Advent 2013 Youth Lessons
 
Preparing the Way

Introduction to Series


Preparing the Way is the 2013 Advent Curriculum for students in The Wesleyan Church.  Throughout these four weeks, we’ll be taking a close look at the Nativity stories from the Gospel of Luke.  From these stories, you’ll help your students find ways in which God is present around them now; you’ll also help them see how they can more fully discover what Bethlehem’s Baby means for them today, 2000 years later and a world away.  Throughout these stories, the main characters will show us what to do—and sometimes, what not to do—when God shows up.

How is the curriculum written?

The goal of this curriculum is to give you appropriate background and material to lead your students through a spiritually challenging Advent.  In each lesson, we will provide an introduction, and then a couple of options.  First, there will a “message” option: an outline of a message you can use.  This will not be typed out word-for-word, but its structure will be sturdy enough to use as a 20-25 minute message once you familiarize yourself with the material and add your own illustrations and anecdotes.  Second, there will be a “small group” option.  In this option, we will provide a shorter introductory message outline for you to use (3-5 minutes) and then you can use the provided discussion questions to lead a small group discussion.  Here, your small group will go through a discovery of how these stories impact their own choices, and thus their own readiness to welcome God when He shows up in their lives.

What is Advent?

In recent years, more and more Wesleyan churches (and other evangelical congregations) have begun to observe the season of Advent.  Historically, Advent is recognized as starting on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day.  This year, Advent begins on Sunday, December 1. 

Within the wider Christian world, Advent is actually more like Lent than it is like Christmas.  In some evangelical churches, Advent has been a way to extend the Christmas season to match American culture’s tendency to celebrate Christmas throughout December.  Historically, though, Advent is quite distinct from Christmas: it is a time of introspection, repentance, and preparation.  Think of it this way: God is coming to your heart; Advent is a time to prepare your heart so He will feel welcome there.
At the same time, Advent is “softer” than Lent.  While Lent focuses us on the cross, Advent focuses us on the manger.  Lent challenges us to follow Christ to his death; Advent invites us to receive salvation from a baby.  Lent calls us to re-think our lives in light of the amazing gift of Christ’s death; Advent inspires us with the mystery of the Incarnation, the primary Gift that inspires us all to give gifts to each other during this season.


Advent encourages us not to rush into celebration, to reserve a part of our hearts for the hard work of preparation, so that when Christ comes—be it his Second Coming, or the simple knocking at the door of our hearts that occurs every day—we are ready to receive Him.  This curriculum will help lead your youth—and maybe even you yourself—through this transformative experience.
Advent 2013 Youth Lessons
WEEK 1

Preparing the Way: He is Near 

Scripture: Luke 1:1-25
Introduction:

During this first week of Advent, we focus on the story of Zechariah.  From Zechariah, we will learn the power of silence as a spiritual discipline, and think about ways to practice silence in our own life.  As mentioned in the introductory material, we will begin with an outline for a longer message; then we will follow with material suitable for leading a small group discussion.  Choose whichever format best fits your gifts and your group’s temperament.

Here is a prayer for you as you prepare:


Lord, throughout this Advent season, help me in the task of preparing my heart for you.  Thank you, Lord, for your truth revealed through your Word.  Help me to yield myself to it.  Help me to see clearly what this text calls me to do, and what it is calling the students you have put in my care to do.  Thank you, Lord, for your grace which helps me to succeed, catches me when I fall, and is ever near me.  Help me to receive the grace you offer me through this time of preparation, and Bethlehem’s baby who is to come.  Amen.

Message Outline:

I. Open with prayer.

II. Introduce the students to Advent.

a. You may wish to use some of the section “What is Advent?” in the introductory material.

b. Highlight especially that Advent is a season of preparation, and not just about preparation for Christmas.  It is about getting our hearts ready for whatever God wants to do in our lives, and however He wants to use us.

