
CURRICULUM OUTLINE

WEEK 1    THE GATEWAYS OF TRAUMA  
Explores the six most common events and 
conditions that can bring on Post-traumatic Stress 
and Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. 

              CHANGE THE ROOTS, 
              CHANGE THE FRUITS  

Identifying “soul wounds” in our lives, and 
understanding that the “fruit” that our lives produce 
depend in large part on the type of soil our roots are 
in; natural trauma versus malevolent trauma. 

WEEK 3    PURPOSE IN YOUR PAIN  
How one can change Post-traumatic Stress 
Disorder into Post-traumatic Stress Growth; the 
positive side of adversity and stress â€“ seeing it as 
a strengthening agent. 

WEEK 4    MAKING CHOICES TO HEAL  
The instrumentality of Free Will in how we survive 
trauma – or don’t; the necessity of intentionality 
versus passivity in the healing process; abandoning 
the harmful “Go-To Painkillers” that trauma 
sufferers often resort to. 

WEEK 5    UNLOADING  
Understanding the difference between anger and 
angry outbursts; how to deal with “Triggers” that 
can lead to emotional outbursts; how to recognize 
and manage one’s anger before it leaves the 
launching pad. 

WEEK 6    COLLATERAL DAMAGE  
How to deal positively with loss and grief; example 
of how Jesus dealt with the loss of His good friend 
Lazarus; how it is that God can allow such adversity 
in our lives if He is good and loves us. 

              WALKING THROUGH 
              DEATH VALLEY  

Understanding how depression can lead to 
thoughts of suicide, and how to deal with them – in 
one’s self and in others; explore the key causes of 
suicidal ideation, and the warning signs of suicide. 

WEEK 8    GUILT AND INNOCENCE  
The difference between true guilt and false guilt; 
how one should respond to both kinds of guilt; 
seeking forgiveness from God for our harmful acts. 

WEEK 9    FORGIVEN AND FORGIVING  
The roles of accountability and restitution in 
forgiveness; why and how we need to forgive 
others who have hurt us; why and how we need to 
forgive ourselves when we have transgressed our 
own standards and personal boundaries. 

WEEK 10    YOUR TRUE IDENTITY  
Traumatic events and cumulative stress tend to 
shake our self-identity to the core and destroy it, 
producing a negative self-image and lack of 
confidence. This chapter seeks to rebuild a positive 
self-image based on the truths from scripture, 
rather than the negative influences around us. 

WEEK 11    SHARE YOUR STORY  
Each participant spends the week prior to this class 
preparing a personal narrative of “their story" – 
describing some of the key stresses or traumas 
they have experienced in their lives; several 
members share their stories with the group. 

WEEK 12    GRADUATION  
A ceremony recognizing each of the graduates for 
the efforts they put into the course, and celebrating 
their accomplishment with their families, friends, 
and associates.
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the BOTTOM LINE

My CURRENT SYMPTOMS 
are connected to

PAST TRAUMA 
that has happened to me

as well as

PAST DECISIONS
I’ve made. 

My SOUL may be
WOUNDED.
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FIRSTLINE COURSE MEETING FLOW 
Below, we’ve provided a timeline of a typical two-hour Firstline course meeting.

0:00 SHARE A MEAL
Begin the evening with a shared meal and relaxed time of fellowship. It’s imporant to 
establish a sense of community among your course participants and families.

0:45 GET STARTED
After sending any children to childcare, kick off the course meeting with an icebreaker 
activity, an opening prayer, and a review of the previous week’s topic.

0:55 WATCH THE VIDEO LESSON
Watch an introductory video teaching the week’s topic. This video delivers to your 
participants the same preparatory material that you’ve read in each week’s Pre-Reading.

1:10 INTRODUCE THE BOTTOM LINE
Highlight the Bottom Line, each week’s one key conviction that all participants should be 
able to hold by the end of the meeting.

1:15 LEAD THE DISCUSSION
Follow the course materials to lead participants through guided discussion and activities. 
The lesson is written so that you can teach it directly to your group as written, with one 
exception – any text within a grey box is intended only for you, the leader. These grey boxes 
include teaching tips and special instructions as you lead the discussion.

