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7

A NOTE TO LEADERS:  
HOW TO USE THIS SERIES

Over the past two decades, we have seen an enormous increase in the 
North American church’s efforts to help the poor. We are incredibly 
excited about this development, but we are also concerned because 
we see this reenergized church doing many harmful things. Good in-
tentions are not enough; it is possible to hurt poor people in the very 
process of  trying to help them. The goal of  this series is to equip the 
North American church with a ministry framework that restores the 
poor to fulfilling their God-given callings and potential.

We pray that God would use this series to affect your heart, your 
mind, and your actions, both as individuals and as a church commu-
nity. Ultimately, that change is a work of  the Holy Spirit. However, we 
do have a few suggestions about how to use this series.

Prepare for leading the group by reading When Helping Hurts; for your 
reference, we are listing the chapters of  When Helping Hurts that cor-
respond with each unit at the end of  this opening section. Reading 
these chapters will give you a deeper personal understanding of  the 
content, enabling you to facilitate class discussion more effectively.

We have designed each unit to be completed within an hour, though 
your discussion can certainly be extended beyond that. Each unit has 
the same basic components, as described below with rough time es-
timates:

O P E N     (5–10 minutes): This section includes preliminary questions 
and an introductory paragraph. Discussing the preliminary questions 
as a group is a vital part of  mentally and spiritually preparing for the 
rest of  the unit. Use this time to foster an environment of  openness 
and dialogue, creating a safe atmo sphere where participants feel com-
fortable sharing their ideas, questions, and concerns.
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W A T C H    (15–20 minutes): Encourage people to close their books 
while watching the video so that they can fully listen to and engage 
with the material.

A P P LY      (20 minutes): These questions are designed to create discus-
sion—they do not have right or wrong answers. The goal is to foster 
reflection, understanding, and change in the participants’ hearts. As 
such, it is important to give adequate time for discussion. Don’t be 
afraid of  a bit of  silence, and don’t be afraid of  asking people to 
expand on their answers. You will find that having people wrestle 
with questions and issues together, so long as it is done in a spirit of  
respect, is enormously beneficial and even powerful.

C L O S E      (5 minutes): Read this paragraph together as you conclude 
the session. Ask if  anyone has questions. If  there is not time to ade-
quately discuss each one, ask the group to contemplate these ques-
tions throughout the week.

P R AY       (5 minutes): Use this final statement and prayer prompt as a 
call for reflection and action. Encourage participants to return to this 
prompt as they pray throughout the week, and then close in prayer 
together.

G O  D E E P E R      (flexible): If  you have a longer Sunday school or small 
group session, consider using modules from the Go Deeper section 
once you have completed the basic discussion questions. You could 
also extend each unit over two weeks by completing the basic unit one 
week, followed by the Go Deeper materials the next week. 

Please note that Go Deeper is made up of  stand-alone modules with 
short text explanations and questions. You can pick and choose which 
additional modules you would like to use based on the makeup and 
interests of  your group. If  you do plan to use the Go Deeper section, 
it is particularly important that you have recently read When Helping 
Hurts. To that end, we have included page numbers from When Help-
ing Hurts so that you can easily review the specific portions of  the book 
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covered in each module. Having extra background will be essential to 
explaining and facilitating discussion about the Go Deeper content. 
Further, we highly encourage you to have group members read the 
relevant sections of  When Helping Hurts, particularly for those modules 
marked “Use in Conjunction with When Helping Hurts.”

Go Deeper will enrich your study of  these important topics. We 
encourage you to incorporate at least some of  the modules as your 
group meets together.

In addition to these sections, we have included a series of  Getting 
Started questions and a list of  suggested resources. We are provid-
ing these materials so your group can begin taking concrete steps in 
more effectively responding to poverty in your immediate community. 
Working through the Getting Started portion will take considerable 
amounts of  time and research. If  your group is interested and com-
mitted to doing so, we recommend that you work on it together over 
the course of  several weeks.