III. Break down the story for them.

a. Zechariah and Elizabeth were barren; this was understood as a sign of God’s curse.  This would have been especially embarrassing to Zechariah, as he was a priest.  People would have wondered what Zechariah had done to offend God.

b. Zechariah was chosen to offer incense in the sanctuary.  This was not a routine job; Zechariah would have been very honored and humbled by this responsibility, to be in God’s presence in a special way.

c. Zechariah was in for a surprise, though: an angel showed up and told him that his prayer had been heard (this implies that he had been praying for a child).

d. God had heard his prayer and was going to give him a son, John (later known as John the Baptist).  This son would be special in many ways and would be unusually filled with the Holy Spirit; he had a special calling to prepare the people for the coming of the Messiah.

e. Zechariah could not believe this, because both he and Elizabeth were old.  Their experience told him that they could not have a baby, and he simply could not believe it.

f. In response, the angel struck Zechariah mute: he could not speak until the time that John was born.  

g. Elizabeth was so thankful to be pregnant, and said that God “took away her disgrace” by giving her this son.

h. Eventually, when John was born (later in chapter 1), Zechariah recognized and embraced God’s plan for his son.  Even though everyone thought the name “John” was crazy, he realized God’s calling through the angel was right and worth listening to.  Silence taught him this!

IV. Points of connection with the students’ lives.

a. Even before the conception of Jesus, God had set a plan in motion to bring in the Messiah—and He used ordinary people to prepare the way!  In the same way, God has a way for you to prepare the way for Him to be involved in someone else’s life.  This might be through:
i. Telling them about Jesus.

ii. Inviting them to church or youth group.

iii. Using one of your spiritual gifts to honor God and draw people closer to Him.

iv. Developing your spiritual, academic, or personal gifts so you can use them more effectively.

b. There are so many ways that we can “prepare the way” for God’s activity in someone’s life—but how can we know which one of these things God wants us to do?

i. This was Zechariah’s problem: he could not believe it or understand God’s plan even when an angel told him!

ii. The angel made Zechariah be silent—and after some time of silence, he was able to “get” what God was doing in his life and in his family’s lives.

iii. The silence was not simply to punish him, but because it is often when we are silent that we best learn to recognize God’s ways. 

iv. We live in a noisy world, and silence helps us to hear God better.

v. Zechariah had silence forced on him, but we can choose to be silent and reap the same rewards—a better understanding of what God is doing.

c. How can we choose silence in our lives today?

i. Taking some time away from the phone/computer (a media fast).

ii. Taking 15 minutes of silence each day.

iii. Taking a silent (or near-silent) retreat for a night or a weekend.

iv. Choosing not to watch TV for a week (or a day, or throughout the Advent season).

v. Whatever you choose to do to practice silence this week, pray that God uses the time away from the noise to reveal His heart to you.

V. Conclude with prayer, perhaps using a moment or two of silence to demonstrate the silence you hope your students will practice during the week.

Small Group Discussion Option:

For small group discussion, feel free to touch on whatever points of the above outline are useful to introduce the topic.  Then, use some or all of the following discussion questions:

1. Does your family have any special traditions for Advent?

2. Are you thinking about observing Advent in a personal way this year?  What might you do to prepare your heart for the coming of Christ?

3. Why do you think Zechariah failed to believe the angel?

4. Have you ever had a difficult time believing something that God wanted to do for you?

5. What ways do you think God has made you able to “prepare the way” for Him in someone’s life?

6. A big point of this lesson is that a noisy world makes it hard for us to hear the voice of God.  What do you find is most distracting to you?  Your phone? TV? Computer? School? Something else?

7. What “noisy” distraction is hardest for you to imagine giving up in order to be silent?

Conclude with prayer, perhaps using a moment or two of silence to demonstrate the silence you hope your students will practice during the week.
Bottom Line:

This season is a noisy one in the world; the story of Zechariah reminds us that God is near, but we need to set aside the world’s noise in order to hear Him.  During Advent, let’s choose one way that we can be silent to better hear the voice of God.
WEEK 2

Preparing the Way: He is Among Us 

Scripture: Luke 1:26-38
Introduction:

During this second week of Advent, we look at the story known in some churches as the Annunciation, when the angel Gabriel comes and tells Mary that she is going to have a child.  This child will be miraculously conceived by the Holy Spirit, and will be called the Son of God.  Through this story, we will think about the ways God is present to us in ways that seem like interruptions; we will also think about how we can respond like Mary, who said, “Let it be with me according to your word.”  Again, we will begin with an outline for a longer message; then we will follow with material suitable for leading a small group discussion.  Choose whichever format best fits your gifts and your group’s temperament.
Here is the prayer from last week.  Pray it again to focus your mind and to ask for God’s help and mercy as you prepare:


Lord, throughout this Advent season, help me in the task of preparing my heart for you.  Thank you, Lord, for your truth revealed through your Word.  Help me to yield myself to it.  Help me to see clearly what this text calls me to do, and what it is calling the students you have put in my care to do.  Thank you, Lord, for your grace which helps me to succeed, catches me when I fall, and is ever near me.  Help me to receive the grace you offer me through this time of preparation, and Bethlehem’s baby who is to come.  Amen.

Message Outline:

I. Open with prayer.

II. If many kids from last week are present, ask them how their first week of Advent was.  You may wish to ask if any of them experimented at all with intentional silence, as was suggested in the curriculum for last week.

III. Break down the story for them.

a. An angel comes to Mary and brings greetings; Mary is “perplexed” and “wonders what kind of greeting this might be” (which is very reasonable).

b. The angel then says, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.”  Although I’m quite certain Mary was still afraid (who wouldn’t be when they’re face-to-face with an angel?), the angel points out that there is a good reason not to fear: “favor with God.”  God’s love and care means there is no reason to fear.

c. Then Gabriel unpacks Mary’s calling: she will have a Son named Jesus.  He will be:

i. The Son of the Most High.

ii. Ruler on the throne of David.

iii. The king of the nation of Israel, not just in time but eternally.

d. Mary responds, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”

i. Mary’s response, again, is quite typical and understandable.  

ii. There is no way she could be pregnant, at least no way that she could imagine.

e. The angel responds, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and because of this the child will be holy; he will be called the Son of God.”

f. The angel also mentions that there is another miraculous pregnancy happening: Elizabeth (whom we learned about last week) is in her sixth month, even though she thought there was no way that she could be pregnant either.  Truly, nothing is impossible with God.

g. In response to this amazing (but terrifying) call, Mary says, “Here am I, the handmaiden of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  

i. Mary’s response is to recognize that God’s call, impossible and scary as it seems, is somehow right for her.  So she accepts the call of God even though it means turning her life upside down.

ii. This was not the only time Mary had to accept something that threatened to change her whole life.  This happened:

a) At the wedding at Cana when Jesus rebuked her for suggesting that Jesus could help the wedding hosts (John 2).

b) When Jesus says that his real family is not his biological family, but the ones who do the will of God (Matthew 12).

c) When Jesus was put to death while Mary watched (John 19).

IV. Points of connection with the students’ lives

a. Last week, we talked about pursuing silence so we can hear the voice of God.  This week, we realize that when we can hear the call of God, many times, the call of God in our lives threatens to overwhelm us.

i. When we are called on to mend a relationship with someone with whom we are angry, or who is angry with us.

ii. When we are struggling with our parents’ rules for our lives.

iii. When we are having a difficult time academically.

iv. When we are disappointed: when we lose a big game, or don’t get a part in a play, or don’t get a job we want. 

v. All these things tell us that God’s will for our lives is not easy, and not what we would choose right now.
b. In those moments, it’s OK to be afraid and perhaps even angry.
c. Yet the goal for us in those times is not to stay afraid or angry, but to choose to say, like Mary, “Let it be with me according to your word.”  What you say, God, is what I know is best.

d. Like Mary, this is not something we do only once in our lives; it is a process that we have to repeat over and over again.  The Christian life is a long process of learning to love God’s will more than our own ideas.
e. This is a difficult calling, but it gets easier when we realize that the reason God calls us into churches is that we don’t face this call alone.  God puts people around us to help us understand His call better, and to realize that His will really is best for us.