Your group members will follow along with each week’s lesson in their participant 
workbooks called the Firstline Field Guide. Whenever you see the Field Guide icon 
within your lesson, it alerts you to an interaction with the Field Guide. Included at the back 
of each week’s lesson in this Leader Handbook are the Field Guide pages for that particular 
week, so that you don’t have to flip between the two books.

1:55 REVIEW THE BOTTOM LINE
Revisit the Bottom Line to ensure your participants understand the main idea of the meeting.

2:00 EXTEND THE CHALLENGE 
Encourage participants to complete the Weekly Challenge prior to your next course meeting.



You are fully aware that no one promised you a rose garden. 
Life can be hard. For many of us, life seems to be hard 

more than it’s easy. Most of us don’t like this fact.
Did you know that Jesus actually promises us that we will experience hardships? In 

John 16:33, He tells us, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome 

the world.” Good to know, but…

Have you ever asked these questions: 

Ï� Why would God bring me into a world with so much pain? 

Ï� Why doesn’t He just take my suffering away? 

Ï� Why did He even create me if He knew I’d have so much trouble and trauma in 

my life?

You are not alone in asking these tough questions. Asking them helps us start 

understanding the roots of our trauma. Traumatic experiences evoke “Why?” questions in 

most people. Pain puts dark glasses on us all, making it more difficult to see the light in the 

world – and we want to know why. Why would an all-powerful, loving God allow this?

Consider this: around the world an estimated 255 babies are born each and every 

minute. That means that during our hour-long meeting, over 15,000 children will start new 
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Read the following pages to introduce yourself to this week’s topic. 
This material will be presented via video to your participants at the start of this week’s meeting.



lives. What’s wrong with these parents? Don’t they realize they are bringing these children 

into a world of great pain and suffering? 

Yes, many children are conceived “by accident.” But when a pregnancy is deliberate, 

it’s because even though the parents know the world can be a hard and dangerous place, 

this knowledge is offset by love. They deeply desire to create bonds of intimate, heart-

throbbing, selfless love that will last for decades with these amazing little creatures and 

will provide a sense of purpose and legacy like nothing else can. Parents want to share their 

love with their children.

1 John 4:16 tells us that God is love. If mothers and fathers can’t keep their love from 

overflowing into the conception of a new child, it’s no wonder God the Father – whose core 

identity is love – is so prone to create new children into whom He can pour His love. He 

knew you would experience trouble in this fallen world, but He also knew you were born 

with the potential for great victory and goodness. And you still have that potential – the last 

chapter of your life has not yet been written. Your very existence is a concrete expression of 

His love and belief in you. But something hampers this potential.

Much of the difficulties we experience in this world come because of man’s free will. 

To be sure, the roots of a lot of our problems are what we would call “natural trauma,” 

among them earthquakes, tornadoes, floods, hurricanes, drought, gravity, viruses, and 

aging. Most of these traumas are beyond our ability to control or anticipate.

But another entire class of afflictions, known as “malevolent trauma,” is a result 

of humanity’s free will – the chance to make choices, good or bad, and then bear the 

consequences. Some of these bad choices include war, murder, assault, rape, terrorism, 

theft, kidnapping, and child abuse. There are also choices we make that boomerang 

affliction back on ourselves – alcoholism, drug dependency, lying, cheating, risky behavior, 

and harboring bitterness.

In this session, we’ll be focusing on “malevolent trauma” – what others have done to 

you, or what you have done to yourself.
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One might think, “Sure, I’ve made some bad choices in life, and others have made 

choices that harmed me. But if there is a God, and if He loves me, why doesn’t He overrule 

them?” In order for free will to be actually “free,” God must allow us to experience the 

consequences of our decisions. Otherwise, we become puppets, rather than the crown of 

creation made in His likeness, choosing to love and obey Him. It’s only in the presence of 

free will – and the consequences – that true love can grow between God and man. But as 

we’ll see, most of our afflictions are the fruit of somebody’s bad choices, which has the 

effect of dividing us from God and from each other.

