VIVID Lesson 4: Power In Words

Objective: The point of the lesson is that your students begin to see their words as having the potential to draw people to Christ or push people away from Him.
Scripture Focus: James 3:3-12
Overview: One of the most common bits of criticism leveled at Christ-followers is that we are a bunch of hypocrites. One of the ways we perpetuate this inaccurate stereotype is through the dual nature of our speech. James said it best: with the same mouth we praise God and run down people. Listening to the teenagers in our youth groups, the men and women in our churches, and even ourselves, it’s no wonder people have a hard time seeing Christ as a difference-maker in the lives of His followers. This lesson will help your students understand that their words can be a benefit to God and His Kingdom, or they can work against them. The goal is for teenagers to be aware of what they are saying and to consciously strive to be uplifting and true in their words.



Teacher Prep Video

Teacher Prep Videos are short videos designed to help you grasp the main point of the lesson as you prepare to teach.
To access your Vivid Lesson Four Teacher Prep Video, click on the URL below and view the video entitled “Vivid Lesson 4: Power In Words.” 

· www.youthministry360.com/vivid-prep-videos 


Bible Background

The Bible Background is a simple and straightforward way to help you prepare to teach the lesson. 

The Details

Who wrote James?
James, who was Jesus’ brother and the leader of the Jerusalem Church.

When was it written?

Most people believe the date was sometime in the mid-40s A.D. 

What was the purpose for its writing?

James was seemingly writing to a Jewish audience. His message was pretty straightforward throughout the book: don’t let your faith be one of words only, and live your faith powerfully. It’s a message that James hammered home in direct, easy-to-grasp language. It’s what makes James such a practical book for all believers. 

The Main Point

James 3:9-10

The main point of this passage is so straightforward it doesn’t necessitate much commentary. James was true to form here: he was not sugarcoating anything. He was ultra-practical. That’s one reason James’ book is so important, especially to teenagers. It is such an instructional book. Its precepts are easy to follow and vitally important for living the life of a Christ-follower.

The admonition James offered in verses 9-10 is powerful and to the point. We are all guilty of this one. We use our tongues to sing praises to God, or to offer up prayers, or to preach and teach. We then turn around and use these same tongues to say the worst things about others. We honor God then turn around and speak poorly of people. This is the worst type of hypocrisy. 

James used fitting imagery throughout this passage. Both horses and ships are controlled by relatively small devices. Our tongue is one of our smallest body parts, yet it controls so much of our lives. James stated that humans had figured out how to tame all kinds of animals, but the tongue had not been tamed. And 2,000 years later, this truth still stands. 
Wrap Up
If we could only master our tongues. If we could only learn to build up others instead of bringing them down. You might say that our words are as detrimental to our witnesses as our actions, if not more so. It is amazing how powerful words can be, both for good and for bad. 
It seems as if teenagers are most susceptible to this idea of the dual-natured tongue. It may have to do with this generation’s propensity to compartmentalize, to be completely at home acting one way at school, another way with their friends, and way another at church. Whatever the reason, it is no way to live. This is an extremely important concept. Help your students begin to be aware of how they use their words. Encourage them to only focus on those words that are uplifting. Challenge them to always be consistent in their speech, no matter who they interact with.

Lesson Plan
The Lesson Plan contains four elements: The Lead In, which is a creative, interactive activity that introduces the theme of the lesson; The Main Event, which is the heart of the lesson and contains the Bible Study section; The Bonus Round, which is simply an additional Bible Study activity that supports the main thrust of the lesson, and The Last Word, which focuses on driving home the application of the lesson’s biblical truth. 

The Lead In

· Title:  Powerful Words
· Goal: The idea is to get students thinking about what an impact words can make.
· Set Up: You’ll need the Vivid Lesson Disc and some way to play the “Powerful Words” MP3 file. Download the MP3 file located on your Vivid Lesson Disc in the Lesson 4 folder. You can play it from a laptop, an iPhone®, or a portable MP3 device with speakers.

