legos. I’m almost positive I said that in one 
of the previous devotionals, but oh well. Here it is again. Legos were 
a huge part of my childhood. I had a ton of different Lego sets and 
I would mix and match them all. If you ever thought Batman, the 
Avengers and Star Wars couldn’t mix, think again. My imagination 
would make all sorts of things happen. But before I could imagine, 
I had to build. I’ll never forget the time I got the Star Wars Cloud 
City Lego set for Christmas. I was so excited! It was huge! I was so 
ready to start playing with it that I began to build it as soon as my 
parents would let me. I started building my favorite part of the set 
instead of beginning with the foundation though, so when I tried to 
connect it to the semi-built foundation, the weight of the piece was 
too heavy and it crashed to the ground and broke apart. Thankfully I 
was able to build it back up again quickly, but I was pretty upset with 
myself at the time. If I had just taken the time to build the founda-
tion fully like I was supposed to, I wouldn’t have made that mistake. 
Foundations are important.

Without foundations, buildings wouldn’t be able to stand. Even 
thoughts and creative ideas need a mental foundation before they 
can become a reality. Otherwise, they will crumble and never come 
to be. In the first part of this chapter we talked about idols and 
monuments and how we should tear idols down to build more 
monuments that point us to Jesus. He needs to be the main land-
mark in our life. In order to do this, we need to have a solid foun-
dation to build these positive landmarks upon. Without it, our initial 
excitement about drawing closer to God and having Him be the 
center of our lives will fall apart and be short lived. Our foundation 
must be firm and that can only happen if it is built by Him.

Read: 1 Thessalonians 1 (yes, I want you to read again), 
1 Corinthians 3:9-17

1 Corinthians 3:11 tells us that no one can build a foundation quite 
as well as Jesus can. Only a foundation built by Jesus can last in this 
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life. Anything else we try to put together will be inadequate and 
fail. For us to live the lives that we are meant to, we need to have 
landmarks (monuments not idols) built in our lives that will point us 
and others to Jesus, so He can be the ultimate landmark in our lives. 
For that to happen, we need a foundation only Jesus can build. Jesus’ 
death and resurrection makes it possible for anyone to have that 
foundation built in their lives. His resurrection was the start of us 
being able to live a life in which death is not the end. A foundation 
built by us cannot carry the weight of that life. Only Jesus can.

So I encourage you to trust in God and let Him build that founda-
tion. Other people can build upon it, but only God can lay it. You 
start by tearing down the idols that you have built up or allowed 
other people to build up, but it can’t end there. New and better 
landmarks must be built and there must be a solid foundation for 
that to happen. Surrender your life to God and let Him build that 
foundation. He has made that available to you so that you may have 
the best life possible right now and after death. Accept that and give 
your life to Him.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What does a life with a firm foundation in Jesus look like?

What are some things you need to do in order to have a firm foun-
dation?

What are some things you need to do in order to keep a firm foun-
dation?

Where will you start?

Questions for group discussion:

What was your favorite toy growing up?
What is the coolest thing you have ever built?
What important parts of a foundation in Jesus can you identify?
What happens to followers of Jesus who don’t have a firm founda-
tion?
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Part 3 - Impact

SLAM. That’s the sound I heard when my sister, Allie, slammed her 
door in my face. We had just gotten into an argument because she 
had broken one of my Lego toys that I cared about so much. She’s 
my younger sister, my only sibling, and she loved to break things that 
belonged to me. It seemed like a game to her. Hot Wheels cars, Bat-
man action figures, Legos, etc. Whatever she could get her hands on, 
she would break. She went too far this time. I honestly don’t even 
remember what Lego creation she had broken, but whatever it was, 
it meant a lot to me. So we fought. No worries, it was only verbal, 
but may have been worse. Allie was always good at getting to me 
with her words, but this time I was determined not to lose. I decid-
ed to attack her in the best way that I could: I called her fat.

That was the worst thing I could have done in that moment. At the 
time it felt right, but I quickly realized that I had done more dam-
age than I ever thought I could. Sure, I wanted that to happen. I was 
angry. What I didn’t realize was the impact it would have on her. I’m 
her brother and I just tore her down in the worst way I knew how 
all because of a toy. She may have called me names and ruined my 
things, but none of it justified what I did. I was so blinded by anger 
I couldn’t see the consequences of my actions. We both cried and 
forgave each other and all is ok. What we do makes an impact and 
we need to be mindful of it. We can go through life deliberately or 
cluelessly having a negative impact on people or we can intentionally 
live in such a way that impacts people for the better.

Read: 1 Thessalonians 1 (AGAIN… do it), 1 John 5:1-5

     The followers of Christ at the church in Thessalonica were 
mindful of their impact. They intentionally lived in such a way that 
people noticed them and knew they were in love with Jesus. The 
Apostle Paul is the guy who wrote this letter we’ve been reading 
through for this chapter and he was so impressed with their influ-
ence. These Christians intentionally tore down the idols in their 
lives, built up monuments, and made Jesus the center landmark of 
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their lives. Their impact was so widespread that Paul and the people 
with him didn’t have to tell certain people groups about Jesus, the 
impact the Thessalonians were having already took care of it. They 
lived in such a way that the people around them and even people 
far away were impacted by the love of Jesus. Not only that, the good 
works of these Christians made their community better as well. 

So how do we live in such a way that it impacts people’s lives for 
the better? Tear down idols, build monuments on a solid founda-
tion, make Jesus the ultimate landmark in your life, and follow His 
commands. Live to please Jesus. This produces the BEST people. I 
promise. If Jesus is at the center of your life, your goal will be to 
please Him. And if your goal is to please Him, then you will be living 
your life to impact other people’s lives in the best way possible. A 
life lived for God is the most selfless life one can possibly live. He 
laid His life down for us, so we could show the same love to other 
people and ultimately point them to His love. 

If you are intentionally living to impact other people in a negative 
way, I pray someday you will be personally impacted by the love of 
God. There is no greater life to live or purpose to have than that 
which is found in Jesus. If you are unintentionally impacting peo-
ple’s lives in a negative way by not fully giving yourself to Jesus, I 
pray your eyes are opened. A negative impact is equally as negative 
whether it is intentional or not. Commit to God and make a differ-
ence. If you are intentionally living for God and impacting the world 
in the best way possible, I pray you are encouraged. It’s not going 
to be easy, but God is always worth it and He is always there for 
you. Keep living for the Ultimate Landmark and become a landmark 
wherever you are. Be known by Him and for Him.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What kind of impact are you having with your life right now? 

If negative, how will you change that? If positive, how will you con-
tinue that?

Who can help encourage you to continue to live for God and have a 
positive impact? 

Who are some people you can encourage to continue to have a 
positive impact? Pray for them.

Questions for group discussion:

What are some things Pittsburghers are known for?
What are some things we seek to be known for that don’t really 
matter?
What kinds of things should we as individual followers of Jesus be 
known for?
What kinds of things should we as groups of believers in Jesus be 
known for?
What kind of impact should churches and youth groups be having 
on their community and world?
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Part 4 - Legacy

WASTED. I don’t want people to say that about my life when it 
comes to an end. That would truly be a tragedy. What are the marks 
of a wasted life for me? They are:

 • Always being concerned with and controlled by being   
  accepted.
 • Living in fear and never taking risks.
 • Holding onto grudges just because I feel pain.
 • Procrastinating so much that I can’t ever give anything   
  or anyone my best.
 • Not intentionally thinking about how to live a selfless   
  life, so I’m not putting myself before others.
 • Doing good things just to feel good about myself.
 • Not listening to the advice of people around me.
 • Being controlled by my emotions.
 • Living just to retire and sit on a beach for the rest of   
  my life.
 • Simply existing.
 • Living a mediocre life for a Savior that gave me every  
  thing and more.

Far too many of us go through life without every really thinking 
about the impact we will have because of the way we live. What will 
we have done to make the world a better place even after we’re 
gone? What will people remember us for? Whose life will be bet-
ter because they knew us and we pointed them to Jesus? These are 
potent questions to ask yourself and to keep in your mind as you go 
through life. I don’t want to get to the end of my life and feel regret. 
I want to get to the end of my life and know that I lived for God and 
He was able to work through me in spite of my mistakes. That is a 
life worth living.

Read: 1 Thessalonians 1 (you should have it memorized by 
now!), Philippians 1:20-30
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You will leave a legacy. What that is depends on how you choose 
to live your life. If you implement the things we talked about in the 
previous three chapters (actually, the entire Bible for that matter) 
then your life will become a landmark that will remind people of 
and lead them to Jesus. The decisions that you make now will shape 
your legacy in the future. I want to live a life like Paul describes in 
Philippians chapter 1 verses 20 through 30. I want to view life as liv-
ing for Jesus and death as gain because I get to be with Him. And not 
only that, but I know that by living for Jesus I will leave a legacy that 
will also point people to Him. My life will become a landmark that 
will showcase Jesus so people will hopefully make Him the ultimate 
landmark in their lives. Live as a citizen of heaven here on earth and 
you will leave a legacy that will impact lives far more than you could 
ever imagine. Even in death your life has purpose.

