
Thank you for downloading the FREE SAMPLE of Upended, one of the 4-session studies from YM360’s Event Re-
sources line of Bible study curriculum. 

Upended is an amazing resource for your youth ministry events. By leading your students through Upended, you’ll 
not only challenge them to know God on a deeper level, but you’ll also equip them to do it long after your event 
is over.

Before jumping into this sample, make sure you check out all the fantastic features that YM360 Event Resources 
puts at your fingertips. There is nothing like it anywhere…

What You’ll Find In This Sample:
• A Sample of a Small Group Lesson Plan
• A Sample of the Student Book
• The Upended Small Group Overviews

Did you know that the Upended Group Content is just one of the many components you have access to with the 
purchase of a study from YM360’s Event Resources?

We give you all the tools you need to create transformational youth ministry events. Look at these incredible features 
included with your purchase:

• Large Group Speaker Outlines
• Large Group Videos
• Large Group Motion Background/Loop
• Large Group PowerPoint Slides
• Promotional Tools: Web Banner/Poster Files
• Promotional Tools: Promotional Video
• Parent Resources

We’re committed to making your youth ministry event exceptional. And as always, if you have any questions, you 
can email us at customercare@ym360.com or give us a call at 1-888-969-6360.



 

 

 
 
What We Want Students to Learn: Students will have their understanding of what it means to be strong 
upended. As Christ-followers, our strength comes from the Lord and only from the Lord.  

 
Scripture: 2 Corinthians 12:7-10; Isaiah 40:28-31 
 
Session Snapshot: Most people see strength as a value. People spend a lot of time exercising to build physical 
strength. We are inspired when people show mental or emotional strength during challenging circumstances. 
No one wants to be seen as weak. And yet, in this session, we see Paul celebrating his weakness. Why? 
Because Paul understands how God upends our definitions of strength. To be strong is to be weak, relying 
wholly on God for our strength. In this session, your students will grasp this truth and learn how to apply it in 
their lives.  
 
 
Bible Background 
The Bible Background is a focused, brief overview of some of the background info for the main passage you will 
be teaching. 
 
Teacher Prep Video 
Each Leader’s Guide comes with a Teacher Prep Video. These are short videos designed to help you grasp the 
lesson's main point as you prepare to teach. 
 
To access your Upended Lesson 1 Teacher Prep Video, click on the link below: 

• https://youtu.be/NVRKecnrXto 
 
The Details 
2 Corinthians 

• Author: The Apostle Paul wrote 2 Corinthians to the Church in Corinth. 
• Time frame: Paul wrote 2 Corinthians from Macedonia around 55 or 56 AD, a year or so after writing 1 

Corinthians and a year before he wrote his letter to the Romans from Corinth. 
• Purpose: According to the ESV Study Bible, the main theme of Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians 

was “the relationship between suffering and the power of the Spirit in Paul’s apostolic life, ministry, 
and message.” 

 

Session 1: Weakness is Strength 



 

 

The Main Point 
The main point of this passage is found in verse 9: “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my 
power is made perfect in weakness.’” We need nothing other than God’s grace. It alone is sufficient for life. 
Neither our earthly popularity nor our talents will assure us of right standing with God. God’s grace makes 
possible a relationship with Him. And this relationship is the power source of our lives. The only real, lasting, 
perfectly reliable strength we have is the strength of God in us. Any other source of strength will fail us. 
 
The Takeaway 
Paul realized something that we should all pray to understand: when we are weak, we are strong. To truly 
realize and capitalize on God's strength in our lives, we have to accept our weakness. What does that mean? 
It's knowing that God is sovereign and reigns over our lives. It's knowing that we exist and thrive only because 
of God's favor. It's knowing that God is the source of any goodness in our life. It's realizing that God has 
lavished us with His goodness and that His great desire is for us to glorify Him by living our lives according to 
His Kingdom ways. Ultimately, owning our weakness is about rightly seeing who God is and who we are in 
relation. Once we accept this, we put ourselves in the position to experience God's great power in and 
through our lives.  
 
Lesson Plan 
The Lesson Plan contains three elements: an introductory activity called Getting Started; the Bible study 
section called Digging In; and an application-focused segment called Wrapping Up. 
 
Getting Started 

• Student Book Pages 
o This lesson will utilize pages 8-12 in Upended Student Book.  
o This activity will use pages 8-9. 

