
counselor was leading
a Bible study in his
cabin one morning.
Bleary-eyed
campers seemed so

apathetic. Suddenly,
the counselor threw

his New Testament into
the middle of the room and yelled,
“It’s alive!” You can imagine the
response!

He was making a huge state-
ment: The Word of God is alive,
active, and sharper than any dou-
ble-edged sword. God uses it to
penetrate and judge our thoughts
and attitudes (Heb. 4:12)—to
change hearts and lives.

It is a bit overwhelming to
think about what a motley crew
your campers will be—and a bit
awesome to realize the importance
of your spiritual input in their lives.
This is a good time to remember
that you aren’t in this alone. He
who called you to do this is faithful
to help you do it (1 Thess. 5:24).

As a camp counselor, leading
small group Bible studies may prove
to be your biggest challenge. And
you don’t have much time. Take full
advantage of the window of oppor-
tunity God has given you to help
campers come to know Jesus Christ
in a more personal way. This collec-
tion of advice and practical tips will
help you do just that.

Everything Matters
Everything you do as a counselor
will feed into the time when you
actually open the Bible with
campers—be it in the morning or
just before lights out. If you take
more than your share of hotcakes at
breakfast, make jokes about ques-

tionable things, or play someone
else’s position on the volleyball
court, you will have set up some
negatives that will block out your
Bible study’s bottom line.

Strive to be a godly example
throughout the day. Ask God to
help you use natural opportunities
to apply truth or discuss biblical
principles. 

Real faith has God as the
immediate reference point.
Unnatural God-talk or over-spiritu-
alizing every happening, of course,
will be counterproductive. But
camp life has many moments when
that immediate reference to God is
natural and good. 

When you gaze at the stars or
listen to the sounds of the night
with youth, you might say, “Did
God make all of this for us to
enjoy?” Discussions of disappoint-
ments or fears are opportunities to
say, “Is God interested in this?” We
need to be aware of ways to
relate what is happening to
what we are studying with
campers.

Everyone’s Special
Every time a new group
of campers arrives, get
to know each of them.
There is no such thing
as a typical camper.
While we all have
common human needs
and emotions, every
individual has a unique
set of parents, experi-
ences, intellectual abilities,
spiritual awarenesses, and
sensitivities. Everyone is spe-
cial in that sense.

One week your cabin group

may consist of campers raised in
Christian homes and godly
churches. They’ve had all the
advantages and seem to know all
the answers. You may be tempted to
think they don’t need Bible study as
much as unchurched campers. 

But maybe some of them are
merely cultural Christians: They
have a Christian exterior and they
know the language, but the inner
reality is missing. They may need
the small-group Bible study the
most. And even those who are true
followers of Christ need to grow.

Sometimes the hardest camp-
ers for counselors to handle come
from the most privileged back-
grounds, and it may be disillusion-
ing. It’s as if the ones who have the
best diet can afford to make fun of
the food. 
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Many of these campers, how-
ever, will profit from your high

expectations and can learn and
apply much truth from the

Word of God. Challenge
them to think through
their faith in new
dimensions.

Don’t back off or
be intimidated by the
bravado of some who

act as if this is old hat.
Love them too much to

let them get away with that.
Another week you may

have inner-city kids who have lit-
tle church background and are
incredibly streetwise. Maybe they
have difficulty reading or have short
attention spans, needing more activ-
ity and less discussion to under-
stand and apply scriptural points.
These campers will stretch your cre-
ativity in planning small-group
Bible studies. But don’t give up.
There is a way to do it!

Godly Goals
What do you want to accomplish 
in this series of small group Bible 
studies you will have with your
campers? First, let’s approach it
from the negative side. Some inade-
quate goals are:

1. To have campers parrot back
facts or verses out of context,
like a biblical quiz. While bibli-
cal facts are important to know,
we are concerned that truth not
only be learned, but also be
related to life.

2. To give campers a religious
feeling—a spiritual shot in the
middle of a busy program or a
just-before-bedtime comfort.