We cannot overemphasize the centrality of  prayer in this series. The 
principles in this course require that each of  us honestly examines our 
own heart and actions. Spend time praying that God would soften 
your heart and the hearts of  the participants. But also pray that your 
group would see, internalize, and celebrate the hope rooted in the 
work of  Christ. God is at work in this world, and we have the incred-
ible joy and responsibility of  joining in that work. Pray together at 
the beginning and end of  each session, and encourage participants to 
pray with one another throughout the week. 

Through the reconciling work of  Christ, places as diverse as Atlanta, 
Georgia, and Kampala, Uganda, can be healed of  their brokenness. 
Jesus Christ is making all things new, and it is the church’s great privi-
lege to proclaim that message. We are praying that this series can be a 
blessing as you live out that calling in your community.

—Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert
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OP E N 

Discuss these questions before beginning this week’s unit.

•  What is poverty? List the fi rst fi ve to ten words or phrases that come 
to your mind when you think of  poverty.

•  List the fi rst fi ve areas (e.g., of  your city, community, the world) that 
come to mind when you think of  poverty.
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What’s the Problem?

The average North American enjoys a standard of  living that has 
been unimaginable for most of  human history. Meanwhile, 40 per-
cent of  the earth’s inhabitants eke out an existence on less than two 
dollars per day. Indeed, the eco nomic and social disparity between 
the haves and the have-nots is on the rise both within North America 
and between North America and much of  the Majority World (Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America). 

If  you are a North American Christian, the reality of  our society’s vast 
wealth presents you with an enormous responsibility, for throughout 
the Scriptures God’s people are commanded to show compassion to 
the poor. In fact, do ing so is simply part of  our job description as fol-
lowers of  Jesus Christ (Matthew 25:31–46). While the biblical call to 
care for the poor transcends time and place, passages such as 1 John 
3:17 should weigh particularly heavily on the minds and hearts of  
North American Christians: “If  anyone has material pos sessions and 
sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of  
God be in him?” 

W A T C H

Close your books and use the accompanying QR code to watch this week’s video.

A P P LY 

1.  Did the words the materially poor used to describe poverty in the 
video differ from the words you listed in the preliminary questions? 
If  so, what words and differences did you find most surprising? 

www.helpingwithouthurting.org/smallgroup-1
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2.  The brokenness of  the four relationships illustrated below can lead 
to behaviors and circumstances that contribute to poverty. 

The Four broKen relaTionshiPs

Adapted from Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of  Transformational Development 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 27. 

Consider the story of  a friend or family member who is poor. Where do 
you see evidence of  each of  the four broken relationships in his or her 
life? Can you see ways that this brokenness has led to his or her poverty?

• Broken Relationship with God:

• Broken Relationship with Self:

www.helpingwithouthurting.org/smallgroup-1

God

  Poverty of Being
–  god-complexes

–low self-esteem

 Poverty of Community
–  self-centeredness
– exploitation and 

abuse of others

Rest of 
Creation

Others

Self

Poverty of Stewardship
–  loss of sense of purpose
–laziness/workaholics
– materialism
– ground is cursed

Poverty of Spiritual Intimacy
–  denying God’s existence 

and authority
–materialism
– worshipping false gods 

and spirits
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• Broken Relationship with Others: 

• Broken Relationship with the Rest of  Creation:

3.  How might thinking about this person’s poverty in terms of  these 
broken relationships change the way you interact with him or her? 
Are there new ways you could show the love and healing work of  
Christ to this person or family in each of  the broken relationships? 