So what will you do? Will you choose to ask yourself the hard 
questions and make the appropriate changes? Will you recognize 
what you need to do, but reject it for your own desires? Will you 
persevere through trials with the strength that God gives? Will you 
acknowledge God, only to turn away from Him at the slightest sign 
of trouble or distress? What kind of life will you choose to live? 
What kind of landmark will you become? What kind of legacy will 
you leave? 
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Questions for individual reflection:

How does all of this connect with you?

Does your need for Jesus shape your entire life? If yes, how? If no, 
why not?

What kind of legacy do you want to leave?

What will you do to start shaping that legacy right now?

Questions for group discussion:
If only one sentence could be written on your tombstone, what 
would you want it to be?
What things threaten your legacy the most, tempting you to waste 
your life?
What 5 words do you want people to think of when they think of 
you?
Whose legacies do you admire? Why?
Thinking of people in the Bible, godly people in history and godly 
people you know, what are the ingredients of a great legacy?
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Within this land, I am my own city.
Scar-shaped memorials for battles won,

twin wrinkled rivers meander through palms,
intersections like others’, also not.



76

Chapter 6: City Limits
by Donnie Marsh
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Part 1 

Every city has limits. Limits are the boundary lines that define where 
the city starts and ends. These limits are a significant part of a city’s 
identity. We’ve all seen boundary markers for cities, towns, counties 
and states. Sometimes the signs are huge and proudly announce, 
“You are entering…” or “Welcome to…”. Most of us have been in a 
car at some point and yelled out loud to the rest of the passengers, 
“We are in Pennsylvania!” All you have to do is look at a map to see 
the lines that mark out territories all over the planet. Every city has 
limits.

Who decides these limits? Where did they come from? Have you 
ever thought about that? City limits are so important to people, in 
some cases, that wars have been fought over them. City limits can 
be controversial and surrounded by conflict. Who decides what the 
boundary markers of a city should be? What is the point of bound-
aries?

This book is about us, as creations of God and followers of Jesus, 
being a city on a hill. We are meant, as a city on a hill, to shine the 
light of God to everyone around us. If we are like cities, should we 
have boundaries, city limits? Should we have markers that define 
who we are, where we begin and where we end? If so, who decides 
what those boundaries are?

Getting more specific, one big area where humans struggle to know 
these limits is in the area of sexuality. Limits and boundaries about 
sexuality, sexual identity, love, relationships and dating can be con-
troversial and disputed. Who has the best idea of what limits and 
boundaries should be in place in these areas? Why do we need 
limits and boundaries in these areas?

It is no secret that we at Nexus believe God has the best idea about 
who you are, who you were meant to be and what boundaries are 
best for you.
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Read: Genesis 1:26-31, Ephesians 2:10

When it comes to your identity, your sexual identity and what de-
fines who you are as a person there are a few things in this passage 
you must grasp.

God is good, loving and awesome and Genesis clearly reveals that 
he made you to be just like him. This means you are beautiful and 
good just the way God made you. Your identity is based on who 
God is and who he created you to be.

Your Creator has the best idea about who you should be and what 
is best for your life and sexuality. Verse 31 says God looked at what 
he made and thought it was pretty great. When God looks at you, 
the work of his hands, he thinks the same thing. You don’t need to 
change who you are, add more or take away anything about your 
identity. You are his masterpiece and he wants to use you to do 
something awesome. In order for that to happen you have to accept 
who you are, your body, gifts and abilities. Don’t try to be someone 
else, someone you are not. 

God made us beautiful for a reason, but something messed things 
up. The Scriptures refer to that something as sin (human choices to 
depart from God’s plan). Sin (human brokenness, mistakes) messed 
up what he made. Sin in us and our world is why we struggle with 
our identity. Sin introduces confusion. Jesus came to expose sin, cov-
er it and give us a chance to start over. Jesus offers forgiveness and a 
brand new chance to be what God made you to be. The Holy Spirit 
offers you the strength to live in beautiful purpose. 

How does God want you to respond to all of this? Accept your 
Godcreated identity. Be content with who you are. Accept your 
need for Jesus and his work to repair what is broken. Accept your 
need for the Holy Spirit’s help in living out your identity and pur-
pose.

Maybe it would be helpful to literally pray these words out loud, 
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“God, you made me and because of that I am good just the way I 
am. Jesus, heal my brokenness. Holy Spirit, give me the strength to 
live out my purpose.”

Questions for individual reflection:

In what areas do you struggle to see that you are good and beautiful 
just the way you are?

What areas of brokenness and confusion do you need Jesus to help 
you with?

Questions for group discussion:

What do you think it means to be made “in God’s image”?
What is sin?
How has the entrance of sin messed up the image of God on us?
In what ways are students struggling in this area?
How does the work of Jesus restore the “masterpiece” God made 
us to be?
In what practical ways should students work to embrace their iden-
tity in Jesus?
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Part 2

Many ancient cities had walls. The purpose of these wall boundaries 
was to protect the city from dangerous intrusions from the outside. 
The walls provided peace, safety and security to the residents. Cit-
izens of these cities realized that once they ventured beyond those 
walls they were more vulnerable. When the walls of an ancient city 
were broken down by neglect or attack the city was seen as weak 
and sad. 

Many of us view these kinds of walls as bad things. Our culture 
prizes the idea of venturing out with an open mind and accepting 
any new idea. There is value in that too, but it is possible to take that 
concept too far. 

The idea of walls, limits and boundaries has important implications 
when we think of the concept of love. Our definition of love influ-
ences every area of our lives. It certainly influences our sex and dat-
ing lives. For love to be powerful and mean something it must have 
a definition, limits, boundaries. What is love? What is not love? Once 
the concept of love loses its definition, it loses its power. 

Once again, as followers of Jesus, we believe God has the best 
definition of love. We also believe that when we corrupt or wander 
outside the walls of his definition, we are in the danger zone. 

Read: 1 Corinthians 13:1-14:1, 1 John 4:7-10 

God’s definition of love has walls. By accepting God’s definition of 
love, you admit what love is not. God’s definition of love informs 
you, protects you and keeps false definitions out. False ideas of what 
love is damage and harm you and your relationships. 

Here are a few blocks in the walls of God’s definition of love: 

Love IS God. This means he is the author of love, so closely inter-
connected with love that it cannot exist without or separate from 
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him. Love, quite literally, comes from him like light comes from the 
sun. Anything that doesn’t line up with God is not love. Jesus is God 
so Jesus is love. If you want to know what love is, look at Jesus.

Love is action. This means love is NOT primarily emotion or feelings. 
It is action based on truth. Feelings come and go. Love is eternal. 

Love is SELFLESS, SACRIFICIAL action. Love is not about me, my 
desires, needs and wants. Love doesn’t focus on ME. Love is about 
God and others. Jesus is the literal picture and example of this. You 
needed a fix for sin. He gave himself to fix it.

Love is not sexual. Love does not submit to sexual desire. Sexual de-
sire is physical and temporary. Sexual desire submits to love, which 
is eternal.

There are many more blocks in this wall but these are a few that 
will be important for you to hold on to as a student. 

What should you do with all of this? Accept God, accept love. Ac-
cept Jesus, his example and sacrificial demonstration of love for 
you. Accept God’s definition of love. Reject human corruptions and 
worldly confusion on the subject. Line every part of your relational 
and sex life up with God’s definition. Keep the good stuff in. Keep 
the bad stuff out.
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Questions for individual reflection:

How is what you see and hear in music and movies different from 
God’s definition of love?

How is what you see and hear in your school and culture different 
from God’s definition of love?

What are some practical ways you can put God’s definition of love 
into action in your life?

Questions for group discussion:

What’s your favorite love song?
Who is your favorite movie couple?
If someone built their definition of love only from music and movies 
produced in the U.S., what would their definition of love be?
How would most students define love?
How does God’s definition of love differ from the world’s definition?
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Part 3

Have you ever heard statement, “the grass is always greener on 
the other side?” If you haven’t, it’s an old expression describing the 
feeling we often have of looking at the lives of others or dreaming of 
a different life and imagining it to be better than what we current-
ly have. The grass often seems greener somewhere else. We think 
things would be better if… We see a glimpse of something from a 
distance and imagine it’s better there than where we are. On the 
other side of what? A fence? A city limit? A boundary?

