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Difference Makers

A Study on Social Issues
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WEEK 1

Too Much to Care?  

Sometimes, the devastation and destruction seems too overwhelming to care about—where do you begin? Hundreds of thousands of people suffer and die in an earthquake. Thousands of homeless live on our streets. Millions die in civil unrest, genocide, and war. The list seems endless, and it feels like we can’t do anything about it. As a result, we turn off our hearts and spirits and grow cold. 

Instead of caring, we focus on our own comfort. After all, it’s easier to talk about the latest cool app for our phones than to discuss reconstruction efforts in Haiti.

This is the kind of attitude Jesus doesn’t want to see.

Read Luke 10:25-37. What attitude does Jesus want His followers to have toward others in need?

Do you think Christians who are well off are “passing by on the other side” instead of taking an interest in those who are suffering in the world? Why or why not?

Although there is much going on in the world, sometimes focusing on one person or one issue can make a difference. Jesus is not calling us to save every single person in the world. Only He can do that. But He is calling us to make a difference in the lives of those we are capable of reaching.

Perhaps you can learn about an issue or sponsor a child or go on a short-term mission trip. Join God where He is working.

My Prayer

Jesus, please help me go and do the same as the good Samaritan.

Under the Basket    

In his book The Irresistible Revolution, Shane Claiborne talks about safety. “Sometimes people ask me if I am scared, living in the inner city. I usually reply, ‘I’m more scared of the suburbs.’ The Scriptures say that we should not fear those things which can destroy the body, but we are to fear that which can destroy the soul (Matt. 10:28).” Claiborne goes on to talk about how the subtle forces of numbness and complacency hurt those who live happily in the suburbs. It is easy to ignore the violence and crime of the inner city.

Read Matthew 5:13-16. What are some important goals for your life?  Peace and safety? A good future? An untroubled life? Is there anything wrong with wanting these things?

No, it is not against God’s will to live in the suburbs. However, when we retreat and refuse to engage with the world because we fear for our possessions, our safety, and our routines, then something is wrong. We have become a light hidden under a basket.

Would you be willing to be friends with those who are poor? Those with mental illness? Those who are addicted? Those who live in a developing country?

Perhaps God wants to use you to shine His light. Make sure your light is burning and that it is visible.

My Prayer

Jesus, please give me the courage to follow what You want.

Destroy or Live?

Making decisions about what is good for people and what is good for the environment can be challenging.

If you lived in a poor part of the world and the only way to survive and feed your family was to cut down trees and sell them, would you? 

What if you lived in a place where mosquitoes spread a deadly disease, but the only way to kill mosquitoes is to use a chemical bad for the environment? 

We need to honor God and honor His creation. 

Read Exodus 20:4-6 and Psalm 8:3-8. How does an understanding of where everything came from help you make wise choices in caring for God’s creation.

It is clear we should not worship nature and put the environment above all else. At the same time, God has given us the responsibility to take care of His creation.

In the examples above, one way to worship and honor God is to help other people so they are not in a situation where they have to destroy creation in order to live fruitful and healthy lives.

Although it is tempting to use slogans like ‘Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle’ when talking about the environment, God would like us to look deeper at how we live. Our desire for more possessions might be hurting us spiritually as well as hurting the environment.

My Prayer

God, I praise You for Your beautiful creation.

WEEK 2

Are You an Oppressor?

Stereotypes are harmful and make us indifferent and cold-hearted. Unfortunately, there are stereotypes all around us.

When you think of the poor, what images or words come to mind?

Do you think poor people are poor because they are lazy and rich people are rich because they work hard and deserve everything they get? 

Do you personally know any poor people? 

If you get to know people who are poor, you will discover there are stories behind their poverty. You will get a deeper understanding of the challenges facing those with very little.

Read Proverbs 14:21. What is the instruction in this verse?

How do you show kindness to the poor?

We can discuss and argue about the best way to combat poverty. These are the types of debates churches should be involved in. What we cannot do is pretend the problem does not exist. 

Read Proverbs 14:31. What does it mean to oppress the poor? Do you do that?

Most of us probably don’t think we do, but our attitudes might give us away. For example, when you walk past panhandlers, do you ever look them in the eye and acknowledge their existence? Or do you fearfully walk past them as fast as you can?

If Christians will not give the downtrodden the dignity of caring eyes, then who will? Be aware of those around you this week.

My Prayer

God, please teach me how to love the poor like You do.

