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"Beyond Fear"

INTRODUCTORY NOTES

In an era of $3 gas prices, credit crises and government bailouts, it's enough to cause even the most laid back among us to begin to cringe with anxiety.  In short, we are consumed with it. Adding to that anxiety is the debt many have incurred over years spending more than they make.  The great news is that God has not left us in the dark.  The Bible talks a great deal about money:  how do we manage it without it managing us?  And how do we live in a culture of consumption in a way that won’t lead us into anxiety, debt, and greed; but instead peace, wise planning, and generosity?

In this first study of the Consumed series, Beyond Fear, we face the question that Christ poses to His disciples:  Will we concern ourselves more with life or with the kingdom?  God has called us to do something significant for the kingdom of God, but we could easily blow it by being unnecessarily concerned with the wrong thing.  Christ challenges us to move beyond our fear and think first about His kingdom, letting God take care of the rest.
As you prepare, consider carefully which passages or questions may best help your group dive deeper into the issue and deeper into God’s Word.  

INTRODUCTION
Read the following story to your group as you begin the lesson.  This illustration will allow you to set up the discussion and lead into the Scripture passages:

Consumed: A True Story
John G. Wendel was one of New York Cities richest men, owning much of Manhattan by his death in 1915 where his estate was valued at more than $50 million dollars!  Think about that number for a moment… $50 million dollars in 1915; by today’s standards that would place John Wendel’s worth at well over $1 billion dollars!  

And yet while, on the surface, John G. Wendel seems to epitomize the American dream, he and his sisters were said to be some of the most miserable and stingy people in all of New York.  In spite of all of their wealth, they spent very little of it and did all they could to protect it from anyone outside the family.

So protective was John of the family fortune that he influenced five of his six sisters to never marry; all of them living in the same house in New York City for 50 years.  So protective was the family of their fortune that no one opened the shutters or windows at the front of the house, and the front door was not used for over a decade.

When the last sister died in 1931, her estate was valued at more than $100 million dollars.  Her only dress was one that she had made herself, and she had worn it for over 20 years.  The greatest beneficiary of her death was her dog, to which was willed over half of her estate.

The Wendel’s had such a compulsion to hold on to their possessions that they lived in fear and seclusion.  The entire Wendel family had spent their lives so committed to living for their fortune that they failed to truly live at all.



· How does our culture resemble the Wendel family?  In what ways does our culture reveal a constant focus and fear over money?  Give examples.

 (Leaders Note:  Try to get your group to identify how our culture resembles the Wendel family – living with a constant focus and fear over money.  What things can we miss out on by being so consumed with making and/or keeping money?)

STUDY THE SCRIPTURES
The Bible speaks quite often about being ‘consumed’ with money.  Read the following passages with your group and discuss what they call us to be ‘consumed’ with based on the questions provided:

Matthew 26:26-30 (NIV)

24"No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.

25"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? 26Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 27Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?


      28"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 30If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.

· What things in this passage are we instructed NOT to worry about?

· What do you think is meant by Christ’s call to ”seek first his kingdom?”  How do we ‘seek’ the kingdom?  What does that look like?

 (Leader’s Note: The Greek word for “worry” used in Matthew 6 literally means ‘to be troubled with’ or ‘to promote ones interests’ implying a pursuit of one’s own interests over that of Gods’.  The word for “seek” literally means ‘to crave’ or ‘to demand or clamor’ for.  Consider this: Do we “crave” the kingdom of God as much as we “crave” material comforts?)
In Matthew 13 Christ shares what is commonly referred to as The Parable of the Sower, in which a farmer sows seed in his field but finds that only some of the seed has taken root and grown.  Confused by the parable, Christ shares its meaning with His disciples in verse 18.  Pay careful attention to what Christ teaches.

Matthew 13:18-23 (NIV)

18"Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: 19When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path. 20The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away. 22The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful. 23But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown."

According to Christ, the “worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth” can choke out the message of the kingdom of God.
· What do you think Christ meant by the “deceitfulness” of wealth?
In 1 Chronicles 29, Scripture records David’s gratitude after the nation of Israel generously provided what was needed for the construction of the Temple.  As you read this passage, consider the attitudes and focus that Israel modeled and how this might apply to us. 
1 Chronicles 29:14-19 (NIV)

14"But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to give as generously as this? Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes from your hand.  15We are aliens and strangers in your sight, as were all our forefathers. Our days on earth are like a shadow, without hope.  16O LORD our God, as for all this abundance that we have provided for building you a temple for your Holy Name, it comes from your hand, and all of it belongs to you.  17I know, my God, that you test the heart and are pleased with integrity. All these things have I given willingly and with honest intent. And now I have seen with joy how willingly your people who are here have given to you.  18O LORD, God of our fathers Abraham, Isaac and Israel, keep this desire in the hearts of your people forever, and keep their hearts loyal to you.  19And give my son Solomon the wholehearted devotion to keep your commands, requirements and decrees and to do everything to build the palatial structure for which I have provided."
· What do Israel’s actions demonstrate about their focus?  What attitudes were present in their lives that we should embrace?

FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use these questions to help your group think further about how these verses apply to their lives.  Don’t settle for simple answers; get your group talking about real life situations and real life applications:
1. Christ suggests in Matthew 6 that we can “be devoted to” and even “serve” money. What kinds of attitudes or thoughts might reveal an unhealthy devotion to money?  Why do you think Christ suggests we cannot serve both God and money?  Explain.

2. How have you seen “the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth” keep people from a focus on God?  How have you seen  it affect your focus on God? 

3. How do we keep ourselves focused on God’s kingdom as the priority?  How do we fight against an unhealthy focus or “worry” about earthly things?

4. How can we help our kids focus on God’s kingdom?  What are some ways we can keep them from getting caught up in a ‘consumed’ culture?

CLOSING THOUGHTS
When the last of the Wendel family passed away the fruit of their lives was finally revealed.  There were few tears shed because few people truly knew the family.  So suspicious and reclusive had they become that few people considered them ‘friends.’  Their fortune was slowly divided up after the reading of the will’s, but after the money was gone few people spoke of them again.  

With all the financial resources you could possibly imagine at their disposal, the Wendel family made no lasting impact.

What impact will you make with the resources you have been given?  

What kingdom will you live for?



 (Leaders: As you close, remind your group to take up the challenge to do the  ‘Consumed’ series homework found in the series booklet.  This week’s challenge was to track our purchases with the ledger provided.  Encourage the group to commit to it with an open mind and open heart, allowing God to reveal to us our true priorities based on what we purchase.)
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