FIRST, explain to students that they are about to hear three very famous speeches from three former US Presidents. The three speeches are as follows:

· December 8, 1941: President Franklin Delano Roosevelt gave a speech to the joint Congress, declaring war on Japan as a result of the attack on Pearl Harbor.
· June 26, 1963: President John F. Kennedy gave a speech in what was then West Berlin. (Remind students of the Berlin Wall and the city being separated into communist East Berlin and free West Berlin.) It was a bold speech aimed at Russia, speaking out against communism at the height of the Cold War. 
· August 8, 1974: President Richard Nixon resigned the office of the presidency in the aftermath of the Watergate scandal. 
Instruct students to listen to the words the presidents use and the tone of their speeches.
NEXT, listen to the speeches.

THEN, ask students for their reactions. Ask:

· What was the difference in the first two speeches and the last one?

· In what ways did the words of the first two speeches portray hope and power?

· How did Nixon’s words portray the sense of brokenness and disappointment he felt?

FINALLY, explain to students that this lesson is all about words. As they just witnessed, words can be powerful. They can be powerful in a good way, or they can be powerful in a bad way. They can lift people up, or they can bring people down.

The Main Event

· Title: Power In Words
· Goal: The idea is to get students to understand the power their words have, both for the good and for the bad.
· Set Up: Each student will need a copy of the Student Guide and something to write with. A dry erase board will also be useful throughout the lesson. If you wish, arrange to show the PowerPoint slideshow. The slideshow corresponds with some of the questions, but it’s intentionally sparse so that you can customize it based on how you choose to teach the lesson.
FIRST, distribute the Student Guides to your group. Direct their attention to the top of the sheet. Ask them to think about some of the negative perceptions people have about Christ-followers. Then have them take a few minutes to write some of these down. When they have finished, have them share their responses. Write the answers down on a dry erase board. Once you’ve compiled a decent list, ask the students:
· Why do you believe people have these perceptions about Christ-followers?
· Answer: This question is just to get the ball rolling discussing this topic. There isn’t really a right or wrong answer.
· Which of these perceptions have anything to do with our words, with what people hear us say? How so?
· Answer: For example, the label of being hypocrites may come from the fact that people don’t see Christ-followers backing up what they say. The label of being judgmental may have something to do with what they perceive Christ-followers to be saying about other people. So these negative perceptions at least have something to do with our tongues. 

NEXT, have one or two students read through James 3:3-12 out loud. Explain to students that in verses 3-5, James gave us some excellent illustrations of just how powerful the tongue actually is. The first one is about how we can control a horse with a small bit in its mouth. Explain that the largest horses can weigh up to 2,000 pounds. With a small piece of metal called a bit stuck in the horse’s mouth and attached to the reins, a rider can control the horse’s every move. Explain that when you think about this, it’s completely nuts. But explain that our tongue is just as powerful. It is so small, yet it can cause so much damage or do so much good.

THEN, in verses 5-6 James talked about the destruction such as small part of our body can cause. In these verses, he likened the tongue to a small flame that can get out of control and cause tremendous damage. Explain that in 1871 a small fire that started in someone’s barn led to what’s now known as the Great Chicago Fire. The fire burned for over two days, killed hundreds of people, and burned miles of the city of Chicago. Explain that James says our tongues are just like the tiny flame that led to such massive destruction throughout the city.  
Ask the students:

· Do you think James is exaggerating a little bit? Do you really think the tongue is this powerful? Why or why not?
Answer: Push students beyond a yes or no answer here. Have them explain their responses.
NEXT, direct students’ attention to the three matches on the Student Guide. Instruct students to think about some areas where they struggle keeping their tongues in check. Have them write these things in the spaces inside the pictures of the matchsticks (i.e., gossip, talking back, foul language, being hypocritical, and so on). Once they have finished, allow any who feel comfortable sharing to do so. 

Spend some time talking through their answers, listing them on the dry erase board. (Be prepared to share some of your own weaknesses.) Be sure to drive home how these small flames (such as gossip) can get out of control and cause more harm and destruction than we may originally think possible. 
THEN, have a volunteer read verses 7-8. Ask:

· Why is it so difficult for us to control our tongues? If we know gossip is wrong or being disrespectful is wrong, why is it so hard to stop?
· Answer: Point out the negative perceptions of Christ-followers that are on the board. Encourage students to think about the consequences of their words before they speak.
Point to all the things that have been written on the board. Ask students:

· How do all these things we’ve written on the board make us appear to be hypocrites? How does our speaking like this contradict our claim to live for Christ?
· Answer: Answers may vary. Spend some time letting students work through this discussion.