We are then faced with a choice. Cross the line to see whether 
it’s better or trust where we are is where we are supposed to 
be. I think that’s kinda how it is with students and sex. As young 
adults, you can choose to respect limits in your sexuality or test the 
boundaries at your own risk. If you choose to respect the limits, a 
familiar question arises again, whose limits would you respect and 
trust?

Sex is another one of those areas where God’s boundaries and lim-
its for you conflict with messages we hear coming from the world 
around us. 

Read: Genesis 2:18-25, Hebrews 13:4, Romans 1, 
Galatians 5:19, Ephesians 5:1-7, Colossians 3:1-7, 
1 Thessalonians 4:1-8

God has given you some very clear limits on sex. He says the grass 
is greener inside of the limits he has created, and he wants you to 
trust him on that. He created sex. He knows what’s best when it 
comes to sex. There are a few themes that emerge from the Scrip-
tures you just read. 

God made sex and sexual things to be contained within the bound-
aries of marriage between a man and a woman. It is damaging to 
your relationship with God, others and yourself to wander outside 
of the limits he has placed on sex. Humans have a huge problem in 
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this area. We constantly want to experiment and push the bound-
aries, thus all of the warnings in Scripture. God has placed these 
boundaries in place for our good, fulfillment, health and joy. Observ-
ing the limits he’s placed will lead you to good things.

Messages from the world around you may be saying to push the 
boundaries, do what feels right and make yourself happy. Sexual ac-
tivity outside of marriage between a man and woman may be por-
trayed as fun, freeing and harmless. 

This leaves you with with two big questions on sex. What boundar-
ies will I observe? Who will I trust? Will you observe the constantly 
shifting boundaries of a pleasure- driven culture? Will you trust the 
shortsighted judgement of broken humanity? Will you observe the 
ancient, time-tested foundational model of godly marriage? Will you 
trust the perspective of your loving, all-knowing, eternal Creator?
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Questions for individual reflection:

In what ways are you being tempted to push the limits God has 
placed on sex?

How should you respond to these temptations?

What decisions do you need to make about sex?

Questions for group discussion:

What are the main messages coming from your culture about sex?
What are the biggest temptations facing students in this area?
Why do you think humans struggle so much in the area of sexuality?
What helps students the most in pursuing God’s will for them sexu-
ally?
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Part 4

Modern cities, towns and counties don’t have walls. Not only do 
we not have walls now but, in many cases, there are no prominent 
and clear markings at all. Unless you are on a main road or look at 
a map you may not technically know what city, county or town you 
are in. You probably know about where you are most of the time 
but maybe not exactly. Sometime the city limits are a little less clear. 

I think that’s how it is with dating in our day and age. It could be said 
that God’s Word doesn’t outline exactly what the boundaries for 
modern day dating should be. If that’s true, we have to look a little 
closer and work a little harder to figure out where the limits are 
and make sure we are moving in the direction of where we are sup-
posed to be. We have to make the best decisions possible to lead us 
where we know we will be inside the city; peaceful, protected and 
safe, shining a light to all around us.

If you are in a car on a main highway in Pittsburgh you can see the 
city in the distance. You may not actually be in Pittsburgh but you 
know you are heading in the right direction because you can see it 
and you are on a path that will clearly take you there. 

Where do we get direction? What path will take you where you 
need to go?

Read: 1 Kings 11:1-4, 2 Corinthians 6:14-15, 
Proverbs 15:22, Ephesians 5:15-17, Matthew 6:33 

You have clear limits on your identity, love and sex. Add wisdom to 
this equation and you have a good map to become the city on a hill 
God created you to be. If and when you decide to pursue a relation-
ship make sure it fits with God’s plan for your identity, his definition 
of love and limits on sex. 

If you choose to date, make sure it is with someone who knows, 
loves and is growing in relationship with Jesus. Solomon messed 
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this up big time and it cost him dearly. Paul warned the Corinthians 
against aligning themselves too closely with those who don’t under-
stand God and his ways. The person you date should recognize and 
respect God’s Word. If they do not know Jesus your dating relation-
ship could mess them up spiritually or mess you up or both!

If you are thinking you want to date, get some wisdom on it! Ask 
some godly family members, mentors and friends what they think 
is best. Pray about it. Ask yourself and let others ask you the hard 
questions about your motives and what is truly best for your life. 
Make sure your dating relationship does not distract you from the 
right path, your first priority. What path? The path to an awesome 
relationship with Jesus. The path to serving God’s purpose for you. 
The path to a healthy marriage that blesses the world.
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Questions for individual reflection:

Can you see where you are going and are you moving in the right 
direction?

What things need to be in place in your life before you are ready to 
date?

What qualities should be present in the person you may want to 
date?

From which godly family members, mentors and friends should you 
seek wisdom?

Questions for group discussion:

Why would God be concerned about who his people married?
How do you think an awesome guy like Solomon could let himself 
get distracted so badly?
Who are the godly family members, mentors and friends you seek 
wisdom from?
What it does it look like for a student to do Matthew 6:33 and what does 
that have to do with dating? 
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The statutes are not just for crowd control,
but to keep that once shattered window whole, 
to bring fruit to my small front porch garden, 
to keep me from putting my chains back on.
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Chapter 7: Investors
by Alea Laughery
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Part 1 

When I’ve been away from home, I look forward to driving through 
the Fort Pitt Tunnels and getting my first sight of Pittsburgh. As I 
approach the Burgh, I can appreciate the green hills of Pennsylva-
nia leading up to the tunnel, but there is something special about 
emerging on the other side of Mount Washington to the view of 
our city’s skyline. Impressive buildings like The Bank of New York 
and Mellon, The Frick Building, U.S. Steel Tower and PPG Place really 
stand out. You can’t miss the City of Champions’ stadiums, PNC 
Park and Heinz Field either.  As the New York Times says, this truly 
is the “best way to enter an American city” and a great welcome 
home.

Besides being landmarks of Pittsburgh, these structures have some-
thing else in common. These buildings have been specifically named 
for their sponsors. The names we identify them with represent 
something. Often these names represent a business that has paid to 
have it built. If you were to enter the Steel Building, it shouldn’t sur-
prise you to find that U.S. Steel is one of the biggest tenants inside. 
Henry Clay Frick was a big name in Pittsburgh, and even though he 
died nearly a century ago, his name is still well-known in our area 
since there are parks, museums and buildings named after him.

Your last name is used to identify you, especially if you have a name 
that is fairly common. This was even more relevant in the past. Sur-
names were often linked to what your profession was. Names such 
as Baker, Barber, Farmer, Mason, Miller, Smith, and Walker were given 
to identify a person’s profession. I looked up some surnames that fit 
professions and found an interior decorator named Derek Paynter, a 
dentist named Dr. E. Z. Filler and a bird scientist named Mr. Robbins! 
Years ago, sons often followed their father’s occupation, meaning 
that if your dad was a baker, you were likely to become a baker as 
well. This was how last names became a part of our society.

If we have committed our lives to God, Christ has his name on us. 
He is our sponsor because we have accepted his priceless gift of 
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salvation. Because we are followers and believers in Jesus Christ, we 
are called Christians. We represent Him. We are doing things in His 
name. We are to shine His light.

Read: Colossians 3:17

If we do everything in the name of Jesus, as we are supposed to as 
his followers, then we would never do anything wrong. And if we 
lived our lives in an attitude of thankfulness for what he’s done for 
us, we would never complain!

Read: Romans 8:5 

As followers of Jesus, we are supposed to be different. Reading the 
Bible and praying helps you to stay focused on what God’s will is for 
your life. When we are able to hear his still, small voice communi-
cating to us through His Spirit, we will be successfully connected to 
Him.

Read: Ezekiel 36:26-27, John 14:16-17

As Christians, we should know the Holy Spirit because God sent 
him to be a guide for us. The world isn’t looking for the Holy Spirit, 
and won’t recognize him. But the world can see us! We carry Jesus’ 
name, so it’s our responsibility to represent Jesus to the people 
around us.

If you have been a Christian for a long time, you already know this. 
But have you ever thought about what it takes to be a sponsor? 
We’ve talked about a sponsor being the one to pay for something 
to be built. This of course can remind us of our sponsor, Jesus, who 
paid for our sins so that our relationship with God could be built. 
But while we continue to build on that relationship, we should also 
be looking for others who need a sponsor. We could think of this as 
giving of our money or talents, but today I want to specifically look 
at being the kind of sponsor who comes alongside someone when 
they are needed most. A sponsor builds another person up. They 
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are honest and trustworthy. They are strong when the one they are 
helping is weak. They have been down, yet successfully risen above 
the challenges. Even while sponsors mentor another, they have men-
tors of their own. As a sponsor, one of the most important things 
you can give is your time. You might never end up with your name 
on a building, but if you can help write God’s name on another’s 
heart, the rewards will be great.