3. To provide the counselor with
an opportunity to preach or
prove how much he or she
knows; to let him or her give
campers the “spiritual high”
they expect from camp.
In comparison, some positive

goals are:

1. To allow campers to interact
with truth.

2. To help them discover what
the passage says and what it
means, and to make personal
applications.

3. To encourage them to read the
Scriptures so they will take
back new skills for daily use 
at home.

4. To enable them to understand
more of who God is and what
He is like: Why did Jesus Christ
come to earth? Who is He?
What is significant about His life
and death? What does God
require of me? What is truth?
Who am I trying to please?

5. To help campers make a per-
sonal commitment to Jesus
Christ.

Truth’s Consequences
Our format will be a discussion
rather than a lecture, because we
want campers to learn how to dis-
cover truth for themselves.
Communication experts tell us
that people forget 90 percent of
what they hear, but remember up
to 90 percent of what they dis-
cover for themselves.

Discussion doesn’t mean every-
one talks. Sometimes people think a
discussion is great simply because a
lot of ideas have been shared and
everyone participated. That can be a
good conversation; it can also
sometimes be shared ignorance. It
isn’t necessarily Bible study.

In a Bible discussion, we take
the text seriously. We ask questions
of the text. What does it say? The
participants find the answers in the
text, not in their opinions or in
their imaginations. A good Bible
study means having an open Bible
and examining what it says.

When someone makes a con-
tribution that is clearly not on tar-
get, never say, “That’s wrong!”
Instead ask, “In what verse did you
find that idea?” In that sense, every
contribution is a good one because
people are participating and learn-
ing how to discover truth.

Insisting that the Bible be
handled carefully is crucial. We
want to teach campers that the
Bible, not what someone says
about it, is our authority. We
want to build confidence in
them that they can both read and
understand the Bible as it is God’s
communication to us.

Encourage everyone to partici-

pate in the discussion. Their par-
ticipation is an indication that they
“own the group” as theirs. More
importantly, it means campers are
processing ideas, revealing them-
selves, sometimes thinking aloud,
and sorting things out. And partic-
ipating means that individuals have
the joy of discovery!

Participation is important
because each camper is important.
Our goal isn’t to lay truth on the
group, but to help the group mem-
bers discover it. Campers are so
valuable to God that He has gone to
great lengths to see that they have
the Bible’s message. If you recognize
the significance of people in God’s
sight, you will communicate His
love to your campers.

Key Questions
Good discussion Bible studies ask
three questions about the passage:
What does it say (observe)? What
does it mean (interpret)? What
does it mean to me (apply)? All
questions the leader uses in the
discussion will fall into one of
these three categories.

Of these three questions, the
most important is “What does it
say?” People like to jump into
interpretation before even knowing
what the text says. But how can
you discuss what it means unless
you understand clearly what it
says? We cannot assume we got all
the facts with a quick reading.
What a passage says is the most
important thing about it.

When we have the facts
clearly in mind, we ask, “What
does it mean?” We interpret the
facts so that we can understand the
meaning. It seems so obvious, but

Participation is
important because each

camper is important. Campers
are so valuable to God that He
has gone to great lengths to

see that they have the
Bible’s message.

Good discussion Bible
studies ask three questions

about the passage: What does
it say (observe)? What does it
mean (interpret)? What does it

mean to me (apply)?



many Bible studies are heavy on I
think rather than the text says.
Always handle the objective truth
(the facts) before handling subjec-
tive truth (how we interpret it).
Careful observations lead to proper
interpretation and appropriate
application.

In a good study, most of your
questions will be observation ques-
tions. Get the facts. These queries
will start with words such as who,
what, when, where, list, find, or
describe. Fact questions may some-
times seem elementary, but they are
important. Depending on the pas-
sage, you might want to say, “Let’s
get the facts first,” and then ask a
series of observation questions.

Interpretation questions begin
with why, how, explain, what does
that mean, and what is the signifi-
cance of. Sometimes it helps to
combine two questions: “When did
Nicodemus visit Jesus (fact), and
why do you think he came then
(interpretation)?” A more compre-
hensive question encourages more
discussion. Interpretation ques-
tions are based on the facts you
find in the passage, not a whimsi-
cal tangent someone finds interest-
ing. In the story of the encounter
of Jesus with Nicodemus in John
3, for example, you might ask,
“Why does Jesus use the illustra-
tion of the wind when He talks
about the new birth?”