Guilt-Free Giving 

Some people associate helping the poor with guilt. A sermon or Sunday School lesson might make us feel guilty so we give a little money or even help hand out sandwiches to the homeless once in a while. After we do this, we feel a little better about ourselves, and we walk around feeling we have done our duty as Christians. But have we?

Should you give your money or time to the poor if you are only doing it out of guilt? Why?

Read Matthew 25:35-40. Do you feel guilty when you read Jesus’ words?

When have you ever been hungry, thirsty, a stranger, or in need of clothing and someone helped you out? How did it feel?

Jesus points out that when you feed, clothe, and visit the poor, you are really developing a relationship with Him—and reflecting Him to others.

Imagine that one of your good friends does not have a coat and is extremely cold during the winter. Would you not be glad to give your friend one of your best coats? You are not giving out of guilt, but out of friendship. 

If you develop relationships with those who do not have much, you will be much more willing to give out of love. As you do so, you will begin to see your relationship with Jesus grow deeper and stronger as well.

My Prayer

Jesus, please help me love others because of You, not because of guilt.

Why We Serve  

Sometimes, students get involved with charity work so they can list it on their resumés or on their college applications. Others might need to fulfill community service hours required by schools.

Is it OK to help others if you get a benefit out of it too? Why or why not?

Is it OK to help others if that is the only reason you are doing it? Why or why not?

Read Matthew 6:2-4. What did Jesus say about giving to the poor? 

The primary reason for serving others should be love. Love for God and love for our neighbors. If you are ministering to others solely for your own benefit, then you are doing so for the wrong reasons.

Read 1 John 3:16-18. How do we know what real love looks like?

Would you lay down your life in order to serve others?

That is a difficult question all of us must answer. The Christian road is not always an easy one. Jesus has a higher calling and nobler purpose for us than a life of leisure and play.

If you are just now discovering God’s call for you to serve others, embrace God with courage and faith and He will affirm you. Then, pick up a newspaper and read the stories of hurt and despair. Do not let the world’s stories overwhelm you; instead, let them be God’s prayer list and call to action for you. 

My Prayer

Jesus, help me to see where in the world You weep over.

WEEK 3

The Weirdest Sentence

You might have heard arguments for and against same-sex marriage. Perhaps the government where you live has legalized it. Same-sex relationships and same-sex marriage seem to be the hot topic in media as well. It might be tempting to avoid discussing controversial issues or to just “go with the flow.” However, Christians should not hide from an issue just because people might disagree. Nor should Christians go along with others just because people might get upset by what they say.

Do you feel nervous talking about same-sex marriage with non-Christians? Why or why not?

Read Genesis 2:22-24. How do we know that God instituted marriage?

Why did God establish marriage as a man and a woman?

God intended a husband and a wife to bond together and become one flesh. Obviously, a part of this union is a physical union that God designed.

When speaking with others about same-sex marriage, the important thing is to express this biblical view with patience and respect. If a debate results in name-calling and insults, then no one benefits and God is not honored.

Now for a super awkward question: Do you ever talk about sex with your friends?

Read Romans 1:24-27. What do these verses have to do with same-sex marriage?

Same-sex marriage goes against God’s design for sex. It’s a good idea for teenagers to talk about sex. You probably won’t see that sentence very often in a devotional reading! Be sure to begin with your parents or adults your parents recommend. It’s better to discuss sex with mature, trustworthy Christian adults rather than listening to the messages presented on TV, in the movies, or on the Internet.

My Prayer

God, please help me to have the boldness to stand for Your truth.

Bad Rep 

If a friend tells you he or she is gay, which of the following is a good response?

A) Get angry at them and tell them you do not want to see them ever again.

B) Tell them you don’t care, and then don’t talk about it again.

Obviously, neither extreme is healthy or helpful.

Read Ephesians 4:15. What advice is given in this verse?

What does it mean to speak the truth in love? 

It is important to express the biblical viewpoint that homosexuality is not God’s design. However, just as importantly, you need to love homosexuals with the love of Christ. 

Read John 8:2-11. What did Jesus do when people tried to trap Him?

Jesus is a great role model in how to treat people. Jesus loved sinners. He spent time with them. He was patient and kind to them. He protected them from harm. At the same time, He said, “From now on do not sin anymore.” (v. 11)

How would Jesus treat homosexuals?

Jesus was criticized for hanging out with prostitutes and those with a bad reputation. But He did it anyway because He loved them, and He wanted to teach them. He didn’t want to be like them but He wanted them to experience the great love of God.

It might take courage to hang out with gay friends. It might take courage to tell them what the Bible says about homosexuality. In the end, you need to ask yourself: what would Jesus do?