Questions for individual reflection:

Do your friends who don’t know Jesus identify you as a Christian?

Do you understand the Holy Spirit? If you don’t, I encourage you to 
talk to a Nexus staff member, or do some research on your own.

If you are really brave, pray that God would stretch you by sending 
you someone who needs your sponsorship.

Questions for group discussion:

If some building was going to have your name on it, what kind of 
building would you want it to be? What would it look like?
What’s the difference between doing something good and doing 
something good “in the name of Jesus”?
How exactly are we supposed to do stuff “in the name of Jesus”?
Why is it important that what we do be in the name of Jesus?
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Part 2

“And what I’m interested in is investing in people.” -Arthur Rock

Imagine having a financial goal in mind, possibly a car. You work hard 
to earn your money and every single payday you put something into 
your piggy bank (or bank account) to get you a little closer to that 
goal. There are times when you have to miss out on a concert with 
your friends, because you are not taking any money from your piggy 
once it’s in there! But years later, after all of the sacrifice and hard 
work, you break that pig open and are able to use that money for 
the goal you had in mind. As you drive into the sunset, you squint in 
satisfaction. It is so fulfilling to have successfully completed the goal!

I’ve been doing this “youth staff” thing a long time. I started a youth 
group in my small church after coming home from my very first 
mission trip. The absolute coolest thing about being a youth leader 
is seeing the people you have invested in become strong men and 
women of faith. You are my investment! Watching as you grow into 
followers of God, and knowing I had a small part in helping that 
process is such a reward. It’s the result of many prayers, relationship 
and often behind the scenes cheering. 

As an investor in lives, I get to see those little junior highers become 
followers and then leaders for God, growing in their walk with him, 
and living for him. It’s what we hope for each one of you. I can see 
faces as I write this of those who I have had a special relationship 
with at Nexus who went on to be leaders in some way, whether it’s 
in the church, or as a parent, or somewhere in between. It’s posi-
tively overwhelming to be a part of particular student’s lives, and see 
them become exactly who God designed them to be. 

You might look at me and think I haven’t done much with my life. If 
I’m honest, I tend to think that way sometimes. But then I look at 
the students who have gone on to make investments of their own. 
They are raising kids to know and walk the right path, living in other 
countries as a missionary, working to keep girls from having abor-
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tions, learning another language in order to reach more people for 
God, and leading youth groups. I realize the devil is the voice I hear 
telling me I’m nothing. I’m fully aware that any impact I’ve had in 
their lives isn’t me, but Christ who lives in me. I’m convinced of this 
due to all of the fruits of the Spirit I’m lacking, with love being the 
one I’m missing the most. But in spite of what I am with my many 
imperfections, He took my investment and used me in such a way 
that I am still able, in all my lacking abilities, to help guide students, 
keeping them from falling off the straight and narrow road. 

When I realize that calling, (that specific investment God asks me to 
make) and commit to being his hands and feet to someone in a way 
I love; only then can I be fulfilled. 

Read: Luke 8:5-15 

The sower sprinkles seeds and they fall in different places. The seed 
is the Word of God. Some who hear it are the path, in the way 
that they hear it but are trampled underfoot. Maybe the feet rep-
resent too much going on, keeping too busy, or having too many 
pressures for them to keep focused. Whatever it means, they were 
overwhelmed. The devil comes and takes away the Word from their 
hearts. The seeds that landed on the rock have no root, they fall 
away when tested. The thorns represent the things that look appeal-
ing in life; such as pleasures and riches. These thorny weeds start out 
looking like a normal plant, and they might fool you at first because 
they look so good. They grow up right alongside the good plants, but 
they are really weeds that will choke and crowd out the good plants 
until they die before they have time to mature. As for the seeds that 
fall in the good soil, they hear, hold fast in an honest and pure heart, 
and bear fruit with patience. “Some fell among good soil and yielded 
a hundredfold.”

The apostle Paul understood what it was like to invest in others. He 
traveled pretty far and was passionate about sharing God’s message 
to everyone he came in contact with. He started many churches, 
and was even able to talk about Jesus to people in authority over 
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him. He didn’t discriminate, meaning he told people of all ages, reli-
gions and ethnic backgrounds the Good News. The New Testament 
is largely made up of letters that he wrote to encourage or admon-
ish these new believers. I want to be an investor in people, like Paul 
was. Because that’s where my heart is, I get the meaning behind his 
words in a very personal way. So, I end with his words from 2 Cor-
inthians 3:2-3, “You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, 
known and read by everyone. You show that you are a letter from 
Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the 
Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts.”

Questions for individual reflection:

What are the obstacles that hinder you from growing and maturing 
in your relationship with God?

How does knowing that people care about you and have invested in 
you make you feel?

Questions for group discussion:

What is the most expensive thing you’ve ever saved up for and pur-
chased? How long did it take and was it worth it?
What are you currently saving up for?
How hard or easy is it for you to spend your money on other peo-
ple?
Who has made the biggest investment into your life? How?
How is investing in something different from spending on some-
thing?
How are you actively investing in people? 
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Part 3

I used to love watching Storage Wars. It followed these people who 
would attend auctions of storage units. Storage units are basically 
garages of various sizes that you can rent to store your things in. 
People fill up a storage unit with furniture, bikes, clothes, collections, 
equipment and sometimes even garbage that they don’t have space 
for in their house. They lock up their things and then pay rent every 
month to store their items. In my opinion, this is a waste of money. 
If you don’t have room for it, get rid of it! If you have to stick your 
possessions in a storage unit, you can probably live without them. 

When people get tired of paying to keep their stuff locked up, the 
owner of the facility will have an auction, meaning whoever bids the 
highest for the unit can have everything inside. The highest bidder 
cuts the padlock open, tosses what they consider garbage and boxes 
the rest up to resell it elsewhere and make their money back. It’s 
interesting to see what treasures they find among the property the 
previous owners left behind.
 
Read: Luke 12:13-21 

If you have siblings, you have probably complained to your parents 
at least once, telling them your brother or your sister isn’t sharing. 
That’s how this section of Scripture starts. Someone in the crowd 
asked Jesus to tell their brother to share. One or both of the broth-
ers were probably being greedy, but instead of reprimanding them, 
Jesus refused to judge between the brothers. Instead, he took the 
opportunity to share his wisdom with the whole group of people. 
Jesus’s response was to tell the story of the Rich Fool.

The Rich Fool had so much that the buildings he owned weren’t 
enough to store everything. He decided to build bigger storage units 
to contain all he had acquired. It’s interesting that he told his soul 
he had everything he needed to last for several years, so he should 
“Relax, eat, drink and be merry.” Jesus calls him a Rich Fool because 
he didn’t realize he was spending his last days on earth making 



98

provisions for his “stuff”. He couldn’t take anything with him once 
he died. Be careful not to put your desire in things. The amount of 
“stuff” you amass in life doesn’t matter. 
We can find some wisdom in Ecclesiastes where the writer tells us 
that he undertook great projects, amassed great wealth, and refused 
his heart no pleasure (Ecc. 2:4,8,10). But he hated life and found that 
nothing brought satisfaction (Ecc 2:17,20). If what we love is out of 
order, we will not be content. A person is a fool to store up earthly 
wealth but not have a rich relationship with God.

The Rich Fool could have learned a lot from Philippians 2:4. He had 
more than enough, so he could have used the extra to feed and care 
for those in need. However, he was only concerned with himself. In 
Hebrews 13:16, we read not to neglect to share and help others. If 
we think about the word neglect, we’ll realize that if we don’t notice 
other’s needs, we are actually showing indifference! When someone 
ignores you completely, it hurts more than if they treat you with 
disdain. 

Right now, you might be thinking, “Ok, I definitely don’t have a sur-
plus of money lying around, I don’t even have a job!” I get you! Even 
with nothing in your pockets, you still have something that others 
need. You know Jesus. Invite people to church and Nexus. Be wel-
coming to people sitting by themselves, and help them to feel includ-
ed. Use your friendship to create a safe place, so that others know 
they can approach you with questions or concerns. Don’t be afraid 
to show you care, by asking someone if they are okay. If you feel 
God encouraging you to pray for them, do! You might feel awkward, 
but praying aloud with them shows them how a relationship with 
God works, and shows them that you aren’t ashamed of your faith. 

Someday, all the “stuff” you have saved will be handed out to whom-
ever wants it, and the rest will likely be given to Goodwill. Make 
sure that you are living your life with Matthew 6:20 & 21 in mind. 
“Store your treasures in heaven, where moths and rust cannot de-
stroy, and thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure 
is, there your heart will be also.”
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Questions for individual reflection:

How did the story Jesus told about the Rich Fool speak to the 
brother who was complaining about his inheritance?