V. Conclude with prayer, focusing on strength for your students to embrace God’s difficult calling in their lives, praying that they will see the beauty in God’s Word and the great things God can do with them, just as He did great things with Mary.

Small group discussion option:

For small group discussion, feel free to touch on whatever points of the above outline are useful to introduce the topic.  Then, use some or all of the following discussion questions:

1. When have you sensed God calling you to do something difficult?

2. Can you think of a time when God called you to do something difficult and you chose to do it?  What feelings did that inspire in you?  Did something good come of it?

3. Can you think of a time when God called you to do something difficult and you chose not to do it?  What feelings did that inspire in you?  Were there other consequences to your choice?

4. What gives you strength to choose God’s will instead of your own?

5. What keeps some people from choosing the will of God?  Why would they choose to follow their own way instead of God’s?

6. Apart from the specific call God has for each of us, the Gospel itself is a difficult calling for some people.  It calls us to be different from our culture.  What do you think the most difficult part of this calling is for people your age?  Where is it hardest for students like you to believe that God’s way is really better than our way?

7. When have you seen someone make a really difficult decision to follow God when things were tough?  Can you think of an inspiring example, either from your personal life or the news?


Bottom Line:

The Christian life is not easy; it is hard to choose God’s way instead of ours.  Mary gives us an example for our whole lives when she says, “Here am I, the handmaiden of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  Mary had to live that way many times throughout her life, and her example can inspire us to choose the same way.
WEEK 3

Preparing the Way: He Finds Favor in Us 

Scripture: Luke 1:39-58
Introduction:

During this third week of Advent, we’ll be looking at the ways God finds favor in us.  Over the first two weeks, we’ve dealt with some rather difficult ideas.  During the first week, we discovered that sometimes we need to be silent in order to hear God.  During the second week, we saw that once we hear God, His call on our lives could be overwhelming and scary.  However, on this third week, we get amazingly good news: God’s call in our lives is an overwhelming privilege, a gift He gives to us.  He finds favor in us and gives us this wonderful life. Again, we will begin with an outline for a longer message; then we will follow with material suitable for leading a small group discussion.  Choose whichever format best fits your gifts and your group’s temperament.
Here is the preparatory prayer we’ve been using during this season.  Pray it again to focus your mind in and to ask for God’s help and mercy as you prepare:


Lord, throughout this Advent season, help me in the task of preparing my heart for you.  Thank you, Lord, for your truth revealed through your Word.  Help me to yield myself to it.  Help me to see clearly what this text calls me to do, and what it is calling the students you have put in my care to do.  Thank you, Lord, for your grace which helps me to succeed, catches me when I fall, and is ever near me.  Help me to receive the grace you offer me through this time of preparation, and Bethlehem’s baby who is to come.  Amen.

Message Outline:

I. Open with prayer.

II. Briefly review what you talked about last week.  You may wish to ask if any of them had a situation where they had to surrender their will to God’s as Mary did when she said, “Here am I, the handmaiden of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”

III. Break down the story for them.

a. After Mary hears that her cousin Elizabeth is pregnant, she quickly goes to see her.  She is excited for Elizabeth, who has been presumed to be barren.

i. Ancient Near Eastern culture considered barrenness to be a sort of curse from God, usually as a result of some unconfessed sin.

ii. So Elizabeth’s child was not only a gift from God, but also a sort of vindication that she was not especially sinful.

b. But as soon as Mary gets there, Elizabeth essentially says, “You are the one who is truly blessed.”  The baby in Elizabeth’s womb (John the Baptist) jumps for joy as soon as he senses the presence of the baby Jesus and His mother.

c. Elizabeth credits Mary for her faith by saying that she is blessed for believing that God would fulfill his promise to her.

d. Mary then breaks into song, as it were, in a poem that has come to be known as the Magnificat.  In this song, she:

i. Thanks God for looking on her with favor.

ii. Discovers and thanks God for the fact that all generations will remember her; in other words, she recognizes that what she is doing is a pivotal part of God’s plan of salvation.

iii. Thanks God for his mercy on the weak, and acknowledges again that God will scatter and defeat all those who have faith in their own strength.

iv. Thanks God for His provision for the poor, and remembers that the rich will not always prosper.

v. Says that the birth of this baby is God’s way of remembering His chosen people Israel, providing for their redemption and continuing to care for them forever.

e. We discover that God cares for both Mary and Elizabeth, and they stay together until the birth of John the Baptist.