TRAUMA IS DONE TO US
Trauma happens when someone or something wounds us. Trauma is undeserved. It is 

the mark left by a terrible event. Trauma has a way of lowering our defense system, leaving 

us susceptible to future attacks. Much like pneumonia weakens the immune system of an 

elderly hospital patient, trauma lowers our God-given spiritual defense systems. With our 

defenses down, we may find ourselves under siege.

The root of malevolent trauma has been around as long as there has been free will. 

It resides in the soul of every person. It’s called sin. This is a term many hip, modern people 

view as archaic and irrelevant, but the reality of it surrounds us. There is the potential for 

great good in each of us, but there is also the potential for great evil. The very idea of sin 

proposes that there are standards of attitudes and behaviors that are in line with the rules 

of right and wrong which God has put in each of us, and when we break those rules it’s 

because we wanted to. 

SIN IS DONE BY US
When we decide to sin, to go against what we know deep down is right, it always ends 

up hurting us or those around us in some way. Some in our history have taken sinful actions 
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to their very limits, seemingly without any conscience – exterminating six million Jews, or 

starving 20 million Chinese, or killing 2,977 innocent people with commercial airliners. But 

that’s not how most of us operate.

More likely, we weigh the pros and cons of a decision, but then decide to engage in sin 

anyway. What usually tips the scale is the promise of immediate gratification, or the hope 

that the potential reward is worth the risk. In the end, the results are the same – we hurt 

ourselves or others.

Without a doubt, as a first responder, you have witnessed the harmful effects of sin 

a multitude of times. You are probably also aware of the harm your own sins have caused. 

But you are not alone in this. Not by a long shot.

SOUL WOUNDS
All of us are familiar with physical wounds. We also have a pretty good idea how to heal 

these wounds. They are usually easy to spot, and treatment is relatively straightforward in 

most cases. But the pain generated by a physical wound can be intense and very distracting. 

Psychological wounds – wounds of the mind – are a little more difficult to diagnose 

and treat. But they are no less damaging. A broken leg can totally heal in a few months. But 

an “unseen” psychological wound can affect a person for a lifetime.

The American Psychological Association classifies PTSD as an anxiety disorder, so 

it’s not a stretch to call it a psychological wound. But what if malevolent trauma didn’t just 

wound the body and the mind? What if it also wounded the soul? 

Most people believe that humans are made up of a body, a mind, and a soul or spirit. 

Though definitions vary regarding what a person’s “soul” is, for the purposes of this study 

we’ll refer to our soul as our most central essence, where our identity resides, the part of 

us that relates to and responds to God and provides stability, character, honor, vision, and 

ambition to our lives. It’s our decision-making center, informed by our minds. It craves love 
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and generates it too. It’s the part of us that will endure through the inevitable experience 

of physical death. 

Could your soul have been wounded by events that gained access to you by one of the 

six gateways we covered last week? How has this affected you? How can these wounds be 

healed? The answers to these questions are what Firstline is all about.

THE TREE
We’re all familiar with the basic workings of a tree. Water and nourishment are 

sucked up by the roots which then provide the raw material to build more roots, the trunk, 

branches, leaves, and fruit. The leaves generate energy through photosynthesis to keep the 

whole system running. The seeds in the fruit perpetuate the species. The edible fruit is a 

bonus to all us fruit-eaters – part of God’s incredible plan of ecological homeostasis. 

The key to the whole system is the roots, and the soil they are stuck in. All the other 

elements of the environment can be optimal, but if the roots are trying to pull nourishment 

from poor or contaminated ground, the whole tree suffers and the fruit is tainted.

This provides a good analogy for our lives.

Last week, we looked at some of the symptoms that trauma generates our the lives. 

These are representative of the fruit of our lives when our roots have been damaged. You 

were asked to note some of the symptoms – fruits – that concern you the most. 