What eternal treasures can you begin storing up right now?

Questions for group discussion:

What do you enjoy collecting and why?
What material “treasures” do you possess?
How can you use your material treasures to bless others?
What not-material treasures do you possess?
How can you use those to bless others?



100

Part 4

I’ve amassed a collection of thank you cards over the years. They 
are so sweet, that I just can’t get rid of them! It’s nice to be told 
that something you’ve done has been appreciated. It sounds silly, but 
sometimes I feel like sending a thank you card in return! Even a text 
of thanks can make me smile. 

Tithing (giving God a tenth of the money you earn) is like a thank 
you card to God. We take some of the money that we’ve earned, 
and give it to God with no strings attached. We are recognizing 
God has given us EVERYTHING. By tithing, we are saying, “Thank 
you, God!” The amount we are giving back to God when we tithe 
is nothing compared to what he’s given to us. The way we handle 
money reflects our faith. It’s an outward indicator of what is going 
on inside our lives. Do we trust God? Are we being good stewards?

Read: Luke 21:1-4
 
Jesus was in the temple, and he watched the rich giving their tithes. 
They were followed by a poor widow who gave 2 small coins. Jesus 
was impressed by her gift, even though it was so much less than 
what the others had given. He said, “This poor widow has put in 
more than all of them. For they gave out of their abundance, but she 
in her poverty put in all she had to live on.” Her contribution was a 
sacrifice. 

God doesn’t measure gifts by their size. 2 Corinthians 8:14 tells us 
God is more concerned with the attitude of our hearts than in how 
much we give.

Read: Matthew 25:14-30

This was one of Jesus’ stories. Three men were left to watch over 
the house while their master went on a trip. He left each of them 
some of his property, each according to his ability. Two of the ser-
vants worked hard and doubled the money he’d trusted them with. 
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But the last one, who had been given the least, merely buried his 
talent and dug it back up once the master returned home. This ser-
vant did nothing with what he’d been entrusted. He didn’t even try 
to make more with what he’d been given. He claimed he was afraid 
of his master. However, he was just being lazy.

The master praised both of his dependable servants, who had 
earned a return on their investment, commending their loyalty. He 
said, “You have been faithful over a little, I will set you over much.” 
But he reprimanded the lazy servant harshly, asking him why he had 
not at least invested the money so that it would have made some 
interest. The wasted money was gifted to the servant who had 
earned the most for his master. By simply hiding the money, the lazy 
servant had not lost anything, but he had not gained anything either. 
On second thought, the lazy servant DID lose something; he lost 
the respect of his master due to his bad stewardship.

The important thing to remember in the story of the three servants 
is that God is the owner of it all. We are just managing the money. 
It isn’t our possession, it is God’s. The widow understood this. She 
was a real life example of what the third servant could have been. 
She was not entrusted with much, but she gave all she had. We don’t 
know that she got her reward on this earth, perhaps she struggled 
to put food on the table her whole life. However, by giving all she 
had to live on, she was trusting in God as her provider and thanking 
Him. 
Just like the master tested the servants, this life is a test to see if 
God can trust us with little before our eternity in Heaven, when He 
will trust us with much more.



102

Questions for individual reflection:

Do you trust God? Are you being a good steward?

Who do you identify with most, the poor widow giving her all, the 
lazy servant, or the ones who put the work in to double money that 
they wouldn’t even be keeping?

Questions for group discussion:

How do you earn money or plan to earn money?
Why do you want to earn money?
When you make money, what do you do with it?
Why might it be hard for people to regularly giving a tenth of their 
income to their church?
Why is it important for the follower of Jesus to give a tenth of their 
income to their church?
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Savings only make room for sacrifice.
Currency here is made of surrender, 
invested in a bank we don’t yet see.

I know the reward will be perfection.



104

Chapter 8: Graffiti
by Donnie Marsh
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Part 1 

A few of us on the Nexus Staff were debating whether this theme 
should be part of City On A Hill. Actually, everyone thought it was 
cool but I was conflicted about it. We had a hearty debate. It defi-
nitely sounds and feels cool but, in my mind, it also had a negative 
connotation… actually, the main connotation seemed to be negative. 
In a way, it just didn’t fit with all of the rest. I was getting hung up on 
the negative side of it. The truth is, graffiti can be good or bad. A lot 
of graffiti is destructive, costing cities many thousands of dollars.

The difference between a graffiti artist and a vandal is how and 
where they choose to share their art. A graffiti artist displays posi-
tive, colorful, inspiring art in places where it will bring joy to people. 
A vandal tags property that doesn’t belong to them, without permis-
sion, to rebel or express themselves. One brings joy to others, one 
is selfish. 

Creative versus destructive, a fine line. 

Every major city I’ve visited has graffiti. Good and bad.

We use our creativity, art and abilities for our gain and glory or to 
build others up and glorify God (draw attention to him).

Read: Psalm 19:1-6, Psalm 139:13-14, Genesis 1:26

God is creative. 

You are the prime example of his creativity. Everywhere you look, 
all you can see and everything you can’t… he made it. Every moun-
tain range set against a blue sky, every star, each majestic tree… he 
made it. Every eagle, lion and starfish… he made it. Every sunset and 
beach… he made it. From the Elephant to the amoeba, the glaciers 
to the snowflakes, the clouds to the depths… he made all of it. Ev-
ery cell in your body and every strand of DNA… he’s responsible. 
Your God is creative. 
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And he made you to be just like him. You are creative. 

Whether you’ve decided to love him back yet or not, his image is 
on you. You have something unique to add to his creation, a role 
to play. Be the gift God intended you to be to this world. Add your 
style, flair and flourish. Create, build up and bless. Create to glorify 
God and build others up. He put the brush in your hand, set a good 
example and gave good instructions on how to use it. He lets you 
paint. What will you paint? Who will you seek to glorify? Wanna be 
a city on a hill? Let your creativity shine out for all to see. They will 
see your creativity and praise your Creator in heaven.  

Questions for individual reflection:

In what ways are you creative?

What would you like to make, build or create?

In what ways do you see the image of God in you?

Questions for group discussion:

What is your favorite city and why?
Where do you usually see graffiti in a city? Where have you seen 
graffiti around here?
What motivates people to use graffiti to vandalize?
How can students use their creativity to glorify God and build 
others up?
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Part 2

I am a pastor. I preach and teach. I lead and counsel. I enjoy doing 
these things. I feel called and gifted to do these things. I’m pretty 
comfortable doing them. 

I am NOT a… do-anything-with-tools-person. I am not good at 
construction or mechanics. I don’t build decks or fix cars. I don’t 
feel called to do these things. I don’t enjoy doing them. I get frustrat-
ed most of the time when I’m doing these things. I wish I was doing 
something else most of the time when I’m doing these things. I try 
not to do these things.

Sometimes I look at something and think, “that’ll be simple to fix.” 
Then I try to do it. Simple repairs around the house turn into a 
week-long process involving hundreds of trips to Lowes and desper-
ate calls to friends. I know some people that even after a process 
like this, they feel good. It was a challenge, they feel exhilarated. They 
look at the thing they fixed and think, “I feel accomplished.” I, how-
ever, feel the opposite after such experiences. I feel angry imagining 
what I could have done with that time. I look at the thing I fixed and 
think, “I hate you, you are my nemesis.” 

My strategy; pay or ask someone who is skilled and enjoys that stuff 
to do that stuff. I like my strategy.

I think when most people think of the stuff mentioned above, they 
think of one as being spiritual and one not. The pastor stuff is spiri-
tual and the other stuff is just… other stuff. I have had people come 
up to me after doing pastor-y things and say, “I don’t know how you 
do that, I could never get up in front of people and do that, thank 
you.” Or they’ll say, “you seem so comfortable doing that.” I’m 
always humbled by such comments, of course, and am grateful that 
something I’ve allowed God to use me in has been a blessing. People 
see my pastor-y stuff as spiritual and it is. 

I think the exact same thing about all the stuff I don’t do and am 
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not good at! One of the people who said something like that to me 
recently happened to be good at construction, building and repairing 
things. He has helped me personally and helped the church a ton. I 
said the same things he said to me right back to him! “I don’t know 
how you do that, I could never do that, thank you.” And I meant it. 