 
• Additional Instructions 

o None 
 

FIRST, welcome students to their first session. If everyone in the group doesn't already know each other, take 
a moment to have people introduce themselves. Explain to them that you'll be hanging out a lot over your 
time in this study, so you want to do a little more to get to know each other. Have students go around and 
introduce themselves. If your group already knows each other pretty well, consider having them share a 
random fact about themselves.  
  
THEN, when you're done, explain that you will use the Student Book to facilitate these times of Bible study. 
Direct their attention to page 9.  
 
NEXT, explain to your students that they will determine, once and for all, who is the strongest person in your 
group. What you want to do before the game is to allow students a moment to rank their group from 
strongest to least strong using the table under "Pre-Game." Have fun with this. Give them a moment, and then 
allow them to share their rankings if they want. Say that just like preseason rankings in sports, the pre-game 
rankings may not mean that much when it's all said and done, but there is only one way to find out. Explain 
that you're just going to have to find out the old-fashioned way.  
 



 

 

THEN, this is where you have some flexibility. You and your students get to come up with your own fun (and 
hopefully, funny) challenges to determine who is the strongest. These can range from something 
straightforward like a push-up contest to something much sillier like thumb wrestling. Or long jump. Or arm 
wrestling. It’s totally up to you!  
 
NEXT, once you’ve finished determining who is the strongest, have students write the results down in their 
books. Compare the pre-rankings to the final results. Again, have fun with this, playing up any surprises.  
 
FINALLY, when you’ve finished, read or have someone in your group the introduction on page 8 of the Student 
Book. When you’ve finished, say something like: 

• We learned a little bit about strength in here already, haven't we? But what we're about to see is 
that the Bible has a lot to say about what it means to be strong.  

 
If there are no more comments or questions, transition to the Digging In section of your lesson.  
 
Digging In 

• Student Book Pages 
o This activity will utilize pages 10-11 in Upended Student Book. 

• Additional Instructions 
o You'll want to make sure students have something to write with and a Bible or Bible app.  

 
FIRST, begin by briefly discussing the different ways the world around us defines “strength.” Work to get past 
the physical part pretty quickly; that’s not where you want to spend your time. Make sure you guide students 
to consider mental and emotional strength. You don't have to spend much time here; you're just setting the 
stage. Then say something like: 

• God has a very upended way of defining strength. We will see this by looking at a letter from the 
Apostle Paul.  

 
Encourage them to find 2 Corinthians 12 in their Bible if they choose (it’s also in their student book). Ask if 
anyone knows any of the details behind Paul’s writing of the letter. Use the Details section of the Bible 
Background to fill in the gaps. Then explain to your students that it’s important that you set the stage for the 
passage you’re about to study. Say something like: 

• We don’t know the exact details, but at some point, God allowed Paul to experience some sort of a 
vision of heaven. That's what Paul is talking about in the first four verses of the chapter. It was a 
powerful experience, and when you add that to all that God was doing in Paul's life, it would have 
been easy for Paul to become prideful in how he viewed himself. But God allowed some hardship in 
Paul's life, what Paul calls a "thorn in his flesh," to humble Paul. That's where we're going to pick up.  

 
THEN, direct their attention to page 10 and work through the activity on pages 10-11. Read or have a student 
read 2 Corinthians 12:7-8. Then, work through the questions below the passage. Ask:  

• Paul mentions the same word two times in these two verses. What is the word?  
o Answer: conceited  

• How would you define the word? 
o Answer: Extremely or overly proud of oneself.  

• Think for a second about three things you’re good at. List them in the boxes below. 
o Answers will vary but have students share their responses.  



 

 

• Why is it tempting for us as human beings to become conceited about the things we’re good at?  
o Answers will vary. 

Here, flesh out this idea of Paul being shown something amazing, which could have been perceived as a real 
strength. Say something like:  

• God allowed Paul to experience something profound. But then God allowed him to experience 
something very challenging. For Paul to have an understanding that the purpose of this trial was to 
help him fight off any conceit means that conceit was a real possibility. Think about this for a second: 
God allowed Paul to be impacted by something pretty bad. We don't know what it was. God could 
have kept it from happening, but He didn't. Why? Because God had a powerful, crucial lesson for 
Paul to learn that he hadn't learned yet. We'll see what that lesson was in the next part.  

 
NEXT, read or have a student read verse 9. Then, ask: 

• In your own words, what did God mean by what He said to Paul?  
o Answer: Help students understand the concept of sufficiency. If something is sufficient, there is 

nothing more needed. There is no room for anything else. There is nothing lacking. When the 
concept of sufficiency is applied to God’s grace, it means that God’s grace -- His goodness, 
forgiveness, and love – is all Paul needs. Period. 