If you do a good job on
observation and interpretation,
you should be clobbered with
truth when you ask the applica-
tion questions. Apply the passage
by asking “What must I do?”
Application questions are the
hardest to formulate, but they are
an important link between the
Bible study and our daily living.

Questions that campers can
answer with yes or no don’t encour-
age discussion. Often they are a
sneaky way to preach, because the
question is meant to pin someone
down. As a general rule, it is best to
avoid that kind of question.

Building Blocks
Suppose you are on your own and
it’s up to you to prepare the studies
you will use with your small group
of campers. You have decided what

passages to use. Construct your
Bible study with the following
building blocks.

1. Pray that God will teach
you as you study. You
must be the first learner
from this passage.

2. Read the passage.
Read it again. Use a
pencil and paper to
note your observa-
tions. What are the
major sections or
paragraphs? Give each
a title. Notice the
verbs. Who or what is
acting? Notice repeti-
tions, contrasts or similar-
ities, and cause and effect
words such as if, then, but, so,
and therefore. What ideas are
being stressed? 

3. Define words using a diction-
ary. Paraphrase in your own
words what the passage means.

4. Apply the truth of the passage
to yourself. Is there a command
to obey? Is there a sin to for-
sake? A promise to claim? An
example to follow? A new truth
about God, Jesus, or the Holy
Spirit to apply in your life?

5. When you have thoroughly
studied the passage for your-
self, you are ready to begin to
prepare a study for others.
Look at the passage with the
needs of your campers in mind. 

6. Take the observations you
have made about the passage
and form them into questions
that will help your campers
discover for themselves what
you have found.

Remember, your aim is not to
lecture or share directly what you
have learned, but to lead the group
into discovering what the passage
says. Look carefully at the observa-
tions you have made about the pas-
sage. How do they relate to the
whole chapter or larger passage? Is
there a comprehensive question you
could ask that would tie the parts of
the scripture together?

Generally, the passage should
be studied in “thought units,” not
verse by verse. A Bible with para-
graphs is helpful for study.

A dictionary is
a big help in Bible study, as well.
For example, in a study of John 1,
you may want to ask, “What is a
word?” Ask someone to look it up
in a dictionary and read the
definition aloud. Link that
definition to John’s use of
Word in referring to Jesus.
The dictionary will give
you good definitions
about most biblical
words, including salva-
tion, Pharisee, scribe,
Sadducee, justification, 
and so forth.

When you have finished
composing questions to open the
discussion, submit them to the 
following test:

1. Is each question clear? Can the
group easily grasp it?

2. Does it have a definite answer?

3. Does it make campers search
the text?

4. Does each question contribute
to the basic teaching of the 
passage?

5. Do the questions move campers
through the whole passage?

6. Are the questions in good
sequence?

7. Is there a good balance in the

Remember, your aim is
not to lecture or share
directly what you have
learned, but to lead the 

group into discovering what
the passage says.



study of the three kinds of
questions?

Even with the best of ques-
tions, you will need to be sensi-
tive to what is happening during
the study. Maybe you will find
your study too long, and you
will need to know your material
well enough to skip some ques-
tions and still get across the
main point(s) of the study. 

Stay in tune to the Holy
Spirit’s leading. If the group gets

excited about something impor-
tant, be flexible. At the same time,
some very good discussions can be
ruined if they drag on too long and
interest seeps away before you’ve
come to the point.

Super Studies
Think in advance about how you
will open the study. How will you
set the scene? Can you introduce
the study by using something that
has happened during the day, or an
event to which you are looking for-
ward? Can you use a prop?

Before the study, ask someone
to be prepared to summarize what
happened in the last study, or do
some preparation of background
material that would be helpful.
Perhaps you could meet alone with
a camper for 10 minutes to help in
the preparation—valuable one-to-
one time. This kind of an assign-
ment, coupled with time alone
with you, could change an unco-
operative camper’s attitude.