C L O S E    (or proceed to Go	Deeper	if time permits )

Poverty is the result of  broken relationships. But as we will explore 
in the rest of  this series, broken relationships can be restored by the 
work of  Christ. He came to make all things new, breaking the hold 
of  sin and death “far as the curse is found.” He came to show us that 
we can have a relationship with our Father, that we have dignity as 
creatures made in God’s image, that we are to love one another in 
nourishing community, and that we have the privilege of  stewarding 
the rest of  creation. The fall has marred what God intended for us 
at creation, but the work of  Christ offers hope that what is broken, 
both inside of  us and around us, will be repaired. His victory over 
sin and death is certain, and His healing power is our comfort and 
peace. Let’s walk together as we explore what God’s reconciling work 
in this world looks like, and how we can effectively partner with Him 
in ministering to people who are poor.
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P R AY 

 “Human beings are fundamentally wired to experience these four relation-
ships. It’s not all arbitrary, it’s not all up for grabs. When we experience these 
relationships in the way that God intended them, we experience humanness 
in the way God intended.”

Spend time this week praying that God would open your eyes to the 
beauty and potential around you, including in the lives of  people who 
are poor. Pray that He would help you to break free of  a material un-
derstanding of  poverty, leading you to love and serve these people in 
ways that point them back to His original design for their lives.

G O  D E E P E R

Use one or more of  the following modules to further explore principles of  poverty 
alleviation.

THE ROOT OF POVERTY 
(Reference When Helping Hurts, 52–54.)

 “At that moment, it doesn’t matter how much the doctor loves you. It doesn’t matter 
how compassionate the doctor is, it doesn’t matter how many good intentions the 
doctor has. . . . If  the doctor misdiagnoses what’s wrong with you, you won’t get 
better, and you might get worse.” 

Look over the frequently cited causes of  and responses to poverty below:

If We Believe the Primary Cause  
of Poverty Is . . . 

Then We Will Primarily Try to . . .  

A Lack of Knowledge

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

Educate the Poor

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
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If We Believe the Primary Cause  
of Poverty Is . . . 

Then We Will Primarily Try to . . .  

Oppression by Powerful People

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

Work for Social Justice

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

The Personal Sins of the Poor

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

Evangelize and Disciple the Poor

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

A Lack of Material Resources

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

Give Material Resources to the Poor

__________________________
__________________________
__________________________
__________________________

1.  In the space within the table, write down examples of  how you or 
your church have built ministries to address the various causes of  
poverty. (For example, under “A Lack of Knowledge,” you might 
write, “Students were dropping out of  high school . . . so we started 
after-school tutoring programs.”) 

2. Does your work seem focused on addressing one particular cause?

3.  How might each of  the causes of  poverty listed in the table actu-
ally flow from brokenness in the four relationships? How might this 
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deeper diagnosis impact the ways you interact with people around 
you who are poor?

BROKEN RELATIONSHIPS AND MATERIAL POVERTY1

(Reference When Helping Hurts, 54–59.)

When the four relationships are functioning properly, humans experi-
ence the fullness of  life that God intended—we are being what God 
created us to be.

The Four FoundaTional relaTionshiPs

Adapted from Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of  Transformational Development 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 27. 

But as we discussed in the video, the fall broke these relationships. 

God

Rest of 
Creation

Others

Self
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The Four broKen relaTionshiPs

Adapted from Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of  Transformational Development 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 27. 

From this framework, poverty isn’t about a lack of  material things. 
Instead, it is about much deeper issues:

POVERTY 
 “Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are 
not just, that are not for life, that are not harmonious or enjoy-
able. Poverty is the absence of shalom in all its meanings.” 

—Bryant Myers, Walking with the Poor 2

With this defi nition of  poverty and the four broken relationships in 
mind, read the following story about Mary:

 Mary lives in a slum in western Kenya. As a female in a male-

dominated society, Mary has been subjected to polygamy, to regular 

physical and verbal abuse from her husband, and to fewer years of  

God

  Poverty of Being
–  god-complexes

–low self-esteem

 Poverty of Community
–  self-centeredness
– exploitation and 

abuse of others

Rest of 
Creation

Others

Self

Poverty of Stewardship
–  loss of sense of purpose
–laziness/workaholics
– materialism
– ground is cursed

Poverty of Spiritual Intimacy
–  denying God’s existence 

and authority
–materialism
– worshipping false gods 

and spirits
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schooling than males. As a result, Mary lacks the confidence to look 

for a job. 