I see the whole world of building and fixing things as spiritual too. 
Every Nexus space we’ve had has been built, remodeled and fixed 
by people who have those gifts. We had a bedroom built in our 
house for a teenager who had nowhere to live. The builder, con-
struction guys from the church, built it. I had plumbing problems and 
a plumber from the church helped me. We’ve had guys build stuff 
to help with stage design for Nexus. My family and the church have, 
countless times, been blessed by electricians, concrete workers, 
carpenters, contractors, painters, mechanics, landscapers, engineers, 
gardeners, hairstylists, barbers… and the list goes on. I know a guy 
who’s gifted and passionate about this stuff who is working on build-
ing a school in Myanmar to help kids learn these skills. These skills 
are very spiritual! 

Read: Exodus 31:1-6, 35:30-36:1

I love these passages. The Spirit of God filled these workers! So 
cool. God created them with skill and the Spirit filled and empow-
ered them to use their skills for godly things. 

This is the recipe for spiritual awesomeness. Identify your passions, 
gifts and abilities (this takes time for many), develop those abilities 
and ask the Spirit to electrify them so you can serve God and oth-
ers! 

I love watching this happen in people, there’s nothing like it. The 
people in those passages allowed God to work through them and 
they got to be part of something big and awesome. The same can be 
true for you. Combine your abilities with those of others and watch 
the fireworks. This takes its best form in the kingdom of God. 
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If you are interested in, good at or passionate about any area re-
motely related to what I’m talking about, please never think of your 
abilities as un-spiritual or less than. Develop your gift and ask the 
Spirit to light it up.

You may not be good with tools and stuff but you have something. 
Figure out what it is and follow the recipe. If you’re not good with 
tools and stuff, recognize those gifts in others as spiritual and valu-
able. 

Questions for individual reflection:

Which part of the “recipe” should you be most focused on right 
now?

How can you take steps forward in this area?

Who can you thank for using their ability to bless you or your fami-
ly?

Questions for group discussion:

Describe the last experience you had trying to build or repair 
something.
How do you feel about fixing and building things?
What mechanical or structural thing impresses you the most?
Why might some people not think of vocational or trade skills as 
being spiritual?
What vocational or trade skills do you admire the most and why?
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Part 3 

Musical notes coming out of a block of wood? A piece of metal? It’s 
just crazy if you stop and think about it. A few years ago at Christ-
mastime our family went to a River City Brass Band concert in 
Oakland. It was one of those emotionally rich holiday experiences, 
nostalgic. One of those moments when you are listening, feeling, 
frozen in a moment... It’s hard to explain. I’m still taken back to that 
room in my mind from time to time. 

I remember staring at the instruments and thinking, “those are just 
pieces of metal”. Someone melted metal, shaped it and blew into it 
to make sounds. It’s crazy. All of that incredible music coming from 
a bunch of pieces of metal. I’ve been to symphonies a few times and 
have had similar thoughts. Wood. Wood with metal. A bunch of piec-
es of wood, chopped, shaped and people put metal strings on them 
and make sounds. Who thought of that? How is it possible? It’s easy 
to take the miracle of music for granted. 

Music is such a special and unique thing. The ocean roars, the wind 
blows through the trees, animals and insects fill the air with a va-
riety of sounds and we make music. Music is our part of creation’s 
concert. Audio graffiti. 

Read: Psalm 150, Ephesians 5:19, Philippians 4:8

Music is from God, it was his idea. God loves music. Like graffiti, mu-
sic can serve one of two purposes. Music can be self-serving/self-ex-
pression or used to serve/glorify God and build others up. You can 
use music to feed negative things in yourself. You can use music to 
bring yourself closer to God and others and focus your mind on 
positive things.

We are all influenced by music directly or indirectly. Most of us use 
music. Some of us make music. We all are faced with the same ques-
tions about what purposes for which we will make or use music. 
Lyrics are part of music.
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For those of you who make music:

Is the music you make positive and constructive?

Are you more concerned with self-expression or God-glorification 
and building others up?

What is the best thing you can accomplish with your music?

For those of you who use music:

Is the music you listen to positive and constructive (lyrics included)?

Would you recommend your music to someone who needs help 
spiritually, mentally, emotionally or physically?

What is the best way you can use music for yourself and others?

   
Questions for group discussion:

What is your favorite style of music?
What is your favorite song right now? Of all time?
Who is your favorite musical artist?
To what extent are lyrics important or not important in a song?
Is self-expression the best goal of music? Why or why not?
How can music be used positively to affect others?
How can music be used to glorify God?
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Part 4

I took accordion lessons. 

Let that sink in… cuz it’s funny. It was supposed to be a gateway to 
learning piano. That didn’t happen so now it’s just something funny 
I get to say about myself. I really wish I would have stuck with it 
because it would be a stinking awesome thing to pull out and shock 
people with! 

I did try piano later. Fail. Took guitar lessons. Fail. My high school 
years taught me a lot about what I wasn’t good at. I couldn’t do 
music. I couldn’t sing. I stunk at sports. I played soccer but I was at 
the bottom end of mediocre-at-best. And that was before junior and 
senior high soccer became a professional sport with trainers and 
clubs. These days I wouldn’t even make the team. I got good grades 
but I wasn’t the best student. I wasn’t good looking (zits didn’t help 
at all, a true plague of adolescence, I was so self-conscious) or pop-
ular (couldn’t figure out how to dress cool at all) and I didn’t have a 
lot of money so there was no real gateway to influence or leader-
ship. I was just ok or bad at everything high school seemed to mea-
sure. I was a nobody with no identity, invisible. If it wasn’t for a solid 
identity in Christ I may have been really thrown off by all of this. I 
wasn’t. I knew my value didn’t come from what I did or what I was 
good at. My value came from being a creation of God that Jesus died 
to save. I knew God loved me, was with me and had a good plan for 
my future.

I graduated from high school and realized something. There are way 
more things out there than what you are exposed to in high school. 
WAY MORE. Infinitely more. Actually, the high school things started 
looking pretty small and insignificant quickly after I graduated. I’m 
using the gifts God has given me and I’m enjoying it a lot.
 
In high school culture there are a few big boxes of things that seem 
to be recognized as valid areas of gifting, talent and ability. If you 
don’t fit in to one of these boxes it’s easy to start feeling like you 
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just stink and aren’t good at anything. 

Read: 1 Peter 4:10-11, Romans 1:20

Two things stood out hugely to me in 1 Peter 4:10. I couldn’t get 
past them. Everyone has a gift. Everyone. No one is left out. Just be-
cause you haven’t discovered it yet or your gift doesn’t seem to fit 
with what is currently measured around you doesn’t mean you don’t 
have a gift. You have a gift, probably more than one. God gave it to 
you for a reason. We’ve been harping on this reason all throughout 
the chapter. The gift is to serve God and others. It may take time to 
figure out what your gift or gifts are. You may have different gifts in 
different seasons. Your gift may grow, morph and change. Whatever 
the case may be, take heart, you have a gift. 

The second thing, the New Living Translation says God has a “great 
variety” of gifts to  hand out. Verse 11 is not an exhaustive list. Your 
God-given gift is a valid gift even though the world around you may 
not recognize it. Don’t try to fit into the small boxes invented by 
the world around you. God has more boxes. The world and kingdom 
of God need your graffiti; the graffiti God gave you. 

I did get past those two things to the end of verses 10 and 11. The 
end of verse 10 and 11 are so powerful. Use your graffiti to serve 
others! Graffiti with his strength! Graffiti for his glory! Boom.

I want to end with a question based on Romans 1:20. It says all peo-
ple should be able to look at God’s creation and clearly see God.  
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Questions for individual reflection:

When people look at all you have made, your graffiti, who and what 
will they clearly see?

Questions for group discussion:

What activities, sports or hobbies did you try during your elementa-
ry school years? Still doing any of them?
What activities, sports or hobbies have you tried in junior and se-
nior high? Still doing any of them?
What stuff do you feel like trying but haven’t had the courage or 
opportunity yet?
What are the most measured areas of identity, achievement and 
success in your high school or peer group?
What areas seem not to exist or be measured in high school?
Do you have some ideas about what your gift or gifts may be?
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My dry bones, brought to life by holy paint, 
there fore’er, sinking down to the marrow. 

In turn, I tag the kingdom walls daily 
with HALLELUJAH’s in new languages.
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Chapter 9: Parks & Rec.
by Dana Nichols
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Part 1 - Disappointment vs. Joy

Can you feel it coming? The light at the end of the tunnel? Summer 
break is quickly approaching, and with it, the hopeful promise of 
adventure, freedom, and life experiences that cause your mouth to 
hurt from smiling so much. When I picture summer, I think of Parks 
and Rec.  I picture running. I picture sports. I picture traveling. I 
picture swimming in the ocean. I picture a shared meal with friends 
on a blanket. I picture warm, sunny days that leave you sweaty and 
exhausted, but most importantly: joyful. 