But what “roots” produced those “fruits?” What are the elements in the soil that are 

feeding your roots? During this week’s course meeting, you will be asked to consider the 

soil of your life and list some of the damaged roots and toxic soil that have kept you from 

producing the fruit you desire.

WEEK 2:  CHANGE THE ROOTS,  CHANGE THE FRUITS



GET STARTED 
ICEBREAKER

Invite group members to share their names and a story behind one of their scars.

 

KICKOFF PRAYER

REVIEW LAST WEEK’S LESSON
Ask group members to share anything learned during last week’s lesson that was new 
to them or made a significant impact. Allow three or four group members to share brief 
observations. Encourage them to look in their Field Guides to remind themselves of these 
key points.

WATCH THE VIDEO LESSON
WEEK 2: CHANGE THE ROOTS,

 CHANGE THE FRUITS
When the video concludes, pause the screen so that the Bottom Line remains on screen.

   C H A N G E  T H E  R O O T S ,
C H A N G E  T H E  F R U I T S
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Follow the outline over the next few pages to lead your participants through this week’s session.



LEAD THE DISCUSSION 
In 2004, the world’s oldest known living tree was discovered in Dalarma Province in 

Sweden far above the normal tree line at an elevation of 2,985 feet. The tree is a Norway 

Spruce, which are often used as Christmas trees in European homes. It is only 13 feet tall, 

but its root system has been growing for 9,550 years – since the end of the last Ice Age. 

The above-ground part of the tree isn’t that old, relatively speaking, with a lifespan of only 

about 600 years. But each time the main stem begins to die back, a new one emerges from 

the same root stock.  

There are several factors contributing to why this tree has lived to such an ancient 

age: good soil, no forest fires, and high altitude, which means less competition from other 

plants. This tree also has unobstructed access to sunlight, no loggers, no Christmas tree 

hunters, and no beavers. When it comes to living a long life, environment is everything. 

This week’s lesson is about that principle. Where the roots of first resonders’ lives are 

INTRODUCE THE BOTTOM LINE 
Instruct participants to turn to Week 2 in their Field Guides, and look at the Bottom Line 
on the page and on screen. Explain that after today’s meeting, they should be able to hold the 
following conviction:

My current symptoms are connected to 
past trauma that has happened to me 
as well as past decisions I’ve made. 
My soul may be wounded.
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planted plays a large role in governing their physical, mental, and spiritual health. Today, 

you’ll have the opportunity to look at the roots of your life and determine where they are 

currently placed and if they are truly healthy.

At the start of the video, three tough questions were posed. These questions are also 

printed in your Field Guides. Let’s review them together:

Ï� Why would God bring me into a world with so much pain? 

Ï� Why doesn’t He just take my suffering away? 

Ï� Why did He even create me if He knew I’d have so much trouble and trauma in 

my life?

Have any of you ever asked questions like these? Did you ever come up with any 
satisfying answers?

Don’t let anyone deliver a doctoral dissertation on this. Very few will even have an 
answer, but if someone does, let him/her share briefly. Continue after 2-3 group 
members have shared.

It’s important to understand that these questions have been asked by people for 

thousands of years. If you’ve asked them, you fit right into the mainstream of civilization. In 

addition, thousands of books have been written trying to answer these questions.

These kinds of questions are not flippant or shallow but are among the deepest 

questions that humans can ask. We won’t pretend to come up with a perfect, conclusive 

answer in this session today, but hopefully we’ll bring about a few points that will help 

you to resolve some of the tension that might exist in your minds between the notion of a 

loving God and the trauma you have experienced.
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The video mentioned “natural trauma” and “malevolent trauma.” Do you 
remember the difference between these two types of trauma? Can you name 
some examples of each?

NATURAL TRAUMA – events that happen to us which are generally beyond our 
ability to control or anticipate, such as natural disasters, drought, viruses, etc.

MALEVOLENT TRAUMA – afflictions caused by conscious choices made by others 
or yourself, including war, murder, terrorism, abuse, alcoholism, lying, cheating, etc.

Underscore the difference between these two types of trauma. How people 
respond to one type can be very different from how they respond to the other.

How does free will play a part in why God allows us to experience trauma?