• In light of what God had just allowed Paul to experience, why is this a pretty major statement? 
o Answer: Paul had experienced two opposite experiences. One was a spiritual high (having a 

powerful vision of heaven) and a spiritual low (intense and prolonged suffering of some kind). 
What God is saying to Paul, concerning both of these experiences, is that Paul needs nothing 
but God's grace to define and fuel His life. Paul's spiritual "accomplishments" aren't enough to 
get him by, and his suffering isn't so bad that it will derail him. God's grace is the answer in both 
cases. And in all cases! 

• Paul says something pretty huge about what he chooses to boast in. What is so important about 
this?  

o Answer: Paul chooses to boast or brag about his weakness. Who does this? No one! Nothing 
about the world around us would put any value on boasting in your weakness. Normally, people 
boast in their strength. Not Paul. Paul is teaching us something valuable here.  

 
THEN, have a student read verse 10. When they have finished, ask: 

• What does it mean to be content with something?  
o Answer: It means that you do not want anything more. You’re satisfied. Pleased.  

• Why is it interesting that Paul is content with the things he listed out? 
o Answer: Because that isn’t a list that hardly anyone would be content with! Only when we 

understand the upended value system of God can anyone be content with suffering.  
• Paul reveals a powerful truth about what it means to live as a child of God. What is the key to 

strength?  
o Answer: Understanding and owning one’s spiritual weakness. 

• How do you make sense of this? How would you explain this concept to someone else? 
o Answers will vary. 

 
FINALLY, pull this all together for your students. Say something like: 

• Paul understood something important: strength is only found in surrendering everything to God and 
trusting Him to fill us with His strength. It’s trusting in God’s will and plan. It’s knowing that God is in 
control and has our best interest and His glory in mind. Ultimately, owning our weakness is about 



 

 

rightly seeing who God is and who we are in relation to Him. Once we accept this, we put ourselves 
in the position to experience God’s great power in and through our lives. 

 
Ask if anyone has any thoughts or questions, then transition to the Wrapping Up portion of your lesson.  
 
 
Wrapping Up 

• Student Book Pages 
o This activity will utilize page 12 in Upended Student Book. 

 
• Additional Instructions 

o Make sure students have something to write with.  
 
FIRST, instruct students to turn to page 12 in their books. Explain to them that they will see three statements 
on this page that speak to where we often find ourselves as Christians. Say something like: 

• When it comes to showing our strength, we first try to show how strong our grip is by holding on 
tightly to things in our lives. We try to act like we’re in control of everything (even though we’re 
not). The next way we try to show how strong we are mentally and emotionally is by trying to 
muscle our way through challenges, trials, and stress. Instead of seeking help from God or others, we 
try to power through. Finally, the third way we try to show our strength is that we puff out our 
chests to God -- spiritually flexing to hide our weakness -- trying to show Him how strong we are 
when in reality, He sees us for who we are.  

 
THEN direct students' attention to the three prompts. Lead students to discuss which one of these they have 
found themselves in recently. Ask if someone will share. Lead them to discuss why they are maybe more likely 
to choose one of these approaches than another. When you've finished, say something like:  

• The one thing we’ve learned in this session is that none of these options is the right way. None of 
them lead us to a healthy outcome. Only by surrendering our lives to God’s leadership, confessing 
our weakness, and opening ourselves up to be filled with God’s strength will we discover what it 
means to truly be strong.  

 
FINALLY, ask students if they have any questions or additional comments. Inform students of the devotions 
located on pages 38-45 in their Student Books. Provide them with a schedule or some structure as to when 
you would like them to work through them. (The first devotion is on page 38.) 
 
If there are no more questions, close in prayer for your group. 
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You have your own rules for navigating your life. You may not even know it, 

but it’s true. You constantly reinvent yourself to maintain your image. You have 

an idea of what success and failure look like. You have an understanding with 

yourself about how you see others and how they see you. You have certain 

expectations for how the world works. But what if you’re wrong?

 

You’re about to see how God upends everything you think you know about 

the world around you and how to get by. All through the Bible, we see God 

turn the wisdom of the world on its head. We learn that God has a different 

idea about strength and freedom. About what it means to really live!

 

God’s plan for you to thrive is an upended version of the world’s plan. And 

you’re about to hear all about it.

Have You Prepared For The Journey?
Ask yourself: Is my heart prepared to be challenged? Am I willing to be 

changed? If you can't answer "yes" to these questions, this journey might not 

be nearly as spectacular as it could be. Take a moment and silently talk to God 

in prayer if you need to. Ask God to radically move in your life. 