I remember that feeling of being in school and feeling like every 
moment, and every piece of homework, and every hour spent in a 
classroom was leading up to one moment: the last day of school and, 
with it, the first day of summer. 

But sometimes life doesn’t go as planned. Sometimes summer isn’t 
quite as glorious as we remember. Sometimes these things we put 
our hope in let us down. Kind of like that time I broke my ankle 
playing softball the summer before my freshman year…

I’ll never forget that game. I was a member of a competitive travel 
softball team called the Lady Aces. We had multiple-day tournaments 
for most of the summer, and this was one of the first of the year. My 
position was second-base, but due to some missing key outfielders, 
I had been playing left field for the day. I remember it was a unique 
field, because instead of having a fence, they had a long rope tied 
from end-to-end to create the outer boundary wall.  

There I was, playing left field, when a girl on the opposing team hits 
a ball far, but in reach. I don’t hesitate, I don’t delay… I just sprint. 
In that moment everything in me believed I could catch that ball. I 
can still picture the anticipation and excitement I felt.  And in the 
background, I can hear people chanting my name, “DANA.. DANA… 
DANA!” And in that one glorious moment when I reached out 
my glove to catch the ball, I also noticed something else in front 
of me: The long white rope that marked the boundary of the field. 
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In a split-second decision, I grasped onto the rope with all of the 
strength that I had, and did my best to swing my sprinting body 
under the rope. That’s when I realized the people who I thought 
were “chanting” my name, were actually warning me of an inevitable 
collision. Crashing to the ground came my body, my pride, and the 
un-caught ball. I learned that day the combination of a competitive 
spirit and oblivion to my surroundings can lead to all kinds of bro-
ken things: broken bones, and broken spirits. 

It only took two minutes for that event to unfold, but it was long 
enough to feel like my whole summer was ruined. And that’s when I 
learned a very important life lesson: when we put our hope in things 
that are temporary, disappointment is inevitable. But when we put 
our hope in things that are eternal, JOY is inevitable. 

Read: Matthew 7:24-27, Philippians 4:4

People, places, and things will let us down. If we put too much stock 
in those things, and if we allow those things to dictate the way we 
feel, we are setting ourselves up for disappointment. Money, social 
status, friendships, boyfriends, girlfriends, academics, athletic accom-
plishments, vacations, and artistic talents are all fleeting. If we build 
our happiness on these things and allow them to be the foundation 
of who we are, then what happens when they are stripped away? 
Like a house built on sand, when times get tough, we set ourselves 
up to come crashing down.

But life doesn’t have to be that way! Our happiness, our JOY, doesn’t 
have to be dependent on the world, and situations around us. In-
stead, we are called to build a life that is founded on something 
sturdy, dependable. A house built on rock can stand the test of wind 
and rain. It can persevere. As it’s said in Psalm 18:2, God is our rock. 
When we trust in Him, he offers us the gift of Joy that comes by 
way of His Holy Spirit. We don’t have to earn it, we don’t have to 
fight for it, we simply have to ask for it! God doesn’t promise life 
will be easy, if anything it is certain it will not be!! But God does 
promise to be with us, now and forever, and He made sure that 
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could be true by way of the Cross. And for that, we should rejoice!! 
Happiness is fleeting, but Joy is eternal. 

Questions for individual reflection:

What kind of foundation is your life built on? 

Are you a house built on rock or sand? 

In what ways have you let temporary things dictate your happiness 
or joy? 

What does it look like to be joyful in the midst hardship?

Questions for group discussion:

What about summer do you most look forward to?
What things in your life make you “happy” and what things bring you 
“joy”?
Describe a moment when you realized how fragile and temporary 
your happiness was.
Describe a moment when you still had joy even when your circum-
stances stunk.
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Part 2 - True Rest

When I think about the concept of Parks and Rec., I picture a flurry 
of action or movement. Going, doing, seeing, acting. But recreation 
is more than that. It can also represent rest or recharge. It’s not just 
about action, sometimes it’s also about refraining from action. 

We spend so much time planning out our schedules, from morning 
to night. We go from one activity to another, we run from class to 
class, we oscillate between conversations: texts, calls, snapchats, Ins-
tagram posts, in-person conversations. So much so that I think we’ve 
created a culture and way of life that has stripped us from the ability 
to be alone, and to fully rest.

When was the last time you took a step back from your ever-mov-
ing life and had restful, uninterrupted time to yourself? Do you even 
know what that looks like? I’m an extreme extrovert with a natural 
propensity to keep moving. I’m rarely alone because I’m energized 
by the time I spend with others. I feel the need to attend everything 
and be everywhere because FOMO (fear of missing out) is a real 
thing. For much of my life, those things led me to avoid time by my-
self. It made me uncomfortable and bored, but I genuinely think it’s 
because I never fully mastered the art of being alone. At the time, I 
didn’t understand the purpose behind it. I had to learn how to do it.

It seems counter-intuitive that rest should be a “learned” skill, but 
I believe it takes some intentionality to truly rest. The reality is, we 
were created to rest.  Just look at what God did after He creat-
ed Heaven and Earth. In Genesis 2:2 it says: “On the seventh day 
God had finished His work of creation, so he rested from all of His 
work.” Let’s be honest, the creator of Heaven and Earth, who parted 
the Red Sea, who created man from dust, who has the power over 
everything and everyone probably didn’t NEED rest, right? Yet He 
did it anyway! We have to believe he modeled it for a reason. He 
knows it’s necessary and vital for us!!

Read: Hebrews 4:1-11, Psalm 23
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Why would God make it a point to model that? Why is it vital? 
Because rest is how we connect with God! God has invited us to 
rest in Him, and all we have to do is accept his offer!! We are often 
so busy throughout the week that God gets squeezed out. If we 
don’t intentionally set time apart for Him, then how will we know 
Him?  How will we love Him? We spend so much time asking God 
for things: for wisdom, advice, help. But if we don’t spend time with 
Him, how will we ever know what the answer is? Rest isn’t for His 
benefit, but for ours! In Psalm 23 we read all about the benefits of 
spending time with Him: peace, strength, honor, boldness, comfort, 
love. God’s rest recharges us and refreshes us in a way nothing else 
can.  

Even Jesus rested! In Matthew 14:22-23 it says “Immediately Jesus 
made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead of Him to the 
other side, while he dismissed the crowd. After he had dismissed 
them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. Later that 
night, he was there alone.”

Jesus intentionally sought out time to pray to God - He knew it was 
vital for Him to do the ministry he was sent to do. It’s because of 
His Ministry and His sacrifice on the cross we are offered another 
kind of rest that is described in the last verse of Psalm 23, “Surely 
your goodness and unfailing love will pursue me all the days of my 
life, and I will live in the house of the Lord forever.” Here we see 
that God’s offer of rest goes far beyond the rest that we experience 
on a daily basis when we spend time with Him; He also offers a per-
manent place of rest in Heaven for those who believe in Him.
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Questions for individual reflection:

Do you know how to rest? 

What are the distractions in your life that keep you from resting? 

Have you accepted God’s offer of rest? 

How can you rest more in God?

Questions for group discussion:

How many hours of sleep do you need to feel good?
How many hours of sleep do you usually get?
When does “resting” typically look like for you?
How is Jesus a part of your resting time?
What can you do to make your resting time healthier?
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Part 3 Work - Hard/Play Hard

For those of you who know me, you may know I’m an overly am-
bitious question-asker. I find it thrilling and super fun to grill peo-
ple with a million questions: some typical “get to know your story 
questions,” but more often than not, I’m a fan of the abstract “get to 
know how you think questions.” My favorite question of all time is 
based on the Lord of the Rings series.  

Whether or not you know the story, here’s a brief synopsis to catch 
you up: The Lord of the Rings series depicts the journey of a hobbit 
and his friends as they are tasked with the mission of destroying a 
ring. I won’t bore you with unnecessary details, but along the way 
they are met with tons of adversity. There are people and powers 
there to stand in their way and to keep them from accomplishing 
their goal. Throughout the story, there are moments that are dark-
er than others, and obstacles that are more difficult to conquer. 
Regardless of what they face, Frodo and Sam try to find light in the 
midst of darkness by reminiscing of their home: The Shire. They talk 
of the people, places, and things that brought them happiness, joy, 
and peace. These memories or thoughts help them to rest, and to 
refresh. My favorite question to ask people is this: in the midst of 
darkness, stress, and worry in your life, what are your shires? What 
are the things you seek for comfort and peace? 

There are hundreds of ways to answer this question: for some, the 
answer is certain people. For others, it’s an activity or a place to re-
treat. There are answers that consist of constructive behaviors, and, 
if I’m being honest, there have been answers that consist of destruc-
tive behaviors. 