FINALLY, have someone read verses 9-12. Remind them of the previous lesson’s discussion about faith and works and how you talked about the fruit that is produced in a Christ-follower’s life.  James used similar illustrations in verses 11-12 to show that the negative use of our tongues isn’t compatible with living for Christ; the fruit produced in Christ-followers’ lives doesn’t include unwholesome, negative, or hurtful speech.
Challenge students to ask themselves this question and to seriously consider their answer: Do my words bring people closer to God? Or do they push others further away from Him? Allow this to sink in for a moment. You will help students process this in “The Last Word.”
Bonus Round (Optional Activity)

· Title: More Than Words
· Goal: The idea is to get students to understand where the motivation for their words really lies.

· Set Up: None
It should be pretty obvious that the issue isn’t simply our physical tongue. Have a few students read the following verses: Matthew 12:33-35, Matthew 15:7-8, and Matthew 15:18-20. 
· Think of all of the negative, hypocritical, and unwholesome speech we’ve talked about. Where was Jesus saying it comes from?
· Answer: The things that we think and say ultimately come from our heart.
· If we are constantly putting others down, gossiping, using bad language, disrespecting our parents . . . what does that really say about the condition of our hearts? 

· Answer: It says a lot. It says that our hearts might not be quite as in tune to Jesus and His gospel as we might have thought. 

· Here’s the million-dollar question: If we are not supposed to speak evil, what are we supposed to speak?  

· Answer: Spend some time listening and talking through their answers. Then have a student read Ephesians 4:29. Explain that they aren’t just called to avoid negative talk; they’re also called to be uplifting, encouraging, and Christlike in everything they say.
The Last Word

· Title: Gaining Control

· Goal: The idea is to get students to understand that their words have the power to draw people to Christ or to push people away from Him.

· Set Up: Provide a tube of toothpaste and some sort of paper to catch the toothpaste when you squeeze it out of the tube. You might also want a damp cloth available.
FIRST, explain that we’ve all had times when we opened our mouths, and as soon as we spoke we wished we could take it back. Open the tube of toothpaste. Explain that our words are like this toothpaste. Squeeze all the toothpaste out of the tube. Explain that it’s easy to speak. But it’s virtually impossible to take back harmful or sinful things we’ve said. Take a couple of seconds to try and get the toothpaste back in the tube. You might even (jokingly) ask for volunteers to help you. 

NEXT, explain to students that you know how hard it is for them (and for you) to keep their tongues in check. Re-read James 3:7-8. Ask:

· Does verse 8 make you want to throw your hands in the air and just say, “Forget it, it’s not even worth trying”?  If no human can do it, where do we go from here? How do we begin to really control our speech? 
· Answer:  The key phrase here is “no human being.” It’s impossible for us in our own strength to get total control over our words. So if we desire for our speech to honor God, we must realize that it will only happen through the power of Christ in our lives.

THEN, explain to your students that a glimpse into this concept is offered in Psalm 19. Set up the psalm by letting students know that through the first 11 verses David was praising God for His power, majesty, and Word. In the last three verses, David responded to his reflection on the Lord by offering up a prayer. Have someone read verse Psalm 19:14. Ask:

· What did David recognize about his heart and his tongue?
· Answer: By offering this prayer, David recognized his dependence on the Lord to give him strength over his heart and tongue.

NEXT, explain to students that simply trying to gain control over their tongues on their own will ultimately fail because, as they’ve seen, their speech is a matter of their hearts. Remind them that in our hearts, we are all sinful. If left to our own desires, we will always be motivated by selfishness and sinfulness. Explain that just trying harder to get control of our tongues is merely going after a symptom and not the root cause of the problem.  
FINALLY, instruct students that they must get their hearts in tune with the Lord, which will have the effect of helping them control their tongues. Have the students reflect on some things they can do to impact their speech and make their hearts and words pleasing to the Lord (i.e., praying for people they are tempted to talk negatively about, memorizing Scripture, and so on). Remind them that these steps have to focus on the heart, because it is only through God’s power in their lives that their speech will be honoring to Him and bear witness to Him and His power.  
We want to hear from you . . .

· Do you have questions about a lesson?

· Something that worked particularly well you want to share?

· Something that didn’t work you want to bring up?

We value your feedback! Please do not hesitate to email us with your questions, comments, or concerns, at feedback@youthministry360.com.
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