You’re Holding Your Map
This book you’re holding is the roadmap for your journey. It will help guide 

your experiences. Write your name and the date in the front. Hold on to it. You 

may want to look back and remember this time in your life.

Learn. And Teach.
Keep your eyes and ears open for those valuable moments where God wants 

to teach you something. But don't miss the chance to teach your friends, and 

to be taught by them. Your friends are with you in this experience. Be open to 

what God is doing in and through them and how He might be using them to 

speak to you. And vice versa.

UPENDED INTRO
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“[8] FOR MY THOUGHTS ARE 

NOT YOUR THOUGHTS, NEITHER 

ARE YOUR WAYS MY WAYS, 

DECLARES THE LORD. [9] FOR 

AS THE HEAVENS ARE HIGHER 

THAN THE EARTH, SO ARE 

MY WAYS HIGHER THAN YOUR 

WAYS AND MY THOUGHTS 

THAN YOUR THOUGHTS.” 

- ISAIAH 55:8–9
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LARGE GROUP NOTES 
SESSION 1

These two pages are designed for you to take notes on during Large Group 
Sessions. The stuff you're learning will build on itself over the next few 
sessions. So even if you're not much of a note-taker, you might want to at 
least jot down what you think is important.

Try writing down:
 • Any specific teaching points
 • Verse references for Scripture passages
 • Quotes that make you think
 • Anything you have a question about
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Who is the strongest person you know?

That’s an interesting question. Why? Because your answer might have been 
different than the person sitting next to you, and not in the way you think. 

Some of you read the word strong, and you thought "swole” (LOL). You 
thought beast mode. You thought of the guy with the biggest "guns" in the 
gym or the girl who can deadlift all day long. 

Others of you immediately thought of someone with great mental or 
emotional strength, a loved one who has powered through a cancer battle, or 
some other great trial. 

It’s probably a safe bet that none of you thought about someone with great 
spiritual strength, though you certainly could have. 

See? Interesting question.  

We all think about strength differently. The world around us does. But God has 
something to say about REAL strength, and don’t be surprised if it upends 
your ideas of what it means to be strong. Let’s take a look. 

SMALL GROUP 
SESSION 1 INTRO



Who is the strongest? Maybe you know, maybe you don’t. 
But you’re about to find out.

SESSION 1

GETTING STARTED

PREGAME REAL LIFE
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PART 1: 
READ 2 CORINTHIANS 12:7-8

 [7] So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the 
surpassing greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the 
flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming 
conceited. [8] Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it 
should leave me. 

Paul mentions the same word two times in these two verses. What is the word? 

How would you define the word?

Think for a second about three things you’re good at. List them in the box below.

Why is it tempting for us as human beings to become conceited about the 
things we’re good at? 

PART 2: 
READ 2 CORINTHIANS 12:9

[9] But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of 
my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. 

In your own words, what did God mean by what He said to Paul? 

In light of what God had just allowed Paul to experience, why is this a pretty 
major statement?

Paul says something pretty huge about what he chooses to boast in. What is 
so important about this? 

DIGGING IN
SESSION 1

EAGLES
10



THEY SHALL RUN AND NOT BE WEARY; 
THEY SHALL WALK AND NOT FAINT.

PART 3: 
READ 2 CORINTHIANS 12:10

10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am 
weak, then I am strong.

What does it mean to be content with something? 

Why is it interesting that Paul is content with the things he listed out?

Paul reveals a powerful truth about what it means to live as a child of God. 
What is the key to strength? 

How do you make sense of this? How would you explain this concept to some-
one else?

HAVE 
YOU NOT 
KNOWN?

EAGLES
THEY SHALL MOUNT UP WITH WINGS LIKE

HAVE 
YOU NOT 
HEARD?

THE CREATOR 
OF THE ENDS 

OF THE EARTH

THE LORD IS 
THE EVERLASTING 

GOD,

HE GIVES POWER TO THE FAINT,
AND TO HIM WHO HAS NO MIGHT HE INCREASES 
STRENGTH. EVEN YOUTHS SHALL FAINT AND BE 

WEARY, AND YOUNG MEN SHALL FALL EXHAUSTED;

ISAIAH 40:28-31

RENEW THEIR STRENGTH; 
BUT THEY WHO WAIT FOR THE LORD SHALL

HE DOES NOT FAINT OR GROW WEARY; 
HIS UNDERSTANDING IS UNSEARCHABLE.
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WRAPPING UP
SESSION 1

Work with your group to practically discuss 
what it looks like to apply Paul’s teachings. 
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I AM CONTENT WITH
WEAKNESS,

INSULTS,
HARDSHIPS,
PERSECUTIONS,
& CALAMITIES.