My Prayer

Jesus, please teach me how to treat those who live a gay lifestyle.

Reasons for Hope 

Perhaps you know someone who believe he or she is gay, but doesn’t want to be gay. There are organizations that can help and you can ask your pastor for suggestions. 

What else can you do? 

One of the best things you can do is offer hope.

Read 1 Corinthians 6:9-11. What does God say in these verses?

What hope is there for those mentioned in these verses, especially homosexuals?

Reason for Hope #1: Notice that “practicing homosexuality” is on the same list as “greedy people” (as well as many other things). Many people might have a tendency to be greedy. They might fight and struggle against their desire to be greedy. They need help and support to overcome their sin. They need encouragement and accountability when they fail.

In the same way, those who wish to overcome practicing homosexuality need to know the same kind of help is available for them.

Reason for Hope #2: The words “washed,” “sanctified,” and “justified.” Those might be fancy church words, but they mean Jesus died for our sins—all of our sins. No matter what sin exists in our lives, we can rest assured that Jesus loves us. Yes, it is true we must try to overcome our sins, but when we need hope, when we need peace, when we need to know someone cares, Jesus is always there.

My Prayer

Jesus, show me how to offer hope to those who are gay.

WEEK 4

Guilty Churches 

A bad time in American history was when slavery was legal and millions of African Americans were enslaved. Although many Christians fought against slavery, some churches were guilty of supporting it and continued to promote segregation well into the twentieth century. Some preachers would deliberately misquote the Bible to promote racism and hatred.

Why do you think some Christians in the past were racist?

How do these attitudes and beliefs develop?

Read Acts 17:24-26. Where did everyone come from?

God created all people, all races and all nationalities. Add to these verses what you read in Romans 10:11-13. God makes no distinction between races. He will save anyone of any race who will call on Him. 

In God’s eyes, and as a result of His creation, all people are equal even if their skin looks different.

You would be mistaken if you think there is no racism in churches today. Indeed, churches are made of sinful and broken people. We all need healing from Jesus.

Do you think churches in your area would benefit from being  amore multicultural? Do you think if people of another race do not reach out to you, then there is no point in reaching out to them?

Creating a culture of healing, peace, and genuine goodwill is difficult. But laying a strong foundation will lift up generations in the future. It begins by recognizing that all people were created by God and all people were created in His image.

My Prayer

God, please help my church create a culture promoting equality and peace among different races.

Would You Serve and Love an Enemy? 

We cherish our freedom a lot, but God wants us to use our freedom to serve and love one another. God did not say to only serve those of the same nationality—we are to serve our neighbor regardless of race.

Read Galatians 5:13-15. What do these verses mean to you?

How would you feel about a new student who was Iraqi or Afghan?

Would you treat that person different than someone from Texas or California? Why or why not?

Imagine if you were a pen pal or email pal to an English-speaking teenager living in the Middle East. Regardless of how you felt about past wars, this could be an opportunity to learn about someone else from a different culture and an opportunity for you to talk about Jesus. 

Would you be willing to do that?

Read John 17:20-23. What did Jesus pray? Why?

Jesus’ wonderful prayer is that all believers are to be one just like the Holy Trinity. Do you think His prayer was answered?

If you are having difficulty accepting others from another race, the good news is that at least you are willing to recognize and admit it. You will need to work with God and with other people to help you see 

God’s perspective.

My Prayer

God, help me see the prejudices in my heart and help me get rid of them.

What We Should Desire 

In his book Radical, David Platt talks about a church that gave financially to international missions but had no heart for it. He was shocked to hear a deacon say to him, “David, I think it’s great you are going to those places. But if you ask me, I would just as soon God annihilate all those people and send them to hell.”

He also relates these words from the pastor. “We promise that we will continue to send you a check so we don’t have to go there ourselves.” 

Is sending money all we need to do to support missions?

Read Matthew 28:18-20. Where and when are we supposed to tell others about Jesus?

Evangelism starts right where you are and everywhere you go. Sometimes that “go” will be in other countries on other continents. Jesus wants us to go to all nations—not just the few we like—but to every single nation on earth to make disciples.

In addition to money and prayer, it would be helpful for Christians to learn about other cultures and authentically desire salvation for all people. If there is prejudice in our heart, then this may make us reluctant or uncomfortable.

Sometimes God stirs discomfort in us to speak to us and to change us. Only then can we begin to change the world and be difference makers. In order to have a heart for the nations, you need to begin to pray for and understand the nations. Start at www.operationworld.org/today.

My Prayer

God, bless me with the passion to see salvation a