IV. Points of contact with the students’ lives.

a. Over the last few weeks, we have talked about how pursuing the call of God can be difficult for us.

b. Mary’s story, though, reminds us of the awesome truth that God’s call on our lives is not only a burden, but is a source of great joy for several reasons:

i. When we follow God’s call on our lives, we are playing a pivotal part of God’s plan of salvation.

a) Again and again, Jesus reminds us that our job is not just to believe in Him, but to extend His ministry into the world.

b) The same Jesus who says, “I am the light of the world,” also says to his disciples, “You are the light of the world.”

c) God can do something through you that He can do through no one else.

ii. When we say “yes” to God’s call, we begin to believe those things that can be difficult to believe:

1. That the poor and weak are truly powerful.

2. That the rich and proud are ultimately not going to win.

3. That God has never forgotten his chosen people, that God continues to keep His promises.

c. This week, look for ways in which following God’s call is a great gift.  Follow God’s nudge:

i. Have lunch with someone who needs a friend.

ii. Invite a friend to church.

iii. Visit a nursing home and listen.

iv. Hang out with the poor, not to “save” them, but to listen and learn from them.

d. After you’ve done this, notice the way in which you were blessed and changed by following God’s call.  How did God give you a gift through what you did? 

V. Conclude with prayer, thanking God that He has made us not just servants but partners and friends.  He has given us an amazing job to do, and thank Him that He gives us joy when we follow His call.

Small group discussion:

For small group discussion, feel free to touch on whatever points of the above outline are useful to introduce the topic.  Then, use some or all of the following discussion questions:

1. Elizabeth was considered cursed by God, or especially sinful, because she was unable to have children.  We don’t think of infertility that way today.  Is there something comparable today, where we think of a person as especially sinful if they do something?

2. Think of a time when God called you to do something difficult . . . but then discovered that it was very rewarding to do it.  Tell the group about it!

3. When have you felt that you have played an especially important role in what God is doing in the world?

4. It can be difficult to believe the truth that the weak and poor are truly the powerful, while the rich and proud ultimately will be cast down.  Have you seen any hints that this is true?  Something in the news?  Something in your own life?

5. Mary recognized that the birth of Jesus was a sign of God’s continued faithfulness to His people.  How do you think God shows us His continued faithfulness today?

6. Frederick Buechner once said, “The place God calls you is where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  By this he means that God has a place for each of us where we do something really fruitful for God—and at the same time we are deeply touched and blessed by doing it.  What do you think of this idea?

7. Think about the Buechner quote above.  Do you see any patterns in how God wants to use you—some patterns you observe when you’re doing fruitful ministry and you are happy and excited about what you’re doing?

Bottom line:


While God’s call can be difficult to hear and challenging to follow, it also can be extremely rewarding.  When Mary realizes that she is given the joy of extending God’s salvation to the world in such a pivotal way, she rejoices.  We can rejoice when we get to extend God’s saving love to others too!
WEEK 4

Preparing the Way: He is Glorified 

Scripture: Luke 2:1-20
Introduction:

During the first few weeks, we’ve been focusing on God’s calling in our lives: the way it can be difficult to hear God’s call, the way God’s call can challenge us, and then the way God’s call can bring us great joy.  Today, we round out the Advent series by talking about the way that Jesus’ complete submission to God’s will brought Him great glory.  We will talk about the way that giving ourselves to God and questioning the world’s definition of glory helps us participate in this glorious reality.  Again, we will begin with an outline for a longer message; then we will follow with material suitable for leading a small group discussion.  Choose whichever format best fits your gifts and your group’s temperament.
Here is the preparatory prayer we’ve been using during this season.  Pray it again to focus your mind in and to ask for God’s help and mercy as you prepare:


Lord, throughout this Advent season, help me in the task of preparing my heart for you.  Thank you, Lord, for your truth revealed through your Word.  Help me to yield myself to it.  Help me to see clearly what this text calls me to do, and what it is calling the students you have put in my care to do.  Thank you, Lord, for your grace which helps me to succeed, catches me when I fall, and is ever near me.  Help me to receive the grace you offer me through this time of preparation, and Bethlehem’s baby who is to come.  Amen.