If your campers are young,
they will enjoy acting out a narra-
tive passage. Read the story and
then assign roles. Use your discus-
sion questions afterward to stress
content, interpretation, and appli-
cation.

Older campers can role play
by reading the dialogue in the pas-
sage. For example, in the story of
Jesus meeting the woman at the
well, assign one person to read
Jesus’ words, another to read the
woman’s words, and a third to nar-
rate, reading the rest of the pas-
sage. You might also ask campers
to put a truth or a story event into
their own words.

Try dividing your campers into
groups of two or three. Ask each
group to give a one-sentence sum-

mary or title for a paragraph, find
key words, or discover the answer
to a question. Watch the time care-
fully so that campers can report
back and complete the study.

A good Bible discussion isn’t a
question-and-answer time between
a leader and campers, but a genuine
group discussion (see sidebar). This
demands that the leader have good
questions. The questions must stim-
ulate thought and not be so obvious
that they insult the intelligence of
those participating.

During discussions, don’t be
afraid of silence. It takes time to
discover, to think through answers
to thoughtful questions. If it takes
too long, rephrase your question. 

Encourage shy members by
looking at them as you ask the
question. Forcing them to speak
can have adverse effects, so use a
tactful way to encourage partici-
pation.

Discourage too-talkative
members by directing the ques-
tion to another person. Or, at the
end of the talkative person’s con-
tribution, ask, “What do the rest
of you think?” 

Handle tangents by asking
someone to look it up and report
later. Or agree to talk about the
subject another time. Write it
down, and keep your promise to
talk about it later.

If someone has too glib of an
answer, insist on reality. Ask a sec-
ond question to get at the heart of
the matter. Make campers think
through and reword spiritual
clichés.

You’ll want to avoid being the
“answer person.” If a camper asks
you a question about the text, ask
group members what they think the
answer is. Don’t shy away from all
opportunities to teach, but remem-
ber that the goal is to make campers
think and process truth.

Near the conclusion of the
study, have several campers summa-
rize important points. Give them
this assignment ahead of time to
encourage them to listen carefully.
Someone else might choose a signif-
icant verse from the passage for
memorization.

Encourage prayer based on
what was learned in the study.

Teach the campers how to pray
through the passage by assigning
a prayer topic: “Molly, will you
thank God that He always hears
us?” And, “Ben, would you ask
God to remind us to obey what
we learned from verse 22?”

Throughout the study, let the
Bible speak for itself. Don’t make it
say more or less than it does.

Personal Preparation
It’s exciting to know that the God
who flung the stars into place and
upholds all the galaxies of the uni-
verse wants us to know Him. The
Bible is God’s communication—to
your campers and to you.

Your personal preparation
means letting God speak to you
through the passage; your small
group Bible study will go better
when God has first spoken to you.

Also, find at least one person
who will pray for you as you lead
your campers in Bible study. Our
spiritual enemy would like to foil
this part of your ministry at camp. 

The Bible contains the mes-
sage of life. Don’t underestimate its
importance by neglecting prayer.
Remember, “The prayer of a right-
eous man is powerful and effec-
tive” (James 5:16). -
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Bible Study 
Preparation Example

List everything John 1:1–18 says
about the Word (fact). How do we
know who the Word is (interpreta-
tion of fact)? What was Jesus’ role
in creation (interpretation of fact)?
Why does John call Him the Word
(interpretation of fact)? Contrast
John the Baptist (verses 6–8) with
the Word (fact). What does the
description of John teach us about

being a witness to others
(application)?

The school teacher
The leader asks a question, and
someone answers it. The leader asks
another question, and someone else
answers it.

The free-for-all
The leader asks a question. Everyone
talks at once, and no one listens to
anyone else. The leader loses con-
trol. No conclusions are drawn, and
the content is vague.

The ideal
The leader asks a question. Someone
contributes, and another person adds
an insight. Participants listen to each
other and build on each other’s 
contributions. This is an on-target
discussion.