Remind participants of the quotation from the video – “In order for free will to 
be actually “free,” God must allow us to experience the consequences of our 
decisions. Otherwise, we become puppets rather than the crown of creation made 
in His likeness, choosing to love and obey Him. It’s only in the presence of free will 
– and the consequences – that true love can grow between God and man.“

Look at the two fill-in-the-blank statements in your Field Guides. Can anyone 
recall the statements from the video? Let’s complete them together.

TRAUMA IS DONE TO US.  

SIN IS DONE BY US.

What do these two statements mean? How have you seen them demonstrated in 
your duties as a first responder?
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Ensure group members understand the difference between TRAUMA and SIN, and 
that whenever we talk about “malevolent trauma,” sin is always involved – either 
in the one who traumatized us, in us as we traumatized others, or when we do 
things that traumatize ourselves.

You may not know that the word sin was originally a Greek archery term to designate 

how far an arrow missed its target. The archer would set up a target with a bullseye, shoot 

the arrow, and if he didn’t hit the center they would measure how much it missed by. This 

measurement was called the ‘sin’ of the arrow.

In terms of how it was adopted for use in the Bible, there is a bullseye of standards, 

attitudes and behaviors that are in line with the rules of right and wrong which God has put 

in each of us.

You’ve probably heard it said that “nobody’s perfect.” Every one of us has missed that 

bullseye of perfection – some by a little, some by a lot. But this “mark-missing” is at the 

foundation of all malevolent trauma.

Now, let’s look at The Tree illustration in your Field Guides.

During last week’s course meeting, we looked at the symptoms of responder trauma, 

and you wrote down the symptoms that concerned you the most in your own life. In this 

illustration, the “physical fruit” represents those attitudes and behaviors produced by 

damaged roots and contaminated soil due to the trauma we have experienced. Take a 

moment now and write some of the symptoms that you listed in Week 1 into the blanks 

in the upper part of the tree.

Give group members a moment to write down some of the symptoms they listed 
during Week 1 in the blanks at the top of The Tree illustration. If some participants 
weren’t present last week, review some of the symptoms aloud as a group.
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 Now, let’s turn our attention to the lower part of the illustration – the “spiritual 

roots.” These represent the various factors that may have led to the symptoms you wrote 

down as “fruits.”

What are some of the key “spiritual root” factors that can produce these harmful 
symptoms? You’ll notice one example has already been written: “Identity.” What 
are some others? Let’s discuss a few of these factors aloud, then fill in the blanks 
in the lower part of the illustration with any factors have played a big role in 
producing the tainted fruit in your own life.

This is “brainstorming,” so no responses are necessarily wrong. If you have a 
whiteboard available, you may want to write down responses as they are offered. 
If they aren’t mentioned, you could also suggest some of these: abuse, loss, 
guilt, grief, being assaulted, unforgiveness, injury, being shot at, being orphaned, 
being in a wreck, loss of a friend, betrayal, back-stabbing, department politics, 
losing a patient, etc. Some of the ‘root’ factors may not be malevolent trauma (i.e. 
falling off a cliff). That’s okay. Explain that even natural trauma can lead to the 
symptoms listed among the ‘fruits.’ They are still legitimate factors. 

Continue after group members have offered 15-20 factors aloud and have 
finished filling in the blanks in their own Field Guides.

Have you ever pulled a weed from the ground only to see a new weed pop up in its 

place soon after? Why does this happen? Because the weed is merely a visible indication of a 

much deeper and more extensive root system. Yes, pulling that weed will remove it from your 

view and restore a nice, attractive lawn for the moment, but you can be assured that without 

addressing the problem at the root level, the weeds will multiply and worsen over time.

This is how it is with many of the struggles you may have been facing as a result of 

your first responder career. If you leave the “spiritual root” issues unresolved, your “physical 

fruit” issues will persist and grow out of control. Simply treating the outward symptoms of 

trauma is insufficient if you seek to live a life that is truly free.

