Word Aflame Jr. High—Summer 2020
UNIT 2: Into the Depths—Lessons from the Book of Jonah
Lesson 5
Into the Darkness
Week of July 5, 2020
Biblical Passage
Jonah 1:1–3 (pp)   

Bible Point
God is not afraid of the dark places in our world, in our homes, or in our hearts; He is willing to go there with us. (pp)
Supplies
Pens, blindfold; optional: paper (1 sheet per small group)

Unit Aim 

The Book of Jonah reveals how God relates to a broken world. In this unit we will go into the depths with Jonah and discover a God of incredible love and forgiveness who is present in the darkest places of our world and our hearts.

Embark
A. Option 1 — Discussion (sh)
1.  Instruct teens to use their student handbooks for this exercise.

2. Were you afraid of the dark as a child?

3. If so, why do you think that was?

4. Are there some areas of your life that you are afraid to explore? Why or why not?

5. What are some things you have done to try to overcome fear in your life?
B. Option 2 — Little Red Riding Hood

1. Ask students to share a favorite childhood story (e.g., Little Red Riding Hood, Hansel and Gretel, and so on).

2. Share the basic outline of the Little Red Riding Hood childhood story. 
a. A little girl with a little red hood takes her grandmother a basket of goodies. She is warned to watch out for a bad wolf. When the little girl arrives at her grandmother’s house, the wolf has already been there, has eaten her grandmother, and is lying in bed with her grandmother’s clothes on. This is where the famous “oh what big eyes, big ears, big teeth” exchange takes place. 

b. There are many different versions of the story available now. In some versions Red Riding Hood gets eaten also, and in some just her grandmother does. In some versions a huntsman comes along and cuts both the grandmother and Little Red Riding Hood out of the wolf, and in some the huntsman saves Little Red Riding Hood and just cuts out the grandmother.

3. This story and many other moral tales like Little Red Riding Hood have a theme similar to the Book of Jonah. 

4. In many retellings the character of Little Red Riding Hood is swallowed by the wolf. When she finally comes out of the wolf’s belly, she has experienced an internal change or deeper understanding of the way the world works, and she never leaves the path again. 

5. Pinocchio, Hansel and Gretel, Beowulf, and many other characters experience this same theme of transformation after a period of engulfment. 

6. We will see this fairy-tale-like theme appear in the story of Jonah as we walk through it over the next four weeks.
EXPLORE

A. Putting Distance between Me and God’s Grace

1. Read Jonah 1:1–3. (pp)
2. Notice the phrase “unto Tarshish from the presence of the Lord.”

3. Why do you think this phrase is repeated twice?

a. Typically when you see words or phrases repeated in Scripture, it is an indication from the author to pay attention.

b.  Tarshish was the most distant and remote location from Nineveh that Jonah could reach. (sh) (pp) The author linked Tarshish with getting as far away from the presence of the Lord as possible, indicating Jonah was trying to escape.

B. Where Is God’s Grace Most Present?

1. The people of Nineveh were idolatrous and cruel. As enemies of Israel, they were a hated people. 

2. If there were a place where God’s grace was least expected and most needed, it was Nineveh. 

3. Yet we know the story includes God’s grace to Nineveh and its people.

C. The Character of Jonah; the Character of God

1. Jonah did not want to go where God was telling him to go. What does this tell us about Jonah’s character? 

2. Jonah was very deliberate in avoiding the place God was sending him because he knew the character of God. Jonah knew God would forgive the vilest of people. (sh) (pp) 

a. Do you know of a place like Nineveh in the world today?

b. Do you see qualities of the people of Nineveh in yourself?

3. What does this Bible incident tell us about God? 

a. It tells us God is very comfortable and active in those places where we resist going. (sh) (pp) 

b. Those places where we think God is least likely to be, where we think God’s grace is least likely to delve, those places that harbor the vilest of human sin—God is OK there, and He wants to be with us when we go there. 

c. God is not surprised, offended, or afraid of any of these places.

4. Experiencing the peace and presence of God and seeing His grace at work in our lives is directly connected to our willingness to turn toward and face the darkness in our world.

D. Why Go?

1. Why was going to Nineveh so important?

a. God was moving Jonah, and God is moving us to the realization that the peace, presence, and joy of God are not circumstantial. 

b.  The peace, presence, and joy of God are not tethered to a location or an event.  (sh) (pp)
2. Why is going to places like Nineveh so important for us?

3. Only when we let go of the surface or circumstantial joy and travel into the dark places can we discover a light, a joy, and a peace that are powerful enough to sustain us beyond our circumstances.

4. What do the first three verses of Jonah chapter 1 teach us?

a.  God is telling us, through Jonah, that there really is no place where He is not present and working. (sh) (pp)  

b. God is telling us that the joy we feel in Tarshish is not absent in Nineveh; it is very much alive. Ocean deep, abiding joy is not found in a place but in His presence, and He is everywhere.
Activity — Follow the Voice

1. Select a volunteer; place a blindfold on the volunteer.

2.  While the student is blindfolded, set up various obstacles in the room.

3.  Select another student to serve as a guide for the blindfolded student. While the blindfolded student attempts to walk across the room, the guide should give only verbal directions. (The guide should not touch the blindfolded student.)

4.  Time permitting, repeat the exercise with multiple students.
E. Follow the Leader Q&A

1. Which would you prefer: to be led on a journey with your eyes open or closed? 

a.  It is easier to follow the leader when we can see where we are being led. (sh) (pp)
b. We also feel more in control, which provides a deeper sense of security.

2. When following the leader, who is in control when our eyes are open and when our eyes are closed?

3. Regardless of eyes being open or closed, the path we walk is really out of our control when another is leading us.

4. If having our eyes open does not control how good the path is, what is the determining factor on whether the path we are being led on is good or bad?

5. Does the story of Jonah teach us it is important that we are good or that the one who leads us is good?

6. How would it impact your choices and the direction of your life if you placed your trust first in the goodness of God?

a. Would you attempt greater things knowing you are held in the goodness of God?

b. Would you fear less when faced with difficult situations if you knew God was there with you and could work that moment out for good?

c. Would you be more inclined to be selfish or selfless if you knew God’s position toward you would always be goodness?

d. Would you feel more secure in dark places if you knew God was there as well?
EXPAND

F. Option 1—Prayer 
1. Jesus, please help us identify what we might be running toward to avoid You, whether something good or bad.

2. Help us see what we might be afraid of facing in our lives that is keeping Your goodness from overflowing in and through us.

3. Give us the courage to trust in You and Your presence in the face of our own Nineveh.
B. Option 2— Jonah’s Job

1. Form groups of three or four students.

2.  Ask groups: How would Jonah’s story have played out if he had obeyed God from the beginning?
3.  While considering this question, have each group rewrite the first chapter of Jonah. Once they are done, give each group a chance to present their thoughts.
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