CHRIST
FOR THE SAKE OF

FOR WHEN I AM
WEAK, THEN I AM

STRONG
2  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 1 0
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UPENDED: How God Upends Our Expectations 
“[8] For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD. 
[9] For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my 
thoughts than your thoughts.” - Isaiah 55:8–9 
  
Left to ourselves, we develop our own rules for navigating our lives. We may not write them 
down or even be aware that we have them. But it’s human nature. As we go through life, 
interacting with the world around us, we craft pathways for getting ahead.  
  
We are constantly reinventing ourselves to maintain our image. We have expectations about 
how we see others and how they see us. The places we go. The people we’re friends with. The 
people we’re NOT friends with . . . If we’re honest, we have certain expectations for how the 
world works. But what if we’re wrong? 
  
The simple truth of how God’s Kingdom works is that God dramatically upends our 
expectations. He turns the wisdom of the world on its head. We see this over and over again in 
Scripture. We learn that only in our weakness are we truly strong. We learn that real freedom 
comes from embracing God’s rules. We learn that death can mean life. And we learn that living 
a life of influence can be achieved through a quiet life and not a loud one.  
  
God’s plan for His people to thrive is an upended version of the world’s plan. There may be no 
timelier message for your students to hear. 
 
Small Group Outlines 
Session 1: Weakness is Strength 

• What We Want Students to Learn: Students will have their understanding of what it 
means to be strong upended. As Christ-followers, our strength comes from the Lord and 
only from the Lord.  

• Scripture: 2 Corinthians 12:7-10; Isaiah 40:28-31 
• Session Snapshot: Most people see strength as a value. People spend a lot of time 

exercising to build physical strength. We are inspired when people show mental or 
emotional strength during challenging circumstances. No one wants to be seen as weak. 
And yet, in this session, we see Paul celebrating his weakness. Why? Because Paul 
understands how God upends our definitions of strength. To be strong is to be weak, 
relying wholly on God for our strength. In this session, your students will grasp this truth 
and learn how to apply it in their lives.  

 
Session 2: Freedom is Following 

• What We Want Students to Learn: Students will have their understanding of God’s 
rules upended, as they learn that God’s rules offer a life of freedom. Although sin 
promises freedom, it delivers death. 



• Scripture: Psalm 119:9-16 
• Session Snapshot: Although students seem to own the market on hating rules, the truth 

is that everyone gets bogged down by rules. Especially when the rules sound difficult, 
are hard to understand, or keep us from getting what we want. Sadly, God’s rules often 
get lumped in to all three categories. Your students will have their understanding of 
freedom upended as they interact with Scripture. This lesson tackles the question posed 
in Psalm 119:9, “How can a young man keep his ways pure?” by discussing God’s rules, 
why they matter, and how they actually give us MORE freedom. 

 
Session 3: Death is Life 

• What We Want Students to Learn:  By examining the narrative of John 11, students will 
have their expectations upended regarding life, death, and what it means to believe in 
the promises of God. 

• Scripture: John 11; John 3:16-17 
• Session Snapshot: It is commonplace in the church to talk about the resurrection of 

Christ. But what about the resurrection of Lazarus? Sure, the death and resurrection of 
Lazarus don’t do anything to forgive our sins, but they do display God’s plan for those 
who put their faith in Him. As your group works through this lesson, students will 
encounter several verses in John 11 that challenge their understanding of life and death. 
Most importantly, they will discover God’s plan for His people, and learn why having 
faith in the One who defeats death is more important than anything else on Earth. 

 
Session 4: Quiet is Loud 

• What We Want Students to Learn: Students will have their understanding of what it 
means to be influential upended. Culture says that to have influence, you have to live 
“loudly.” But God’s way says a life of impact comes through living “quietly.”  

• Scripture: 1 Thessalonians 4:9-12 
• Session Snapshot: Our culture is pretty noisy, isn’t it? There are a lot of loud voices that 

surround us. And sometimes, we can be fooled into thinking that to have real influence, 
we need to be “loud” as well. We share our opinions. We speak without first thinking. 
We crave the spotlight. We want to have the most followers, the most likes, and the 
most comments. That’s what you have to do to live a life that matters, right? Not 
according to the Bible. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul challenges us to live a quiet life, at peace 
with one another, always mindful of our actions. To live “loudly,” your students must 
learn to live quietly.   
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