In your Field Guides, look at Firstline’s contract with you. I’ll read it aloud:

We can’t promise that this course will cause all your symptoms to vanish. 
But we do promise that, if you apply the principles that are offered, 
you can live a life characterized by freedom, productivity, and joy.

Our aim here at Firstline is to dig deeper than the surface. Do you want to do that? 

Are you ready and willing to go deeper?

We want you to develop healthy roots surrounded by healthy soil. If we can achieve 

that together, we’re not saying you’ll live a free and easy life with no challenges. But you 

will certainly live more happy and productive years than you might have thought possible.

REVIEW THE BOTTOM LINE 
Revisit the Bottom Line you introduced at the beginning of this meeting. Ask participants if they 
can leave the meeting claiming this conviction – and if it’s still unclear, take a moment to review.

EXTEND THE CHALLENGE 
Invite participants to complete the following Weekly Challenge prior to next week’s meeting:

Ï� Identify one negative “fruit” that you want to work on improving this week. How 
will you go about it? What will be an indication that you are making progress? 
Write this goal in the My Journey section at the back of your Field Guide and pray 
daily about it.
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Why would God 

bring me into 

a world with so 

much pain? Why doesn’t 
He just 

take my 
suffering 

away?

QUESTIONS to CONSIDER

Why did He even 
create me if He knew 

I’d have so much 
trouble and trauma 

in my life?
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NATURAL
TRAUMA

MALEVOLENT
TRAUMA

—————————— is done ———— us.

————— is done ———— us.
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PHYSICAL FRUIT

SPIRITUAL ROOTS

Identity

the TREE
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We can’t promise that this course will 

cause all your symptoms to vanish. 

But we do promise that, if you apply the 

principles that are offered, 

you can live a life characterized by 

freedom, productivity, and joy.

FIRSTLINE ’s
CONTRACT with YOU

Identify one negative “fruit” that you want to work on improving this 
week. How will you go about it? What will be an indication that you are 
making progress? Write this goal in the My Journey section at the back of 
your Field Guide and pray daily about it.

T H I S  W E E K ’ S  C H A L L E N G E
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COURSE OBJECTIVES

✓ To inform course participants of the basic 
facts concerning line-of-duty stress and 
trauma, including:  
– The various events that can precipitate  
 “soul wounds,”  Post-traumatic Stress,  
 and Post-traumatic Stress Disorder.  
– The common symptoms of  
 Post-traumatic Stress. 

✓ To help participants experience the 
strength and optimism generated by an 
inclusive, cohesive group of supportive 
friends with whom they can feel heard and 
understood.  

✓ To provide a safe, non-judgmental 
environment where participants can 
process and share their traumatic 
experiences with others who have had 
similar experiences. 

✓ To provide a confidential environment 
where participants can share experiences 
and observations without fear of 
repercussions from their departments or 
their co-workers. 

✓ To teach participants to engage in a 
balanced, three-dimensional approach to 
Post-traumatic Stress: physical, 
psychological, and spiritual.  

✓ To inform participants how to apply Biblical 
principles that address the causes and 
symptoms of Post-traumatic Stress. 

✓ To help participants recognize the counter-
productive nature of most of their typical 
methods of coping with the stress and 
trauma of their careers. 

✓ To give participants practical steps to 
follow when dealing with particularly 
debilitating aspects of line-of-duty stress 
and trauma such as anger, loss, grief, false 
guilt, bitterness due to unforgiveness (of 
self and others), depression, and suicidal 
ideation. 

✓ To involve first responder spouses in the 
whole Firstline experience so that they can 
better understand their spouses, be more 
supportive, and care for their own 
secondary stress and trauma. 

✓ To help participants re-frame adversity in 
their lives, seeing it as a potential agent of 
strengthening, growth, and resiliency 
instead of harm and distress. 

✓ To motivate participants to view God as a 
responsive, engaged, compassionate, 
healer and source of power, inspiration, 
and resiliency, and to approach Him as 
such. 

✓ To give participants the vision that, as they 
gain strength, stability and healing, they 
are equipped to help others who are 
struggling with line-of-duty stress and 
trauma. 