Regardless of what people’s individual shires are, there is one thing 
they all have in common: something happened in each person’s life 
that caused them to NEED rest; to NEED a shire. 

In this part, that’s what I want to talk about: what happens before 
the rest? In the story of the Lord of the Rings, before Frodo and 
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Sam reminisce about the Shire, we first hear about the hard work 
they have done. They do good work, for the sake of others, and for 
the good of the world around them. It’s the hard work that makes 
the rest even better, even more fulfilling, and even more necessary. 

More importantly, in the Bible when it talks about how God rested 
on the seventh day, we can’t forget what he was doing on the first 
six days: he was WORKING. We are called to rest, but we are sup-
posed to NEED the rest because we are working so hard for the 
Kingdom of God that we cannot physically go on without spending 
time with Him. 

And what better model do we have for pouring it all out for the 
sake of ministry than Jesus? 

Read: Mark 10:45, Philippians 2:1-18

Jesus laid it all out on the table. Quite literally. He died a criminal’s 
death on the cross so that you and I could be saved from our sins. 
He also laid it all out in everyday life; he worked hard as he traveled 
from place to place teaching, rebuking, healing the sick, helping the 
poor, feeding thousands… Wherever He went, there was work to 
do.

And it’s because of what Jesus did for us, that we too should work 
hard for Him. In Colossians 3:23 it says “Whatever you do, work at 
it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human mas-
ters.”

Work Hard. Rest. Work Hard. Rest. It should be a never-ending 
cycle.
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Questions for individual reflection:

What are your shires? 

How does Jesus’ sacrifice and hard work affect you? 

What does it mean to work hard for the Lord? 

What can you do differently this week to work hard for the Lord? 

Questions for group discussion:

How might shires be different for followers of Jesus than for people 
who don’t yet know him? How might they be the same?
How do your job “work”, school “work” and ministry “work” differ?
How should they overlap?
What does “working hard” look like for you in general?
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Part 4 - Assembling the Right Team 

Growing up, I was obsessed with Misty May-Treanor and Kerri 
Walsh Jennings. For years they dominated the 2v2 sand volleyball 
world. Their partnership culminated with three Olympic Gold med-
als, and that doesn’t even begin to sum up all of their international 
accomplishments and achievements over the years. I remember 
watching them and being amazed at how talented they were; how 
hard they worked! Their ability to fly through the air and keep the 
ball in play regardless of how hopeless things appeared was mes-
merizing. They were unbelievable on their own, but together they 
were unstoppable! They inspired me and made me want to be a 
professional volleyball player. 

Unfortunately, my short height combined with my already fully-sat-
urated high school schedule meant that a volleyball career was 
probably not likely for me. But that has never, and will never, stop 
me from jumping head-first into a good ol’ game of pickup volleyball. 
And in my not-so-professional volleyball opinion, I have found that 
there are certain components or factors that contribute to a suc-
cessful game of pick-up volleyball; it’s as if there’s a recipe of sorts. 

So why am I talking about this? Why am I going into detail about a 
sport in which my skill level is mediocre at best? If there’s a reci-
pe for the perfect pick-up volleyball game, there’s also a recipe for 
creating a solid Christian community. The perfect volleyball game 
doesn’t just happen; you have to hand select the right team mem-
bers. There’s intentionality and purpose behind it. 

Read: Acts 2:41-47, Romans 12:3-13

So how do you create a healthy Christian community?

Step one: Identify the goal. A successful volleyball team is working 
towards a shared goal. It is made up of people with individual gifts 
and talents who believe it’s not about the victory of one person, but 
rather the victory of the team as a whole. Like any team, before you 
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choose your teammates, you need to identify what the goal is! In a 
volleyball game, the goal is obvious; to win. But in your life what is 
it? Is it to grow close to Christ? Is your goal to serve God and His 
people? If that’s the case, then make sure that you are surrounding 
yourself with people who have that common goal in mind, and who 
will use their gifts to run steadfast alongside of you. Surround your-
self with people who will support, encourage, and offer constructive 
criticism when necessary. 

Step two: Follow the Rules. The best volleyball games are the ones 
that follow a typical volleyball flow: Serve, bump, set, spike, repeat. 
If the game follows that pattern it’s a good indication that you are 
playing with people who know what they are doing; they are either 
trained in the sport, or have a strong desire to learn. It is true for 
volleyball, and it’s also true for your Christian community. A thriv-
ing community is made up of individual people who have a strong 
desire to play by the rules. In this case, the “rules” we are talking 
about are the guidelines and principles described and modeled in 
the Bible. Surround yourself with people who want to make the 
“right,” “good,” and “healthy” decisions. Nobody can play the “per-
fect” game, but those who desire to play well, follow the rules, and 
improve, are the kinds of people you want to be around. They have a 
flow in their lives: wake up, pray, read the Bible, serve, repeat. 

Step three: More is not always better. I’m a big fan of inclusivity 
on a large scale, but sometimes too many people playing on one 
court can actually hurt the game. Too many players can lead to an 
increased likelihood of mistakes, add confusion, and it can limit the 
amount of personal impact you can have. The more people you 
allow to touch the ball, the less sure you can be about how the 
game will end up. In the same way, you should limit the number of 
“core” relationships in your life. When I describe these core rela-
tionships, I’m describing the people who you allow to influence you. 
These are the people you seek guidance from, and the people who 
have seen you at your best and have known you at your worst. Jesus 
was the perfect model of this.  He invited a lot of people to “watch 
the game” and be observers of His life, but He mostly surrounded 
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Himself with twelve people, and confided in three. All of them were 
carefully selected as people who had the personalities and gifts to 
help Him achieve His purpose on Earth.

Choose your community like you would choose your teammates. 

Questions for individual reflection:

What are personal spiritual goals you are working toward? 

Who are the teammates helping you to achieve those goals?

Who is distracting you from achieving those goals?

How can you be a better teammate?

Questions for group discussion:

What team sport do you most enjoy watching?
What team sport or game do you most enjoy playing?
What qualities do most students need in a core group of friends?
What qualities do you most look for and need in a core group of 
friends?
What are some traits that should cause you to question whether a 
person should be in your core group of friends? 
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Our parks have the wildest breathtaking slides 
that feel a lot like being pulled to Him. 
And I love to run barefoot in the field 

and hear the grass and wind sing about grace.
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“Unhidden”
by Dylan Kersten
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From a frail solo sung in a dark room
to seven-part harmonies with billions.

The streets cleanse my body with ev’ry step,
and we remind each other to take walks.

/
When I moved out, I brought some furniture 

to be restored, my heart, washed and re-sewn,
but those pride-stained curtains must be thrown out,

for they only distort rays from the sun.
/ 

These streetlamps are spotlights for the hurting, 
so bright, I can’t close my eyes in ign’rance,
but I know the Hand that can pick them up.

The lamps’ reach goes beyond the kingdom walls.
/

Here I have learned to sleep with the lights on
and no blanket, for the light keeps me warm.

Atop this mountain, we are unhidden,
luminous with open hands, hopeful eyes.

/
Within this land, I am my own city.

Scar-shaped memorials for battles won,
twin wrinkled rivers meander through palms,

intersections like others’, also not. 
/

The statutes are not just for crowd control,
but to keep that once shattered window whole, 

to bring fruit to my small front porch garden, 
to keep me from putting my chains back on.
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Savings only make room for sacrifice.
Currency here is made of surrender, 
invested in a bank we don’t yet see.

I know the reward will be perfection.
/

My dry bones, brought to life by holy paint, 
there fore’er, sinking down to the marrow. 

In turn, I tag the kingdom walls daily 
with HALLELUJAH’s in new languages. 

/
Our parks have the wildest breathtaking slides 

that feel a lot like being pulled to Him. 
And I love to run barefoot in the field 

and hear the grass and wind sing about grace. 
/ 

I’m unhidden, a city on a hill. 
To dead towns surrounding, let Mercy spill. 
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Conclusion

“You are the salt of the earth. 
But what good is salt if it has lost its flavor? Can you make it salty 
again? It will be thrown out and trampled underfoot as worthless.
You are the light of the world—like a city on a hilltop that cannot 
be hidden. No one lights a lamp and then puts it under a basket. 
Instead, a lamp is placed on a stand, where it gives light to every-

one in the house. In the same way, let your good deeds shine out for 
all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly Father.”

(Matthew 5.13-16 NLT)   

It is our hope that you have grown spiritually by reading this book. 
We pray you will become the City On A Hill God made and Jesus 
died for you to be. Shine. The world needs your light. Shine now, in 
your place and circumstances. Shine boldly. Shine consistently. Shine 
clearly. Shine defiantly. Shine with others. Our skylines are unique 
but our Light is the same.

Shine until the end when you see his face and his Light takes over.

 