 Desperate, Mary decides to be self-employed, but needs a 

loan to get her business started. Unfortunately, the local loan shark 

exploits Mary, demanding an interest rate of  300 percent on her 

loan of  twenty-five dollars. Having no other options, Mary borrows 

from the loan shark and, along with hundreds of  others just like her, 

starts a business of  selling homemade charcoal in the local market. 

The market is glutted with charcoal sellers, which keeps the prices 

very low. But it never even occurs to Mary to sell something else, 

because charcoal is the only resource she knows how to access.  

Frustrated by her entire situation, Mary goes to the traditional 

healer (shaman) for help. The healer tells Mary that her difficult 

life is a result of  angry ancestral spirits that need to be appeased 

through buying and sacrificing a bull. 

1.  Where do you see each of  the four broken relationships in Mary’s 
story, and how does each specifically contribute to her material 
poverty?

 • Broken Relationship with God: 

 • Broken Relationship with Self: 

 • Broken Relationship with Others: 

 • Broken Relationship with the Rest of  Creation:
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WORLDVIEW MATTERS3 
(Use in conjunction with When Helping Hurts, 87–90.)

If  we are to move forward in helping without hurting, we have to 
fully embrace a relational view of  poverty, setting aside our tendency 
to view poverty as primarily a material condition that can be solved 
primarily with material things. 

We are deeply conditioned by our society’s modern worldview to view 
everything around us in material terms. Thus, the way that we act 
toward the ma terially poor often paints a faulty picture of  the nature 
of  God, self, others, and the rest of  creation. 

The Modern WorldvieW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Adapted from Darrow L. Miller with Stan Guthrie, Discipling the Nations: The Power of  Truth to Transform 
Cultures (Seattle, WA: YWAM, 2001), figures 1.7–1.10, pp. 43–4.

The modern worldview, sometimes called “Western secularism,” 
holds that the spiritual realm does not even exist. The universe is fun-
damentally a machine with origins and operations rooted in natural 
processes that humans can master through their own reason. 

The material definition of  poverty emanates from the modern world-
view’s belief  that all problems—including poverty—are fundamen-
tally material in nature and can be solved by using human reason 
(science and technology) to manipulate the material world in order to 
solve those problems or achieve these goals.

Modern View

?

Cosmos

WHHSGE_Final(rev).indd   20 12/11/13   9:51 AM



R E C O N S I D E R I N G  T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  P O V E R T Y

21

biblical TheisM

Adapted from Darrow L. Miller with Stan Guthrie, Discipling the Nations: The Power of  Truth to Transform 
Cultures (Seattle, WA: YWAM, 2001), fi gures 1.7–1.10, pp. 43–4.

The worldview of  biblical theism describes a God who is distinct from 
His creation but connected to it, a reality in which the spiritual and 
material realms touch each other. Indeed, Colossians 1 describes God, 
in the person of  Jesus Christ, as the Creator, Sustainer, and Reconciler 
of  all things, including the material world. Thus, our approach to pov-
erty alleviation should refl ect this worldview, addressing the materially 
poor’s physical and spiritual needs, not just one or the other.

1. When you get sick, what do you do? 

2. Read 2 Chronicles 16:7–9 and Psalm 20:6–8. What was Asa’s sin?

Biblical Theism’s View

God

Cosmos
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3.  Because of  the ways we have unintentionally accepted the mod-
ern worldview, we tend to rely on science and our own reason to 
solve our problems. We forget to call on the one who created and 
upholds the universe. Are you like Asa? How does your worldview 
need to be transformed to reflect a biblical understanding of  God 
and creation?
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NOTES

Unit 1: Reconsidering the Meaning of Poverty
1.  This section draws on Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and 

Practices of  Transformational Development (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999).

2. Ibid., 86.

3.  This section draws on Darrow L. Miller with Stan Guthrie, Discipling the Nations: 

The Power of  Truth to Transform Cultures (Seattle, WA: YWAM, 2001), 31–46. 

Unit 2: Seeing God at Work
1.  
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