Message Outline:
I. Open with prayer.

II. Briefly review what you talked about last week.  Did you notice a time in which following God’s call brought you joy?  Tell us about it!

III. Break down the story for your students.

a. In the first six verses of the story, we read what seems to be an “ordinary” account of this baby.  

i. Mary and Joseph are forced to travel to Bethlehem when Mary is very pregnant.

ii. Verse 6 is a very plain, bare retelling of the birth that could be told about any poor child around the world.

b. Then, in verse 7, the scene suddenly shifts to something glorious.

i. Shepherds are in the fields, and suddenly an angel shows up!  The angel is accompanied by “the glory of the Lord,” and the result is that the shepherds are terrified. 

ii. The angel has a message: “Don’t be afraid; I have good news; the baby in Bethlehem is the Messiah” – and more than this – the Lord himself!  

iii. Then a whole group of angels praised God by saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace.”

iv. The shepherds go to the manger to see the baby, and tell Mary and Joseph what the angels have said.

v. Then they return home, “glorifying” God for all they have heard and seen.

c. The theme of “glory” – the bright and beautiful majesty of God – runs throughout the story of the birth of Jesus.

d. It is as if this humble birth – amazingly – is where the bright and beautiful  majesty of God is best on display. 

i. God is glorified in the mystery of the Incarnation.

ii. In the person of Jesus, we see God more clearly than we ever have before.

e. In the book of John, the glory of God is most visible in Jesus’ death.

i. This is similar to the story in Luke.  In John, we think, how is God’s glory made evident in a criminal’s death?  In Luke, we think, how is God’s glory made evident in the birth of a poor boy in a backward corner of the Roman Empire?

ii. But that’s the kind of God we serve, a God who is glorified in weakness and “ordinary” things.

IV. Points of connection with the students’ lives.

a. We live in a world where we think of glory as belonging to celebrities or cool people.  (You may wish to bring in a magazine cover or two to prove the point.)

b. Yet this story teaches us that God is glorified when His character is made plain, even when that seems irrelevant to us.

c. This should make us re-evaluate who the cool people really are in our lives: are they the weak and poor or the strong and beautiful?

d. It is not simply a matter of spending time with kids who are not cool because they need someone to be nice to them; instead, we acknowledge that we see the face of God in the outsider.

e. The one who doesn’t quite fit in is the one who shows us something of God.

f. We are blessed when we question the world’s definition of cool; we get closer to the glory of God when we reject the world’s glory.

V. Conclude with prayer, asking specifically that God would give your students strength to love people who are outsiders, and that God would show them His face and His blessing when they question the world’s definition of glory.

Small group discussion option:

For small group discussion, feel free to touch on whatever points of the above outline are useful to introduce the topic.  Then, use some or all of the following discussion questions:

1. Many people tell you to love outsiders—your pastors, teachers, and parents all encourage you to love those who need love.  Why do you think it’s so hard to do it?

2. Who do you know that truly loves the powerless?  How do they demonstrate that love?

3. Who are the powerless people in your life today?  How is God calling you to love them?

4. How does the way we celebrate Christmas in our culture help us to love the powerless more?

5. How does the way we celebrate Christmas in our culture distract us or discourage us from loving the powerless?

6. What have you learned from “outsiders” in your school or among your friends?  Do they teach you anything about God or life?

7. What is the biggest obstacle to your loving the outsider as this story encourages us to do?

Bottom Line:


In this story, we learn what real “glory” is: it is not found in Herod’s halls or Caesar’s royal palace; it is found in the stable.  Glory is where we see God clearly, and this is often among the powerless. If we want to know God’s glory, we see it among the outsiders.
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